
:Asim Rafiqui, a social anthropologist and  PhD 
candidate  at the  Delft U niversity  o f  Technology, was 
inv ited  b y  CPPG to speak on “Reflections on Gwadar: 
Troubled F ieldw ork” on October 26, 2023.

Rafiqui began  b y  delving into  the  in trinsic im por
tance  o f  fieldwork and  the  transfo rm ative im pact it 
holds in  shap ing  policies. He po in ted  ou t the  need  
to experience a place firsthand  to be able to b ring  
forw ard m eaningfu l po licy  changes, as a researcher 
needs to go beyond the  lim ited lens o f  form ed theories 
and  m ethodologies. Sharing his ow n experience, he 
contended  th a t his research  w ork was based in  the  
v ib ran t landscape n ear M ula Band, Durya, and  M ohal- 
laband  in Gwadar, w here the  m ahigeer (fisherfolks) 
com m unity  resides. In this close-knit com m unity, 
there  is m utual fam iliarity  and  a p ro found  sense o f 
in terconnectedness based a geographical backdrop o f 
“invisible m app ing .” This in tricate  m apping, unseen  at 
first glance, hin ts at layers o f societal connections and 
dynam ics th a t operate b enea th  the  surface.

He further elaborated  the  im portance o f  the  e thnogra
p h y  o f  law, argu ing  th a t it was im portan t to see how 
laws circulated dow n to the  grassroots level as this 
exploration  helped in  understand ing  the  experience 
o f  people regard ing  the  application  o f laws. Talking 
about the  politics o f  visibility, Rafiqui questioned 
w hether show casing certain  aspects o f  a com m unity  
enhances its pow er and  accountability . He ques
tioned  the  assum ption th a t there was a relationship 
betw een visib ility  and  the  political em pow erm ent o f 
histo rically  m arginalized  com m unities. He rem arked 
th a t v isib ility  is a trap  w hich is evident in the  ways 
electronic and  social m edia data  has been used to

recreate crimes th rou g h  forensic investigations. R ather 
th a n  po litica lly  em pow ering com m unities, v isib ility  
inadverten tly  feeds into bu ild ing  sta te-contro lled  n a r
ratives as the  sta te  is m uch m ore inform ed about the 
happenings, and  can m anage and  circulate different 
types o f narratives. For exam ple, states use n a rra 
tives o f hum an  rights to control social media. He 
thus argued th a t i f  one intends to carry  out research, 
em ersion in  the  field is critical to underscore real-life 
happenings and  stories.

D iscussing the  n ex t step o f  choosing a research  topic, 
Rafiqui argued th a t he had  found an  overw helm ing 
am ount o f  research on G w adar perta in ing  to in fra
structure, developm ent, poverty, m arg inalization , geo
politics, and  resources bu t n o t a single s tudy  on the 
m ahigeer  com m unity. Usually, po rt cities are studied 
th rough  the  lens o f  over-determ ined  them es involv
ing  in frastructu re  and  logistics, referred to as the 
creation  o f  an  “idealized research subject”. However, 
this idealization  o f  research  soon  broke for h im  w hen 
he encountered  the  reality  su rround ing  the  m ahigeer 
com m unity, com m unicating  a s to ry  un identified  by  
these form ulated  and  over-determ ined them es. There
fore, it is im portan t to m ove from  generalized percep
tions and  focus on listen ing  to a sto ry  ra ther than  
sta rting  out from  an  already  conceived story.

F urther draw ing a tten tion  to the  oxym oronic re la tion 
ship betw een researcher expectations before fieldwork 
and  w hat actually  happens w hen one undergoes field 
experience, he shared m ultifaceted  challenges inc lud
ing  logistics, deadlines, data  collection and  com 
m u n ity  reluctance to share inform ation , particu larly  
em phasizing the  com m unity’s in tense refusal at v a ri
ous levels. He in itia lly  felt a sense o f  rejection  from  
the  m ahigeer com m unity  on his selection o f  them es, 
fram ew orks, and  questionnaires, h igh ligh ted  b y  the  
existence o f  strange silences in the ir m u tual in terac
tions. N either his questions w ere com prehendible 
for them  n o r the ir answ ers for him. These epistem ic 
confusions seem ed to create an  unbridgeable d iscon
nect betw een him  and  the  com m unity. A m idst such 
rejection, Rafiqui w as able to find his silver lin ing 
w hen he started  adopting  alternative m ethods such  as 
w riting  blogs and  essays to cap ture nuanced  details. 
M oreover, it g radually  becam e clear to h im  th a t using
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drifters and  galvanom eters, devices used for study 
ing  ocean currents and  waves, w as no t considered 
effective b y  the  com m unity . The com m unity  instead  
relied on studying  w eather patte rns th rough  reading 
stars and  ocean waves. It becam e apparen t to him  
th a t the  com m unity ’s resistance took  a distinct form  
in  his lack o f com prehending the ir env ironm ent and 
conditions on the ir term s. This involved a lesson for 
h im  th a t the  w orld does no t bend  for the  researcher 
bu t ra ther the  researcher has to bend  h im /herself to 
understand  th ings at a deeper level.

As Rafiqui m oved w ith  a m ore nuanced  u n de rstan d 
ing, he was able to gather support from  his students 
in  Gwadar, to w hom  he had  tau g h t photography.
As his students ven tu red  th rough  the  streets o f  the 
neighborhood for the ir own projects, he was able to 
tag  along and  gain  inform ation  b y  listen ing  to the ir 
conversations, ob tain ing  valuable know ledge and 
insights about the  com m unity. W ith  the  help o f his 
students w hom  he regarded as ‘the  g ift’, he was able 
to  understand  the  stories o f  the  m ahigeer com m unity  
w hich revealed its sense o f iden tity  no t as individuals 
bu t ra ther th rough  the  com m unity’s relationship  w ith  
land, sea, fish or even djinns.

These epistem ological (theory o f  knowledge) questions 
helped Rafiqui to even tua lly  surrender preconceived 
fram ew orks w hen engaging  w ith  the  m ahigeer com 
m unity. Through his research, he was able to u n de r
s tand  th a t there  is never a single form  o f  literacy  bu t 
ra th er there  are m ultiple literacies ind icating  th a t no 
one form  o f know ledge is superior to another. Hence, 
researchers need to m ove beyond  the  “I” and  w illingly 
becom e the  “instructed  th ird ”. This transform ative 
process involves leav ing  preconceived no tions and 
engaging  w ith  others on a com m on ground. Thus, 
ra th er th a n  necessita ting  data  and  surveys, it is in 
stead an  openness for new  experiences, and  a w illing
ness to travel and  be transform ed.

E laborating  on the  construction  o f  know ledge, he 
used  H eidegger’s po in t o f  view  in  The A ge o f  the 
W orld Picture, s ta ting  tha t, “this objectifying is ac
com plished in a setting-before, a representing, th a t 
aims to b ring  each particu lar being  before it in  such 
a w ay  th a t m an  w ho calculates can be sure, and  th a t 
m eans be certain  o f tha t be ing”. Rafiqui argued tha t 
there  was a large gap betw een w hat w e considered 
as know ledge and  w hat constitu ted  know ledge for 
the  indigenous people. For his particu lar case, he 
h igh ligh ted  the  need for including sem iotics (study o f 
signs and  sym bols and  the ir use or in terpretation) as 
there  was a d isparity  betw een the  post E nlightenm ent 
m odern  scientific know ledge w ith  its p re-ex isting  
form s centered  on m odeling th a t confine know ledge 
to  the  certa in ty  o f representation . Here, representation  
n o t on ly  serves as a m odel o f  the  real bu t reinforces 
the  belie f in  its undeniab le  reality, thus becom ing a 
m echanism  o f control b y  fostering dom ination  over 
the  com prehension o f  n a tu re  and  hum anity.
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