
STATELESS STUDY / methods and practices for undoing 
and unlearning the state

Time: Slow, continued and contingent
Location: Diffuse, discreet
Contact: karachilajamia@gmail.com

Syllabus: Stateless Study
Karachi LaJamia



Course description:
This syllabus is a proposal for imagining study as a form of sociality, as a practice for 
remembering, and as a method for undoing and unlearning the state. Against all the ways 
in which the university is mobilised as a site for building, imagining and perpetuating the 
myths and erasures of the new nation-state, this syllabus proposes pedagogical methods 
and practices to unveil and destabilise the violence of the nation-building project. 

At a moment when knowledge production is increasingly surveilled; public discourse 
closely monitored and regulated; and national histories tightly scripted and sanctified; 
how can we come together to imagine histories and futures otherwise, to share the risks 
of remembering otherwise? This syllabus emerges from experiences and experiments 
undertaken as part of our long-term pedagogical project Karachi LaJamia. 

Refusing monuments and spectacles, our proposal for a memorial to partition is decidedly 
discrete, a slower, softer partner to the louder forms of public resistance and rallying 
gestures. It is always those in power who have the resources to build memorials. We 
seek no such folly. Our proposal keeps in mind the reality of limited funding and lack of 
institutional support when it comes to the risk of remembering otherwise, as well as the 
risks of stasis and visibility. Here, the memorial is not a fixed, frozen form in space. It is a 
practice - dynamic, diffuse, collaborative and contingent. 

Engaging the form of the course outline as a proposal, and the work of pedagogy as a 
practice of remembering and memorialisation - this syllabus proposes a number of spaces/
sites of remembrance across the city of Karachi for the insights they may provide us with 
into state violence and the possibilities of resistance.

About Karachi LaJamia:
Karachi LaJamia is a nomadic space moving outside the institution to occupy public 
spaces in the city as sites of study, disrupting imperial modes of knowledge production 
and circulation. We attempt to make sense of the new military-state apparatus in neo-
colonial times, and what it means to produce and disseminate knowledge within it, in 
order to better understand and imagine possibilities and strategies of resistance. Our 
sessions move between different sites and public spaces to allow relative freedom and 
fluidity to engage in political critique and collectively explore possibilities for solidarity 
and the politicisation of art in the institution and the city. Karachi LaJamia was founded 
in 2015 by Zahra Malkani and Shahana Rajani.

We work outside and around institutions, whether nation-states or their universities. 
We propose ephemeral gatherings in public spaces, fleeting and fugitive spaces of 
coming together through collective study. As borders are hardening across the region, 
and knowledge and culture become increasingly militarized, our syllabus is a proposal/
invitation for people to create study groups, workshops, walks to sense, to know, to 
anticipate, to witness and reflect together. We propose community approaches to research 
as a slow, relational practice of connection, collaboration, and care. 

Learning outcomes: 
A traditional course outline functions as a kind of a contract between the institution and 
students. It functions to demystify, to fix and to reduce the expansive, mystical and delightfully 
unpredictable practice of pedagogy. The syllabus subjugates this sacred labour of care, love 
and curiosity, in service of ‘outcomes’ that it can then quantified and calibrated against. 



Karachi LaJamia is against outcomes. To learn, to be, to witness, to connect, in defiance 
of the boundaries demarcated for us by the state and its institutions, is the work we set 
out to do. To create spaces and ceremonies in which we may build, recognise and honour 
our relationships and entanglements with each other, with the city and the earth is an 
ever-ongoing process with no ends, not an outcome.

Across Pakistan today we find ourselves at the frontlines of climate change - heat 
waves, forest fires, mass displacement and the violence of capitalist, extractivist 
development is increasingly pervasive and impossible to turn away from. In these 
times, a focus on outcomes and results can lead us into a trap of despair, paralysis 
and hopelessness. Those who grieve know that love is not predicated on hope, and we 
commit to the work of love regardless of results.

Methods:
To pin down a defined set of methods across the rapidly changing circumstances and 
contexts in which we work is a futile endeavor. Shawn Wilson writes, in Research is 
Ceremony, “the closer you get to defining something, the more it loses its context. 
Conversely, the more something is put into context, the more it loses a specific 
definition.” Like the relationships we strive to build, honour, maintain and center in 
our pedagogical practice, our methods are also fluid. Considering the scale, opacity and 
unpredictability of the systems we are up against, we have to maintain a certain level 
of openness, flexibility and even opacity ourselves. We step into this work humble and 
deeply aware of how much we do not know, with great curiosity. Yet, there are some 
approaches we have found to be consistently helpful in our work. 

Scale, Slowness, Site-specificity: We reject the fetishization of scale. Instead, we value the 
intimate, the 1:1, to create contexts where there is no need for generalisations. Working 
at a small scale allows us to truly work with care, slowness, caution, and mindfulness. 
It allows us the time and space to examine interpersonal dynamics with the utmost 
care, to preserve dignity and safety of all, to go deep with our inquiries, connections 
and conversations, and also to remain - as much as is possible and appropriate — 
inconspicuous and discreet. Site-specificity allows us to truly understand and value the 
unique nature and conditions of every context. Being unambitious in our scope allows 
for greater depth and sensitivity. Mystical traditions tell us of how the entire universe 
unfolds from a single nukta. 

Learning from those who came before us: As much as Karachi’s history and present is 
marked by state violence and erasure, it has also been marked by a long and rich history 
and tradition of resistance and refusal. Engaging with the radical pedagogies that have 
been formulated and practised in the alternative spaces of activist and community 
organisations has been central in our hope to formulate new languages, methodologies, 
and alliances within, and beyond, the university.

Research as relation / Study as solidarity: The work of study and research does not 
unfold in insular vacuums. We do not believe in distance or objectivity. Study here is 
at the service of a larger project of creating connections and centering relationships 
across a fragmented, barricaded city. 



1. The Shrine of Abdullah Shah Ghazi, Clifton, Karachi. 

One of the most common memorialising typologies encountered in Pakistan is the shrine. 
Karachi’s most popular shrine is the resting place of Abdullah Shah Ghazi, the 8th century 
mystic who is believed to protect the city from floods and cyclones to this day. Before the 
coastal ecology of the city was wrecked by land reclamation, this shrine overlooked the 
sea. More recently the landscape surrounding the shrine has been transformed radically 
by the construction of a skyscraper by real estate developers Bahria Town. Like the shrine, 
the skyscraper too functions as a kind of mystical architecture. Opaque and shrouded in 
mystery, valued far higher than their material worth, stretching time with stay orders and 
legal disputes, speculative and often permanently uninhabited, these standardised identikit 
structures overshadow the situated and specific sacred architecture of the city. A sacred 
architecture that was - and is - entangled in and emergent from indigenous ecology and 
communities. Despite the desecrations, Abdullah Shah Ghazi’s mazaar continues to occupy its 
space in the city as a kind of a portal into another way of seeing and being in / with the city. 

Sites of study:
In our work we have encountered many memorial sites across this city that may help us 
in better understanding the violence of the nation-building project. Every corner of this 
city is inscribed with a story of loss and remembrance that holds a mirror up to the state. 
Some of these sites illustrate the narratives the state wishes to propagate about itself, and 
others illustrate the instability and fallacies of that narrative. In what follows we propose 
a number of memorial sites and methods of approaching, seeing, relating/being in these 
spaces and the entanglements around them. 



2. Jinnah Avenue, Gadap, Karachi. 

The Pakistani state’s fetishisation and deification of infrastructure and the dream of 
development plays a key role in its construction of nationalist fervor. Infrastructure is 
weaponised as a tool for erasure, displacement, and as monuments/memorials for the 
nationalist project. The luxury real estate company Bahria Town Karachi, with its deep 
military ties, has displaced dozens of indigenous villages and farmland and paved in their 
wake Jinnah Avenue, a 400 foot wide road acting as a thoroughfare to connect the new 
development with the rest of the city. Named after the founding father of the nation, 
the road is packaged and sold as a patriotic endeavor and a symbol of national progress. 
The road snakes in, across and around indigenous towns, occupying land, reorganising 
indigenous ways of life, indigenous modes of mobility, choking communities, and opening 
up avenues for more parasitical development and displacement. 

Exercise: Among the miracles of Abdullah Shah Ghazi, such as protecting the city from 
storms and cyclones, is that the oceanic waves of Karachi’s coast would dance at the walls 
of his shrine in daily devotion. Today, these waves are held back from their devotional 
impulses by the ever expanding concrete structures of the city. In 2010 two bombs 
exploded at the shrine in what was purported to be a terrorist attack, and what served as 
a convenient excuse to securitise and sanitise the shrine and adjacent land. Immediately 
the state set about building up walls, lining the site with barbed wire, surrounding it with 
checkpoints, and effectively ending much of the unruly devotional worlds the shrine had 
given birth to. The sanitised, barricaded shrine we see today stands in the wake of the 
many devotional worlds, human and non-human, that the military-development nexus 
seeks to disappear. And yet, shrines have always been homes to the ecstatic practices of 
dhamal that bring to life the hidden, the passed on, the unseen. In an ecstatic moment, 
contemplate, how you could be one such vessel, for the dead, the disappeared, the divine. 

Resources: 
 − Nosheen Ali, “The Reed Laments: Ecology in Muslim thought” (2020), Online.
 − Shabnam Virmani, Kabir Khada Bazaar Mein (Film, 2015), Online.
 − Gul Hassan Kalmatti, Coastal Islands of Sindh: Charna to Jaki (Karachi: Sindh Books Karachi, 2018).



Exercise: The vast, smooth expanse of asphalt and concrete stretches across what was 
once land inhabited by indigenous communities, land used to grow crops and graze 
livestock. What is now a flat, smooth, glistening road was once hills, herbs, graves, 
vegetables, granite. At Jinnah Avenue, veer off the road. How does it feel to move away from 
the smooth and steady gravel to the textured unpredictability, the friction and resistance of 
the ground? How does the ground call upon you to meet it with greater awareness, respect, 
presence? How does it shake you out of the delusional hubris, the colonial promise of the 
road? What do you see, hear, sense, know now, that you couldn’t on the road?

`Resources: 
 − Nikhil Anand, Akhil Gupta & Hannah Appel, The Promise of Infrastructure, (Durham: Duke   

 University Press, 2018), Online.
 − Deborah Cowen, “Infrastructures of Empire and Resistance,” Verso Books Blog (2017), Online.
 − Majed Akhter, “Infrastructures of Colonialism and Resistance,” Tanqeed (2015), Online.
 − Zahra Malkani and Shahana Rajani, Jinnah Avenue (Film, 2017), Online.
 − Huda Tayob and Bongani Kona, “What Personal and Political Histories emerge via infrastructures  

 of mobility?” Archive of Forgetfulness, (Podcast Episode 3, 2021), Online.

3.  Sayad Hashmi Reference Library, Malir, Karachi. 

The Sayad Hashmi Reference Library was founded in 2005 by Professor Saba Dashtiyari, 
an influential poet, scholar, translator, linguist and Baloch nationalist. The library 
is dedicated to the preservation and nurturing of Baloch language, literature, and 
scholarship and also functions as a publishing house, a space for translation and courses. 
In 2009 Professor Dashtiyari was walking home from the Balochistan University campus 
in Quetta when he was shot and killed by the state.

Among its multiple rooms is also a room that functions as a kind of memorial space. The 
room holds Saba Dashtiyari’s own personal library, replete with incomplete manuscripts, 
letters, his own collection of photographs and posters, frozen in time from the moment of 
his death. Across from shelves overflowing with books from Balochi poetry to communist 
literature, framed on the wall are the blood-stained clothes Saba Dashtiyari died in. Just as the 
space archives Balochi literature it also catalogues the costs of this work – a reminder of what 
is at stake in the struggles and conflicts over the production, preservation and ownership of 
knowledge and history that play out in the fields of pedagogical spaces like the university. 



4. OPP-RTI Map, 2011.

This map was created by the Orangi Pilot Project-Research and Training Institute 
under Perween Rahman for use as a legal document attesting to the presence of 
informal settlements threatened by the gaze of extractivist state and real estate 
developers. The map took on a new life as a legal document as key evidence in the 
court case for Perween Rahman’s murder by land mafia. It now functions as a memorial 
on multiple levels: a memorial for the settlements it documented that have now been 
annihilated by the state, a memorial for a progressive activist/research organisation 
brutalised by the state, and a memorial for the incredible and important housing rights 
practices and methodologies formulated by OPP-RTI and Perween Rehman. 

Exercise: If we are to understand partition not as a moment enclosed in the past, but 
rather as an ongoing process, then a memorial for partition could also be a memorial to 
all the violences that continue to be carried out in defense of this impossible, imagined 
nation-state. In the Sayad Hashmi Reference Library it is impossible to think of study as an 
innocent or objective endeavour, but one that is deeply and necessarily dangerous, political 
and dissensual.  If, like the books that line the shelves of the library, we read Professor 
Dashtiyari’s blood stained clothes as text, his unfinished manuscripts as archives, what 
story does this memorial spell out about the nation state? 

Resources:
 − Madiha Aijaz, Notes for Tomorrow (Film, 2018).
 − Sayad Hashmi Reference Library (2005–Ongoing), Online.
 − Chimurenga Library (2009–Ongoing), Online.
 − Nepal Picture Library (2011–Ongoing), Online.



Exercise: The political possibilities of a map must always be contextualised against the 
colonial history of mapmaking. The map served as an exploratory and occupational tool, 
through which Europe expanded empires and created the world in reflection of their 
interests. Can the map then be a memorial for a more progressive politics - a memorial 
to communities, to activists, to organisations, to practices? Can a memorial be a living 
document, with the potential to challenge, to destabilise, to unsettle power? We know 
that the map is not a neutral, fixed representation of the world - it is purposeful and 
animate, with the power to build and to transform. Before the coloniser’s map making 
practices mobilised drawing as a tool for violence, in many mystical traditions drawing 
was a devotional practice: a form of worship, a way to make visible and manifest the 
unseen, the dead, the divine. Devotional drawings such as mantras and talismans were 
imbued with spirit and held protective sway over the forces of the universe. Make a 
memorial map, a devotional drawing for some thing you loved and lost in this city. 
Animate it with ritual and imbue it with spirit, and bring the lost to life again.

Resources:
 − OPP-RTI, “Map of Karachi showing peripheral urbanised areas,” (2011), Online.
 − Arif Hasan, “Orangi Pilot Project: The Expansion of Work beyond Orangi and the Mapping  

 of Informal Settlements and Infrastructure,” (2006), Online.
 − Fizzah Sajjad, “How Perween Rahman Crossed Over,” Tanqeed (2013), Online.
 − Nausheen Anwar, “Mapping Politics in/of the Modern City: Cartography as Representation,”  

 Exhausted Geographies (2015), Online. 
 − Fahad Desmukh, Parveen Rehman on Land, Politics and Violence in Karachi (Interview, 2011), Online.

5. Dadar Pir, Gadap, Karachi. 

The state will have us believe that the history of Karachi begins from 1947. Within this 
narrative, indigenous neighbourhoods are repeatedly evoked as barren and uninhabited. 
They convince us of an untouched, empty land: awaiting and offering itself for the making 
of a new nation. A discourse that erases centuries-long histories of place-making and 
indigenous settlement that mark this landscape. When possibilities of representation are 
so fraught and contingent, how do we begin to unsettle these tight grids of intelligibility, 
to dirty the glosses of urban development? Where to see from? Who to see with?

 Dadar Pir is the site of a saintly grave in Gadap, a historic neighbourhood on the outskirts 
of Karachi. This grave, currently under threat from ongoing real-estate occupation, 
elicits a sacred politics of remembering against what Anand Taneja calls the “the magical 



forgetting of the state.” The grave of Dadar Pir forces us to remember an older history 
of indigenous place-making and belonging around the city that is anchored in wider 
regional networks of trade and pilgrimage. Dadar Pir is known to have come in the dream 
of a person who lived nearby his grave, in order to provide his lost name and history. It 
is through these alternate knowledge transferences, that the graves and imaginal beings 
challenge the state project of forgetting and erasure.

Exercise: What do we count as knowledge and what do we exclude from it? When state 
archiving and preservation efforts forget more than they remember, how can we open 
ourselves to other ways of knowing? To learn to question and suspect what we are taught 
to be “objective” documents/archives of history. To imagine dreams, visions and other 
cosmologies of imagination as meaningful forms of knowledge and histories. What histories 
can you locate that exist below the threshold of national-colonial histories around you?

Resources: 
 − Anand Taneja, “Jinnealogy,” (2013), Online.
 − Shahana Rajani, Zahra Malkani & Abeera Kamran, www.ofstruggle.com (Net art project, 2018), Online.
 − Taymiya Zaman, “Cities, Time and the Backward Glance” (2018), Online.

6. Ephemeral rivers

The relationship between the city dwellers of Karachi and the ecology of this land has been 
marked by violence, both slow and spectacular, and a profound alienation. The disappearing/
disappeared seasonal water bodies of Karachi, river beds devastated by sand mining and 
saturated with concrete, tell us the story of the extractivist chaos of the city. The ephemeral 
river is an invitation, a leakage that lays bare all the cracks and crevices in our knowledge of 
the land, that floods every monsoon like a memory that refuses to remain unseen.

 At the center of our pedagogical approach is Francisco Gutiérrez and Cruz Prado’s 
concept of “ecopedagogy,”  where pedagogy is understood as a practice of connection, 
collectivity, community, and care—not only with one another but also with the ecology 
and environment in which we are situated. We turn to river ecologies to remember, 
acknowledge, celebrate, connect with, and sense, this ancient ecosystem we call Karachi.



The river demands a longue durée connection. It reminds us that to sense, to understand, 
to know, and to live and work with the land is a durational, multi-generational 
practice. A deep and grounded connection with nature is impossible without indigenous 
knowledge—knowledge accumulated over many generations of careful observation 
and symbiotic relation with the land. Today, these knowledges are devalued, degraded, 
erased, and ignored across the city—by state officials, developers, and urban planners 
and by activists and academics alike. 

Exercise: How to move beyond human-centered claims on space, land and knowledge? 
What kind of memorials can be activated by paying attention to natural ecologies? 
Imagine the missing river as one such memorial. What does it mean to sense, to know, 
to anticipate, to expect, to witness the seasonal river? 

As much as Karachi’s history and present is marked by the same violence and erasure 
that disappeared these rivers, it has also been marked by a long and rich tradition 
of resistance and refusal. From the ephemeral rivers to the coastal islands, from 
farmers to fisherfolk, battles to defend the ecological body of Karachi are an ancient 
and ongoing pedagogy. To truly contemplate and reach toward the ephemeral rivers 
is to enter into the cosmographical dance they map across the surface of the city, 
imbricating those who live in Karachi within an ancient, planetary, multispecies web 
of relationality. There is no way to know or see this ecology without knowing or seeing 
those who have fought in defence of it for decades and across generations. Map out 
the web of relations you must now weave.   

Resources: 
 − Francisco Gutiérrez and Cruz Prado, Ecopedagogy and planetary citizenship (São Paulo: Instituto  

 Paulo Friere, 2008).
 − Nicola Khan, “Sindh in Karachi: A topography of separateness, connectivity, and juxtaposition,”  

 (2020), Online.
 − Shahana Rajani and Zahra Malkani, “Sensing the Ephemeral Rivers: Notes Towards a Karachi   

 Ecopedagogy,” (2021), Online. 


