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Abstract 
This thesis examines how “food talk” – or talking about food – is used by members of a rural 

community in mountainous northern Pakistan called Shimshal to articulate identities to both 

local and transcultural audiences. Food and food practices have been well-established as 

important resources for the constitution and performance of identity, including in contexts of 

mobility and modernization. However, the literature on food, identity, and mobility tends to 

focus on contexts that involve primarily linear, unidirectional, and permanent movement from 

one country to another. My thesis draws attention to contexts of multilocality, a common 

livelihood strategy in Shimshal and other rural communities in the Global South in which 

household members move between and maintain connections in multiple spatially-distanced 

locations at once. In particular, I examine instances of transcultural identity constitution, in 

which Shimshalis construct representations for themselves and for outsiders. These kinds of 

interactions exemplify the increasingly common representational contexts that are both produced 

by and characteristic of the circumstances of mobility, multilocality, and modernization in which 

I am interested. To examine how food talk was used as a conversational resource for 

transcultural articulations of identity, I conduct discourse analysis on two sets of pre-existing 

published texts: a collection of oral testimonies and an archive of narrativized photographs. I 

identify four main discourses of modern Shimshali identity in the texts – unity, agropastoralism 

and modernity, exceptionalism, and multilocality – and trace how food talk is used to help 

perform these identity tropes to local and transcultural audiences, with talk about food as an 

agropastoral mode of production, community, health, ‘modernity’, ritual, ‘tradition’, and wealth 

particularly salient as identity resources. I also show how the use of food talk as an identity 

resource is shaped by the context in which it is employed, including the perceived aims of 

different texts and the symbolic and material changes in food itself. Drawing on an 

autoethnographic sensibility, I suggest that we can gain more meaningful insights into the 

performance of identity and food talk by attending to the specific contexts of their production 

and reception. Finally, I show how food talk and identity have changed (and been maintained) in 

the two sets of texts I analyze, which take place across a period of rapid increases in mobility and 

multilocality. By doing so, this thesis brings together and contributes to preoccupations from 
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mobility studies, modernization and development studies, migration and multilocality, food 

studies, identity studies, discourse analysis, and geographical research on rural northern Pakistan. 

  



 iii 

Acknowledgments 
I would like to first thank my supervisor, Dr. David Butz, for his support, encouragement, and 

guidance throughout my thesis project. Our conversations have helped me to develop 

understandings that I will take forward in my life both personally and professionally. This thesis 

would not have been possible without his thoughtful and constructive feedback, as well as his 

availability, flexibility, and understanding – especially during the pandemic and its associated 

disruptions. His mentorship has been instrumental in supporting me to pursue my own interests 

as well as successfully apply for fellowships and other opportunities. I could not have asked for 

or imagined a better supervisor. 

 

I would also like to thank the members of my thesis committee, Dr. Mike Ripmeester and Dr. 

Nancy Cook, whose comments, conversations, and reading recommendations provided insights 

which helped me to strengthen various aspects of my thesis. I’m grateful for the valuable advice 

and different perspectives they each brought to my research.  

 

I also want to thank my fellow cohort members – Hannah, Jared, Lina, and Rebekah – without 

whom this thesis would have been a much lonelier endeavour. Reading (or hearing about) their 

work has been a source of inspiration and motivation, and I’m glad that we’ve been able to 

sustain a sense of community while working remotely.   

 

Finally, thank you to my friends and family, near and far, for their support and encouragement 

not only during my master’s thesis, but also along the (literal and metaphorical) winding road 

which brought me to Shimshal and then to Brock. 

 

  



 iv 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 1: Introduction ............................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Research Question and Aims ................................................................................................. 1 

1.2 Empirical Context ................................................................................................................. 5 

1.2.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 5 

1.2.2 Background: Pre-colonial Mobility, Colonialism, and the Mir of Hunza ...................... 5 

1.2.3 Modernization: Educational Expansion, Road Construction, and Rural Development . 8 

1.2.4 Case Study: Mobility, Modernization, and Multilocality in Shimshal ......................... 12 

1.3 Personal Context ................................................................................................................. 15 

1.4 Conclusion and Thesis Outline ........................................................................................... 17 

Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework .......................................................................................... 20 

2.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 20 

2.2 Modernization, Mobility, and Multilocality ........................................................................ 21 

2.2.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 21 

2.2.2 Modernization and Modernity ...................................................................................... 21 

2.2.3 Mobility and Multilocality ............................................................................................ 25 

2.2.4 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 30 

2.3 Food, Identity, and Discourse ............................................................................................. 31 

2.3.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 31 

2.3.2 Food and Identity .......................................................................................................... 32 

2.3.3 Food Talk ...................................................................................................................... 35 

2.3.4 Discourse ...................................................................................................................... 37 

2.3.5 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 40 

2.4 Epistemological Framework ............................................................................................... 41 

2.4.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 41 

2.4.2 Autoethnography .......................................................................................................... 42 

2.4.3 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 47 



 v 

2.5 Conclusion ........................................................................................................................... 47 

Chapter 3: Material and Representational Context ................................................................ 49 

3.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 49 

3.2 Agropastoralism in Shimshal .............................................................................................. 51 

3.3 Shimshal’s Origin Story ...................................................................................................... 53 

3.4 19th Century Western Exploration, Colonialism, and the Mir’s Taxation .......................... 56 

3.5 Happy Healthy Hunza ......................................................................................................... 59 

3.6 Military Influences, The Karakoram Highway, and Tourism ............................................. 62 

3.7 Rural Development .............................................................................................................. 65 

3.8 Khunjerab National Park and Shimshal Nature Trust ........................................................ 70 

3.9 Shimshal Link Road ............................................................................................................. 74 

3.10 Attabad Landslide ............................................................................................................. 80 

3.11 Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 86 

Chapter 4: Methodological and Epistemological Context ...................................................... 89 

4.1 Introduction and Justification of Sources ........................................................................... 89 

4.2 Oral Testimony Context ...................................................................................................... 91 

4.2.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 91 

4.2.2 Methodological Context ............................................................................................... 91 

4.2.3 Epistemological Context ............................................................................................... 95 

4.3 Autophotography Context ................................................................................................. 100 

4.3.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 100 

4.3.2 Methodological Context ............................................................................................. 101 

4.3.3 Epistemological Context ............................................................................................. 107 

4.4 Methods of Analysis .......................................................................................................... 110 

4.4.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 110 

4.4.2 Discourse Analysis ..................................................................................................... 111 



 vi 

4.4.3 Analytical Steps .......................................................................................................... 115 

4.5 Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 118 

Chapter 5: Analytical Findings ............................................................................................... 119 

5.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 119 

5.2 Unity .................................................................................................................................. 123 

5.2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 123 

5.2.2 Construction of Unity in the Oral Testimonies .......................................................... 123 

5.2.3 Construction of Unity in the Autophotography Texts ................................................ 129 

5.2.4 ‘Loss of Unity’ in the Oral Testimonies ..................................................................... 132 

5.2.5 ‘Loss of Unity’ in the Autophotography Texts .......................................................... 134 

5.2.6 Continued Role of Unity ............................................................................................. 139 

5.2.7 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 142 

5.3 Agropastoral versus Modern Identities ............................................................................. 144 

5.3.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 144 

5.3.2 Agropastoral Identity in the Oral Testimonies ........................................................... 145 

5.3.3 Agropastoral Identity in the Autophotography Texts ................................................. 148 

5.3.4 Modern Identity in the Oral Testimonies ................................................................... 153 

5.3.5 Modern Identity in the Autophotography Texts ......................................................... 157 

5.3.6 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 161 

5.4 Shimshali Exceptionalism ................................................................................................. 163 

5.4.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 163 

5.4.2 Exceptionalism in the Oral Testimonies ..................................................................... 164 

5.4.3 Exceptionalism in the Autophotography Texts .......................................................... 167 

5.4.4 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 174 

5.5 Multilocal Identity ............................................................................................................. 175 

5.5.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 175 

5.5.2 Mobility and Multilocality in the Texts ...................................................................... 176 

5.5.3 Multilocal Identity in the Autophotography Texts ..................................................... 178 

5.5.4 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 183 



 vii 

5.6 Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 184 

Chapter 6: Concluding Thoughts ............................................................................................ 187 

6.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 187 

6.2 Regional Contributions ..................................................................................................... 188 

6.3 Contributions to Multilocality ........................................................................................... 189 

6.4 Contributions to Food and Identity ................................................................................... 190 

6.5 Epistemological and Methodological Contributions ........................................................ 193 

References .................................................................................................................................. 195 

 

  



 viii 

List of Figures  
Figure 1: Map of Gojal sub-district, Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan ...................................................... 6 

Figure 2: Shimshal road construction camps and phases of construction .................................... 13 

Figures 3 & 4: Photos of Shimshal’s four main hamlets .............................................................. 52 

Figure 5: Attabad landslide and subsequent flooded area ............................................................ 80 

Figure 6: Barkat Ali Shah’s photograph “Compressor” ............................................................. 130 

Figure 7: Ali Rehmat’s photograph “Today’s Menu” ................................................................ 136 

Figure 8: Shaheen Karim’s photograph “Amir Baig’s Shop” .................................................... 138 

Figure 9: Shamshad Begum’s photograph “Threshing Machine” .............................................. 141 

Figure 10: Nadir Shah’s photograph “Barley Crop” ................................................................... 149 

Figure 11: Hakim Sultana’s photograph “Women’s Expanding Workload” .............................. 149 

Figure 12: Mohammad Khyal Baig’s photograph “Thishpor” ................................................... 149 

Figure 13: Mohammad Khyal Baig’s photograph “Tractor and Wagon in Shimshal” ............... 149 

Figure 14: Nadir Shah’s photograph “Model Home” ................................................................. 151 

Figure 15: Jahan Peri’s photograph “Dathart” ............................................................................ 152 

Figures 16 & 17: Muhammad Razi’s photograph set “Cooking Systems” ................................ 158 

Figures 18 & 19: Sher Ali’s photograph set “Nuzat Fatimah” ................................................... 160 

Figures 20 & 21: Daulat Amin’s photograph set “Kitchen Utensils” ......................................... 161 

Figure 22: Sakhawat Ali’s photograph “Attabad Tragedy’s Impact on Life in Shimshal” ........ 170 

Figure 23: Nadir Shah’s photograph “Semn and Boqla” ............................................................ 172 

Figure 24: Mirza Aman’s photograph “Gift for Marriage” ........................................................ 174 

Figure 25: Javed Shafa’s photograph “Sohail Playing Rubob” .................................................. 179 

Figure 26: Obaid Akram’s photograph “Barley and Peas” ......................................................... 181 



 ix 

Figure 27: Imtiaz Ahmed’s photograph “Aziz Karim’s Shop (Adventure Food Centre)” ......... 183 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Types of food talk in the oral testimony and autophotography texts ........................... 122 

  



 x 

List of Abbreviations 

AKDN  Aga Khan Development Network 

AKF  Aga Khan Foundation 

AKRSP Aga Khan Rural Support Program 

CKNP  Central Karakoram National Park 

IUCN  International Union for Conservation of Nature 

KNP  Khunjerab National Park 

NGO  Non-Governmental Organization 

PPI  Productive Physical Infrastructure 

SNT  Shimshal Nature Trust 

  



 1 

Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 Research Question and Aims 
Exploring the possibility of shared identity between two communities in mountainous Pakistan 

and Tajikistan, Mostowlansky (2019) describes sitting down for a dinner with friends from both 

of these countries and finding food to be “literally a hot topic of discussion” (p. 974), with 

different facets of identity being drawn out by individuals’ taste or distaste for specific foods. He 

notes that “food does not just symbolize different local, national and transnational identities … 

but also contributes to the embodiment of these differences” (p. 975), actively participating in the 

(re)creation of identities.  

 

In the context of rapidly occurring globalization and modernization, where translocal flows of 

people, goods, and discourses are facilitated by new transportation infrastructure and 

communications technology, questions about mobility, place, and identity will become 

increasingly important to peoples’ lives (Easthope, 2009). How do place-focused cultural 

identities survive or change in the context of modernization, and how do people navigate these 

tensions of identity constitution? How are shared identities constituted in the context of 

communities which are increasingly less bounded? What are the implications of increasingly 

transcultural and translinguistic interactions – driven by mobility, migration, and modernization 

– for identity work and the production of transcultural identities? As Mostowlansky’s (2019) 

anecdote shows, food offers one lens through which to understand these questions. A variety of 

literature identifies food and food practices as important resources for the constitution and 

performance of identity (Cook, 2008; Del Casino Jr, 2015; Mintz & Du Bois, 2002; Valentine, 

1999), including in highly mobile contexts (Imilan, 2015; Johnston & Longhurst, 2012; Parveen, 

2016). 

 

The contexts of mobility that this literature tends to focus on are often described as ‘transnational 

migration’: a primarily linear, unidirectional, and permanent movement from one country to 

another (see, for example, Abbots, 2016; Chapman & Beagan, 2013; Imilan, 2015; Johnston & 

Longhurst, 2012; Parveen, 2016; Vallianatos & Raine, 2008; Weller & Turkon, 2015). I want to 

draw attention to different contexts of mobility, recognizing that mobility takes place not just 

between, but also within nation states (Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013); that food, material goods, 
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ideas, and tastes are mobile as well as people (Sheller & Urry, 2006); and that movement 

between multiple places can often be non-linear, back and forth, and involve maintaining 

connections in multiple spatially-distanced locations at once (Moskal, 2015; Schmidt-Kallert, 

2012). Mountainous northern Pakistan, where recent and rapid modernization and infrastructure 

development have facilitated increasing accessibility, represents one example that brings 

together these kinds of mobility contexts (Benz, 2014b, 2016, 2018; Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993, 

1995, 2004, 2012). 

 

In this thesis, I focus my attention in particular on Shimshal, a small farming and herding 

community of about 225 households in the Karakoram mountains of northern Pakistan (Cook & 

Butz, 2020). Located 60 km up a side valley from the region’s main arterial highway (the 

Karakoram Highway), Shimshal provides an illustrative case study of issues of identity, 

mobility, and modernization facing rural communities in the montane Global South, especially 

because of the relatively recent construction of a link road connecting the community to this 

highway. As the last village in the region to gain road access (Cook & Butz, 2020), the opening 

of the link road in 2003 and the arrival of automobility in the village has dramatically increased 

long-distance mobility and accessibility of both people and goods, drawing out tensions of 

modernization, social change, and identity in particularly high relief.  

 

Through discourse analysis of two pre-existing instances in which food talk was used by 

Shimshalis to articulate and perform identities to transcultural audiences, I hope to answer the 

following research question: 

In Shimshal’s context of recent and rapid increases in modernization and mobility, how 
does food operate as a discursive resource for the constitution of Shimshali identity? 

The two instances of transcultural food and identity talk that I analyze to answer this question 

are: (a) a set of 35 transcribed and published oral testimony interviews, and (b) a set of 401 

publicly available photographs with accompanying narratives. Each of these sets of texts 

represents a particular moment in Shimshal’s recent history of modernization and increases in 

mobility, as well as a particular form of expression in the context of a particular audience. The 

oral testimony transcripts were conducted by an international development organization (in 

collaboration with a community-based institution called Shimshal Nature Trust) shortly before 

the completion of the Shimshal link road, while the autophotography archive was constructed by 
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community members (again coordinated by Shimshal Nature Trust) along with my supervisor 

and third reader about eight years after the completion of the link road. Thus, my project offers a 

juxtaposition of texts constructed ‘before’ and ‘after’ the completion of the link road, as well as 

attention to both visual and textual representations of food and identity. 

 

By analyzing these two sets of texts, I am not trying to discover any definitive ‘truths’ about 

Shimshali identity, nor am I interested in using my analysis to make generalizations about how 

people in Shimshal use food talk across a range of circumstances. In fact, my aim is the opposite: 

I hope to show that how food talk is used as an identity resource is highly contingent on the 

context in which it is employed. For instance, the ways that young Shimshalis studying in the 

city talk about food to perform identities to each other and to their downcountry classmates, or 

the ways that Shimshalis talk about food and identity with each other while in the village, are 

likely to differ in important ways compared to each other and compared to how food talk is used 

as an identity resource in the oral testimony and autophotography projects. Through my analysis 

of the texts I have chosen, I suggest we can gain more meaningful insights into the performance 

of identity and food talk by attending to the contingency of these performances on the specific 

contexts of their production and reception. 

 

I also want to emphasize that both of these sets of texts reflect instances of transcultural identity 

constitution, in which, according to the articulated goals for both projects, Shimshalis are clearly 

and deliberately attempting to communicate to an audience of both outsiders and fellow 

villagers, and represent themselves in ways that are suitable and intelligible for those contexts. 

As I expand upon in Chapter 2, my thesis is concerned with the representational interactions that 

are taking place between Shimshalis and outsiders in texts like the oral testimonies and 

autophotography archive. These interactions exemplify the kinds of increasingly common 

representational contexts are both produced by and characteristic of the circumstances of 

mobility, multilocality, and modernization in which I am interested. Throughout my thesis, I use 

the idea of an ‘assignment’ as an analogy for the specific transcultural discursive contexts that 

the oral testimony and autophotography projects reflect. Like an essay assigned in school, the 

narratives and photographs produced through these projects are shaped by context-specific sets 

of instructions and are conceived of as having particular purposes or goals. Yet, there are usually 



 4 

power relations embedded within an assignment: while those who assign the task may have one 

set of intended aims, those who complete it may be simultaneously striving to achieve their own, 

separate aims in addition to fulfilling the assignment requirements. Just as a student might be 

asked to represent their knowledge on a particular topic to an audience of their instructor and 

peers through (for instance) a ten-minute presentation, the oral testimony and autophotography 

projects ask their participants to construct particular sets of representations in which both locals 

and metropolitan outsiders are the intended recipients.  

 

My research draws from, and offers theoretical contributions to, a diverse array of disciplines. It 

brings together preoccupations from mobility studies, modernization and development studies, 

migration and multilocality, food studies, identity studies, discourse analysis, and geographical 

research on rural northern Pakistan. On a regionally specific level, my research builds on an 

existing body of literature on road construction, mobility, development, modernization, and 

multilocality in northern Pakistan by drawing attention to the implications of these processes for 

both identity and food. Yet, I also offer valuable contributions to scholarship beyond the scope of 

northern Pakistan, including the literature on food as a discursive identity resource; emerging 

work on mobility as constitutive of identity; and epistemological and methodological approaches 

for understanding transcultural self-representations productively. These contributions will be 

developed throughout my thesis and brought together in Chapter 6.  

 

In introducing my research question, I have already gestured towards at least one reason why I 

have chosen to focus my thesis research on Shimshal: its unique position as one of the latest 

communities to gain road access in northern Pakistan. Yet, this still raises the question of why I 

have chosen northern Pakistan at all, given that there are many examples of changing 

relationships between mobility, place and identity that might seem more accessible to me as a 

student in Canada. Answering this question has two components, which I will use the remainder 

of this chapter to address: the empirical and the personal.  

 

First, in order to justify the argument that I have briefly outlined as to why northern Pakistan in 

general (and Shimshal in particular) is an appropriate location for my research, I need to provide 

a fuller and more detailed introduction to my region of study. This will allow me to situate 
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Shimshal’s distinctive circumstances within a broader context of modernization, social change, 

and identity that is relevant throughout the Global South, as well as demonstrate why Shimshal is 

a particularly salient example of these issues because of how recently and dramatically the 

community gained access to long-distance mobility.  

 

Second, I explain how I first became acquainted with and visited Shimshal, as it is my 

experiences travelling in the region that first inspired my interest in this topic. While certainly 

not the only, or even most important, justification for my choice of case study, it is an important 

component to include in my thesis because – as I will explain in Chapter 2 – I’m approaching my 

research with an autoethnographic sensibility that requires reflecting on my own positioning in 

relation to the positioning of the people whose texts I am interpreting. Having introduced my 

research question as well as the personal and empirical justifications for my project, I will 

conclude this chapter by providing an outline of how the remainder of the thesis is organized and 

explain how this organisation will structure the development of my argument. 

 

1.2 Empirical Context 
1.2.1 Introduction 

Given that my research question focuses on Shimshal’s particular context of recent and rapid 

increases in modernization and mobility, before I can begin to answer this question, I need to do 

three things. First, I will situate Shimshal within the district of Hunza in northern Pakistan in 

order to provide some background on the area and the broader context of my study region. 

Second, I will describe in more detail the processes of intensive modernization and development 

that have been taking place in Hunza over the past several decades, which helps to justify why 

northern Pakistan in general is an appropriate choice for my research due to the rapid social and 

economic changes that are taking place. Third, building on this justification, I will then turn my 

attention to the community of Shimshal to demonstrate why it is a particularly salient case study 

of these changes. 

 

1.2.2 Background: Pre-colonial Mobility, Colonialism, and the Mir of Hunza  

My case study, Shimshal, is located in the sub-district of Gojal, which is part of the district of 

Hunza in northern Pakistan’s Gilgit-Baltistan province (see Figure 1). The region of Gojal is 



 6 

inhabited by a mainly Shia Ismaili, Wakhi-speaking population with religious, linguistic, and 

cultural ties to Pamirian communities in nearby China, Afghanistan, and Tajikistan (Butz & 

Cook, 2016; Kreutzmann, 2003, 2015; Mock, 1998). While these groups share a human-

ecological history of farming and herding in the high mountains and valleys of the Karakoram 

range, many scholars have shown how this region is currently undergoing rapid social and 

economic change (Benz, 2014a, 2014b, 2016, 2018; Butz & Cook, 2016; Emadi, 2018; Karrar & 

Mostowlansky, 2018; Kreutzmann, 2004, 2012; Spies, 2017, 2018). Before I discuss the 

contemporary processes of modernization and mobility that are taking place, however, it is 

important to acknowledge that mobility and socio-political change have been on-going in the 

region, rather than implying they are uniquely contemporary processes. 

 

 
Figure 1. Map of Gojal sub-district, Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan (source: Cook & Butz, 2018). 

 

Despite its sparsely populated high mountain location, Hunza has had a long history of mobility 

and transcultural interaction (Dolphin, 2000; Emadi, 2018; Hussain, 2006, 2015; Kreutzmann, 
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1991, 1993, 2003; Mostowlansky, 2019; Sökefeld, 1997). An autonomous state since 1390, the 

kingdom of Hunza had trade and tribute relationships with China and Kashmir and also carried 

out caravan raids along major trading routes of the Silk Road (Dolphin, 2000; Emadi, 2018; 

Flowerday, 2018; Hussain, 2006; Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993; Lin, 2009). In 1846, Gilgit came 

under control of the principality of Kashmir, which had recently been ceded to British India 

(Dolphin, 2000; Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993). Britain became increasingly interested in the region 

due to anxieties about their northern colonial borders, establishing the Gilgit Agency – overseen 

by a British political agent – in the late 19th century (Dolphin, 2000; Hussain, 2006; Flowerday, 

2018; Karrar & Mostowlansky, 2018; Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993). Hunza was formally annexed to 

Kashmir in 1891, effectively bringing it under British colonial rule (Hussain, 2006; Emadi, 2018; 

Flowerday, 2018; Karrar & Mostowlansky, 2018; Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993). This colonial 

influence resulted in a reorientation of exchange relations towards Gilgit and British India in the 

south, with increasing dependence on downcountry areas (Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993). Political 

and economic relations with China were cut off in the mid-1930s, with the loss of taxes and 

access to certain grazing areas compensated by British subsidies to the Mir, or local ruler 

(Emadi, 2018; Flowerday, 2009; Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993, 2020; Lin, 2009).  

 

In exchange for control over Hunza’s external relations, the British Agency gave the Mir 

complete authority and political autonomy over internal affairs (Benz, 2016; Butz, 1993; 

Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993, 2020). This enabled the Mir to consolidate his control over the 

principality; he had strict control over mobility in the region, imposing restrictions on travel 

within and outside of the area by requiring permits to cross checkpoints (Butz, 1993; 

Kreutzmann, 1991, 2015, 2020). The Mir’s regime, including the right to taxes and forced 

labour, was not abolished until 1974, when the Pakistani state began a series of political reforms 

in Gilgit-Baltistan to create a legislative assembly and an elected government for the region 

(Benz, 2016; Emadi, 2018; Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993; Sökefeld, 2012).  However, Gilgit-

Baltistan is still not a fully integrated province and the political authority of these bodies remains 

limited, with the central government of Pakistan determining most political and administrative 

decisions (Emadi, 2018; Sökefeld, 2012).  
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1.2.3 Modernization: Educational Expansion, Road Construction, and Rural Development 

Since the abolition of the Mir, which removed restrictions on regional mobility, Gojal (and, more 

broadly, the district of Hunza) has undergone intensive modernization and development. Several 

scholars demonstrate how modernization interventions by non-governmental organizations 

[NGOs] and the state have sharply increased in this region during the post-colonial period (Benz, 

2014a, 2014b, 2016, 2018; Butz & Cook, 2016; Emadi, 2018; Kreutzmann, 2004; 

Mostowlansky, 2019). Benz (2016) suggests that these interventions are often grounded in 

theories of modernization which see development as “technologization, commercialization, 

rationalization, institutionalization, industrialization, and economic growth” (p. 141). He 

highlights the importance of three interrelated interventions for modernization in Gojal: 

educational expansion, road construction, and rural development (Benz, 2013b, 2016).  

 

The introduction of the first schools in Gojal in 1946 by the Aga Khan III, the spiritual leader of 

the Ismaili community, is often considered the beginning of modernization in the region (Benz, 

2013a, 2014a, 2016; Emadi, 2018; Mostowlansky, 2019). Today, compared with the rest of 

Pakistan, the district of Hunza stands out for its exceptionally high rates of education and 

literacy, which are the outcome of rapid educational expansion over the past century (Benz, 

2013a, 2014a, 2016; Butz & Cook, 2016). The Aga Khan III’s establishment of locally available 

schools as well as his religious guidance removing access restrictions on education helped 

kickstart a drive for education in Hunza, which was intensified by the Pakistani state after the 

abolition of the Mir (Benz, 2013a, 2014a). Although educational disparities still exist, overall 

increases in education have led to higher employment and rising incomes, with particular gains 

in social mobility for those who invested in education as a livelihood strategy during the 

beginning of its expansion (Benz, 2014a).  

 

Development of physical infrastructure in Gilgit-Baltistan, especially in terms of the road 

network, has also had significant impacts on the modernization of the region. Steinberg (2011) 

notes that roads are often associated with discourses of ‘progress’ and modernity and are linked 

to capitalism as “part of the process in which isolated localities are connected to larger market 

systems, processes, and patterns” (p. 65).  Due to its geopolitically important location, the 

Pakistani state has invested considerably in the infrastructure of this region, including the 
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construction of the Karakoram Highway connecting the Gojal region to Pakistan and China 

(Benz, 2013a; Butz & Cook, 2016; Kreutzmann, 1991, 2004; Mostowlansky, 2019). Built by the 

Chinese and Pakistani armies, the Karakoram Highway allows year-round access between Gilgit-

Baltistan and downcountry Pakistan (Butz & Cook, 2016; Kreutzmann, 1991).  

 

The completion of this paved arterial highway in 1976 – as well as many link roads to side 

valleys in the years following – has provided fast and direct access to regional centres, Pakistani 

lowlands, and cross-border trade with China (Benz, 2016; Butz & Cook, 2016). This has 

facilitated the transportation of both people and goods, allowing: 

…a rapidly rising influx of food and other consumer goods, farm inputs, construction 
materials, and machinery from the Pakistani lowlands; international tourists and 
development aid projects; exports of agricultural products to Pakistani lowland markets; 
and cross border trade with China. (Benz, 2016, p. 144) 

The highway facilitated increased exchange relations both within Gojal and with other areas of 

Pakistan, helping to transform a predominantly non-monetary, subsistence-oriented economy 

into one that is primarily cash-based (Butz & Cook, 2016; Mizushima, 2016; Sökefeld, 2012). 

Thus, in combination with the removal of the Mir’s strict control over mobility, road 

construction has increased market access, facilitated long-distance mobility, and driven socio-

economic development in the region (Benz, 2013a; Butz & Cook, 2016; Kreutzmann, 1991; 

Sökefeld, 2014). The more recent development of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, a 

series of infrastructure projects designed to boost Pakistan’s economy and consolidate China’s 

influence in the country, has further connected Gojal more broadly with Afghanistan, China, and 

the rest of Pakistan (Mostowlansky, 2019).  

 

The establishment of this road network also enabled the arrival of larger-scale rural development 

organizations and projects, with global Ismaili institutions playing an especially important role 

(Butz & Cook, 2016; Sökefeld, 2012; Steinberg, 2011). Mostowlansky (2019) argues that the 

Aga Khan Development Network [AKDN] and its various sector organizations has been a 

particularly influential driver of social and infrastructural development in Hunza, noting that “it 

is this trajectory of outside influence that people in Karimabad [a large town in central Hunza] 

are referring to when they speak of a transition from ‘medieval’ to ‘modern’ times” (p. 962). 

Since his inauguration in 1957, the Aga Khan IV has intensified “the policy of his predecessor 
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aiming at the modernization and at social and economic development of the community of his 

followers in Gilgit-Baltistan” (Benz, 2013a, p. 127), which is carried out through both religious 

jama’ati and secular imamati Ismaili institutions. Emphasizing modern discourses of hygiene, 

cleanliness, education, progress, and capitalist market orientations (Steinberg, 2011), these 

institutions “help constitute Gojalis as modern developmental subjects who understand 

themselves as socially progressive, competent, well educated, well connected and well 

organised” (Butz & Cook, 2016, p. 204). 

 

Jama’ati institutions include the Ismaili Tariqah Religious Education Board, which provides 

globally standardized religious education and guidance; local councils, which govern and 

administrate community activities; and groups such as the Ismaili Scouts, Guides, and 

Volunteers, which provide volunteer labour for community development projects (Butz & Cook, 

2016; Steinberg, 2011). As part of a broader regional and global hierarchy of Ismaili councils, 

these institutions ensure “a highly standardised Ismaili worldview…strongly invested in 

modernity, rationality, progress, accountable governance, education and global integration” 

(Butz & Cook, 2016, p. 204; see also Steinberg, 2011). They play a central role in creating a 

translocal and transnational sense of shared Ismaili identity and solidarity (Steinberg, 2011). 

These transnational jama’ati institutional networks also offer Gojalis both social and geographic 

mobility by providing opportunities for higher education elsewhere in Pakistan or abroad, 

creating a cosmopolitan, educated elite who may go on to hold influential positions in 

development or state agencies (Butz & Cook, 2016; Steinberg, 2011).    

 

In addition to religious institutions, the AKDN also introduced a variety of secular 

developmental imamati institutions in Gojal, beginning with the Aga Khan Rural Support 

Program [AKRSP] in 1982 (Benz, 2016; Butz & Cook, 2016; Mostowlansky, 2019). These 

institutions provide services to both Ismaili and non-Ismaili communities, filling absences left by 

ineffective state services, but have been particularly influential in Ismaili areas due to the 

influence of the Aga Khan (Butz & Cook, 2016). AKRSP has been actively engaged in rural 

development and modernization interventions, primarily through community-based local 

infrastructure projects and initiatives to “reorient traditional local subsistence agriculture towards 

cash-crop production for external markets” (Benz, 2016, p. 144). Along with other 
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internationally funded development programs, AKRSP has worked to move Gojal towards a 

market economy through an emphasis on mechanization, chemical fertilizers, and trainings 

aimed at increasing agricultural productivity; at the same time, the completion of the Karakoram 

Highway enabled access to new markets (Butz & Cook, 2016; Kreutzmann, 1991). As part of 

this development process, AKRSP also organized local communities into Village Organizations 

and Women’s Organizations, which collect funds from community members, provide loans, and 

undertake larger scale social, economic, or infrastructural projects (Butz & Cook, 2016; 

Sökefeld, 2012; Steinberg, 2011). Support for this development has been facilitated by numerous 

farman (directives) from the Aga Khan IV, instructing his followers to embrace both education 

and modernization projects (Benz, 2013a).  

 

In addition to a shift from subsistence agriculture towards cash cropping, the emphasis on higher 

education, a capitalist market orientation, and a shared modern identity as priorities for Ismaili 

communities also help to orient people towards household economic diversification, off-farm 

cash income, and multilocal livelihoods (Benz, 2016; Butz & Cook, 2016). At the same time, 

global Ismailism also encourages communities to value their ‘local’ cultural heritage, which in 

Gojal is tied to an agropastoral mode of production (Butz & Cook, 2016). Thus, Butz and Cook 

(2016) suggest that the natural and agricultural landscape of the region is increasingly “valued 

more for its power to inform Gojali identity than for its ability to provide a livelihood” (p. 205). 

 

While there are many factors that have facilitated increases in infrastructure, education, and rural 

development in Gojal – including its geopolitical importance within the region; the abolition of 

the Mir’s feudal rule in 1974, removing restrictions on education and mobility; the use of 

community-based and participatory approaches; and the region’s strong connection with global 

Ismailism – mobility, migration and multilocality underscore each of these modernization 

interventions (Benz, 2016). The construction of a road network within the region has enabled 

increases in long-distance mobility, allowing households access to non-local opportunities and 

resources and creating translocal households, networks and communities. As Benz (2016) notes, 

“in the context of economic globalization, growing interdependencies, and new insecurities, the 

quest to build more resilient livelihoods has resulted not only in sectoral but also spatial 

diversification” (p. 143). Benz (2013b; see also Sökefeld, 2014) draws on the concept of 
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multilocality, or translocality, to show how spatially diversified livelihood strategies increase 

households’ socio-economic development and sustainability, with steadily increasing rates of 

migration and mobility to places outside of Gojal turning households and families into multilocal 

units. Importantly, he notes that Gojalis living elsewhere in Pakistan and abroad “remain firmly 

embedded in translocal social structures stretching to their place of origin” (Benz, 2013b, p.  

268). This pattern of increasing multilocality is the case in Shimshal, the community which I 

have chosen as the setting for my research. 

 

1.2.4 Case Study: Mobility, Modernization, and Multilocality in Shimshal 

Having provided an introduction to the regional context of modernization, mobility, and social 

change within which Shimshal is situated, I will now turn my attention to Shimshal’s specific 

context to show why it is a useful case study for my thesis: specifically, because the 

comparatively recent construction of the Shimshal link road has particularly intensified tensions 

between identity, mobility, and modernization. 

 

Shimshal is located about 60 km up a side valley off of the Hunza River, alongside which the 

Karakoram Highway – the region’s main arterial road – runs (Cook & Butz, 2020). Before 

construction on the Karakoram Highway began, it required a week’s walk and several more days 

by pony track or footpath to travel from Shimshal to the nearest market town (Butz & Cook, 

2011, 2017; Cook & Butz, 2020). Despite being farther from the Hunza Valley than most other 

villages, Shimshal was still well-connected to this network of paths and integrated into this 

system of pedestrian mobility (Butz & Cook, 2017; Cook & Butz, 2020; Fontanari, 2019). 

However, with the arrival of the highway, communities with closer access to the road reoriented 

towards motorized transportation (Butz & Cook, 2017). By 1985, Shimshal was one of only a 

few villages that was not connected to the Karakoram Highway by a link road. As recently as the 

early 90s the highway was a three-day walk from the community (Butz & Cook, 2017; Hussain, 

2015; Karrar & Mostowlansky, 2018). Thus, Shimshal stands out because it remained cut off 

from direct access to motorized transportation much later than other villages in the region. 

 

This relative inaccessibility in the context of a regional reorientation towards automobility has 

had important implications for people’s sense of identity in Shimshal. During this time, many 
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Shimshalis began to feel a sense of deprivation and discrimination, of being ‘underdeveloped’ 

and inadequate compared to neighbouring villages in Gojal that had road access (Butz & Cook, 

2011; Cook & Butz, 2011; Hussain, 2015). Butz and Cook (2011) note that “community identity 

shifted from a sense of epitomizing an ideal of abundant self-sufficiency to one of falling behind, 

becoming the poor cousins of other Gojal villages” (p. 359). The community’s sense of 

increasing social, cultural, and economic marginalization led community leaders to obtain 

support from AKRSP to help build a link road in the early 1980s (Butz & Cook, 2011, 2017). 

Construction began in 1985 and was carried out through “a combination of volunteer labour and 

intermittent support from government and NGOs” (Butz & Cook, 2017, p. 240; see Figure 2 for 

a map of various phases of construction of the Shimshal link road).  

 

Figure 2. Shimshal road construction camps and phases of construction (source: Butz & Cook, 2020). 

 

Although it took 18 years of construction before the road was opened to vehicular traffic, 

changes began to take place well before it was completed. Butz and Cook (2011) observe that 

“each year the journey got shorter and more people made the trip with increasing frequency” (p. 

356), as the portion of the route that could be driven increased. Even three years after 

construction began, “men’s outbound mobility had begun to intensify as some left their fields to 

earn wages as road construction workers” (Cook & Butz, 2020, p. 8); seasonal labour and 
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educational migration also became increasingly common. Thus, the construction process itself 

exposed people to new mobilities, mobile opportunities, and social arrangements. This gradual 

process of increasing mobility offers another justification for why Shimshal provides an 

especially interesting case study of modernization, mobility, and identity. The long period of 

time required to construct the link road offered community members time to reflect on the 

changes that were taking place, as well as on those they anticipated once the road was completed 

(Cook & Butz, 2011).   

 

It also provided Shimshalis with the opportunity to observe changes taking place in neighbouring 

communities which had earlier access to road networks (Cook & Butz, 2011). Indeed, as the road 

progressed, Shimshalis’ sense of identity and perceptions of themselves began to shift from 

feeling isolated and ‘left behind’ towards nostalgia for the past (Butz & Cook, 2011). Hopes for 

increased economic prosperity, improved facilities and social services, and more consumer 

goods were mixed with concerns and ambivalences about the potential for changes to cultural 

values, loss of social cohesion, challenges to identity, exposure to outside dangers and negative 

influences, and changing gender roles and gendered mobilities (Butz & Cook, 2011; Cook & 

Butz, 2011; Hussain, 2015). These apprehensions echo those of many rural communities in the 

Global South navigating tensions of identity constitution in relation to mobility, modernization, 

and social change.  

 

The jeep track from Shimshal to the highway was opened to motorized traffic from end-to-end in 

2003, reducing travel time to a two- or three-hour drive and resulting in rapid increases in 

mobility for both people and goods (Butz & Cook, 2017, 2018). This has made issues of 

modernization, social change, and identity prevalent throughout the Global South particularly 

salient in Shimshal, which is a key reason why I have chosen it as my case study. Indeed, these 

issues are intensified by how recently and dramatically the community gained increased access 

to long-distance mobility, and subsequent improvements in electricity and telecommunications. 

Karrar and Mostowlansky (2018) note that “the growing net of cellular telecommunication has 

allowed the region to shed its label of remoteness” (p. 72), with rudimentary cellular 

communication reaching Shimshal by the end of 2016.  
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Similar to neighbouring communities in Gojal (Benz, 2014b), almost all Shimshali households 

presently have high rates of mobility and migration, both within the region and more broadly. 

While these households maintain a home in the village, they rely on diverse income-generating 

activities to piece together a livelihood. These activities are facilitated in part by movement to 

urban centres for formal education and professional employment. As such, most Shimshali 

households have members living, working or studying elsewhere in Pakistan or abroad and 

depend on long-distance mobility to sustain family and community relations (Butz & Cook, 

2017; Benz, 2014b). Some households may even be spatially absent from the village for part of 

the year, yet regularly return to Shimshal, remain integral parts of community life, and hold a 

continued commitment to a Shimshali identity. 

 

1.3 Personal Context 
So far, I have discussed how the region of Gojal in northern Pakistan provides an illustrative 

example of communities undergoing rapid changes in mobility and modernization. By 

highlighting Shimshal as an especially stark example of these changes, I have also touched 

briefly on several examples of how mobility, modernization, and social change are implicated in 

identity constitution. However, the previous section does not explain how I first became 

acquainted with and visited Shimshal. This helped to inspire my interest in the direction of my 

thesis research.  

 

After I graduated from my undergraduate degree, I spent much of a year riding a bicycle alone 

from North Africa across Europe to West Asia. The following year, I returned to cycle the Pamir 

Highway in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, a destination that has gained popularity among adventure 

tourists as what is often described as the second highest altitude international paved highway in 

the world. I was drawn to this area for many reasons, including personal enjoyment of spending 

time in mountainous landscapes and – perhaps like the colonial explorers I discuss in Chapter 3 – 

a desire to see what came next, to challenge myself in what is often portrayed as a difficult and 

remote landscape, and to encounter the unfamiliar.  

 

Of all of the places I had cycled, I was particularly captivated by the high mountain areas of 

Central Asia. The time that I had spent there cycling, camping, and staying in peoples’ homes 
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made me reflect on the complex relationship between different social, cultural, and political 

interactions and influences in the area, and in particular, about the contemporary transcultural 

interactions that I participated in and watched play out between its residents and adventure 

tourists like myself. My reflections often led me to uncomfortable contradictions, and perhaps 

because of this, I found myself making plans to return to the area for a longer period of time the 

following year. Having found a small development organisation located in the capital city of 

Tajikistan that was willing to arrange a student visa for me to come as an intern, I decided to 

make my way there by spending three months cycling in northern Pakistan – drawn by the 

Karakoram Highway, another high-altitude adventure tourist destination – across a small corner 

of Xinjiang Province in Western China, and then through Tajikistan once more, this time by a 

different route.  

 

During my time in northern Pakistan, I met a few other international travellers who 

recommended that I visit Shimshal Valley, describing its remoteness, isolation, and natural 

beauty. I was intrigued by these descriptions, as well as by conflicting opinions about whether or 

not it would be possible for me to cycle the 60 km unpaved road that links Shimshal to the 

highway. I ended up visiting Shimshal as a tourist for three days, as a side-trip on my way out of 

the country via the Chinese border before my tourist visa expired. My first day was entirely spent 

cycling the link road into the village; I later made the return journey by jeep. While in Shimshal I 

stayed at a guesthouse and spent most of my time walking around the village and its immediate 

surroundings, drinking tea or eating meals with various people (both at the guesthouse and in 

people’s homes), and sitting in on some wedding festivities that were taking place. Most of my 

interactions during this short time were with younger Shimshali women, as well as with two 

other tourists from New Zealand. Shimshal stood out among the places I had visited in northern 

Pakistan, both due to the unique circumstances of the road as well as a relatively high degree of 

English language fluency which enabled me to have more in-depth conversations with people 

than in other villages I had passed through.  

 

After leaving Shimshal, I made my way to Tajikistan, where I spent nine months working for a 

small local development organization and a cultural centre. Although Tajikistan is different from 

northern Pakistan in many important ways, it also shares some similarities. These similarities are 
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seen especially in the Pamir region, which is home to high mountain Wakhi Ismaili communities 

with cultural, linguistic, and religious parallels to Shimshal. During my time there, I was looking 

for graduate programs that might allow me to build on my experiences in Central Asia when I 

came across a reference to my current supervisor’s work in Shimshal. I was interested in what he 

and my third reader had written on mobility and social change, which resonated with many of the 

tensions and questions I had while cycling through the region.  

 

I decided to take the opportunity to conduct a thesis project focused on Shimshal, drawing on my 

supervisor and third reader’s experience conducting research with the community as a resource. I 

was interested in the relationship between food and identity fairly early on. When travelling, 

food played a central part in my interactions with people; particularly when we had little to no 

shared language, food was often an important means of communicating. I have also worked in 

food-related industries for several years, including in kitchens of remote Canadian mountain 

lodges and as a bicycle courier delivering meals from restaurants. From these experiences, it has 

always been clear to me that food – and the way that we talk about food – has meaning.  

 

Although I was interested in returning to Shimshal to conduct ethnographic fieldwork on food 

and identity, I was not granted permission by the university administration to do so because of 

government travel advisories and concerns over safety and liability. As the COVID-19 pandemic 

unfolded and international borders closed, that decision turned out to be serendipitous. After 

discussion with my thesis committee, I decided to shift my project’s direction slightly to draw on 

existing texts that contained food talk: a collection of oral testimonies and a narrativized 

autophotography project. These existing texts offered richer sources of food talk than I would 

have been able to access conducting interviews over Skype. In addition, they also offer me 

access to a greater breadth of transcultural representations of food and identity at different 

moments in Shimshal’s recent history of mobility and modernization, advantages which I discuss 

in greater detail when describing my methodology in Chapter 4. 

 

1.4 Conclusion and Thesis Outline 
Having set out my research question, a brief introduction to the empirical context of my project, 

and a justification for my choice of case study in this chapter, in the next chapter I will turn my 
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attention to the theoretical concepts which make up my research question. This conceptual 

framework is made up of three main dimensions: modernization, mobility, and multilocality; 

food, identity, and discourse; and autoethnography. By setting out this framework, Chapter 2 

explains how I understand and approach each of these concepts when answering my research 

question. It also helps to situate my thesis within the academic literature, which provides the 

groundwork for the theoretical contributions I enumerate in Chapter 6. Lastly, my discussion of 

autoethnography as part of my conceptual framework allows me to develop the epistemological 

approach I am taking in my research, which is an important component of my analysis. 

 

In Chapter 3, I build on the empirical context introduced above by providing a chronology of 

important contexts that weave together relationships between food, identity, transcultural 

interaction, mobility, and modernization in Shimshal. In addition to providing a history of 

representations of – and material relationships between – food and identity in the context of 

mobility and modernization in the region, I show how these stories work together and 

(re)produce one another discursively. I also situate each of the texts that I am analyzing within 

this chronology, which is helpful in several ways. First, it provides important background on the 

material and symbolic changes taking place in Shimshal when both the oral testimonies and the 

autophotography archive were constructed, which helps to contextualize the discourses of 

mobility, modernization, and multilocality that are articulated in these texts. It also helps to 

develop the ways in which food – and thus, food talk as a conversational resource – was 

changing during this period, as well as provide background on the motivations and aims of each 

of these instances of transcultural representation for community members.  

 

Drawing on this empirical and representational context, in Chapter 4 I explore the 

methodological and epistemological characteristics of both the oral testimony and 

autophotography texts. I describe the process through which each set of texts was created, as 

well as how they can be understood productively as instances of transcultural representation to 

and for outsiders in the context of particular ‘assignments’.  I also explain why these texts are 

well-suited for answering my research question and how I use discourse analysis as a method to 

do so, describing the process I used to trace claims about food and identity in both visual images 

and written narratives.  



 19 

 

These analytical findings are explored in Chapter 5, which shows how four main discourses of 

modern Shimshali identity emerge in my texts: unity, agropastoralism and modernity, 

exceptionalism, and multilocality. At the same time, this chapter also examines how different 

types of food talk are used as conversational resources to help construct, support, and weave 

together these identity tropes. While this chapter answers my research question, Chapter 6 – my 

concluding chapter – steps back from the specific context of my project to consider the 

implications of my analytical findings outside of Shimshal, through the empirical, conceptual, 

and epistemological contributions it has to offer. 
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Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework 
2.1 Introduction 
In this thesis, I am analyzing two sets of texts containing Shimshali self-representations to a 

transcultural audience to examine how food is employed as a discursive resource for identity 

constitution in a particular context of rapidly increasing modernization, mobility, and 

multilocality. Before I do so, I first need to explain what I mean by each component of my 

research question – food, discourse, identity, modernization, mobility, and multilocality – in 

order to construct a conceptual framework for my analysis. Drawing on scholarly literature from 

geography, anthropology, food studies, and sociology, in this chapter I outline the key concepts 

related to each component of my thesis and explain how I understand them to relate to one 

another.  

 

The chapter is made up of three parts. Having introduced the empirical context of modernization, 

mobility, and multilocality for my case study in Chapter 1, in the first part of this chapter I 

develop a theoretical conceptualization of these elements. I understand modernization, mobility, 

and multilocality as scaffolding my research question. By this, I mean that they are not the object 

of my research question – I am not analyzing my texts with the intention of making any claims 

about modernization, mobility, or multilocality in the region. Rather, these concepts provide the 

framing for my analysis of food talk and identity.   

 

Next, I set out what I mean by food, discourse, and identity, concepts which I understand as 

making up my object of analysis. In this section, I examine the literature on food and identity to 

show how food offers a useful lens through which to understand questions of identity related to 

modernization and mobility. I explain how I understand identity as dynamic, contradictory, and 

linked to the social construction of subjectivity. I also highlight the relationship between food 

and language in order to develop a conceptualization of ‘food talk’ that reflects how people talk 

about food in everyday life as a way to construct and perform meaning. Given that I am 

understanding food talk as a discursive resource, I also discuss my conceptualization of discourse 

in this section. This helps to inform how I use discourse analysis as part of my methodology, 

which I describe in Chapter 4.  
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Finally, in the third section I show how this conceptual framework is linked to my 

epistemological framework, which draws on an autoethnographic sensibility to understand food 

talk in the texts I am analyzing as self-interested, self-conscious self-representations of identity 

in the sorts of increasingly common transcultural representational contexts that are produced by 

– and characteristic of – mobility, multilocality, and modernization. As I will discuss further in 

Chapter 4, I understand autoethnography as essential to understanding my data productively and, 

therefore, as an important framework for my discourse analysis. Working from this 

epistemological stance, I hope to offer a new perspective on food talk as a discursive resource for 

identity by highlighting its autoethnographic characteristics. 

 

2.2 Modernization, Mobility, and Multilocality 
2.2.1 Introduction 

To begin my discussion of the concepts which contextualize my research question, in the first 

sub-section I provide a brief outline of dominant constructions of modernization and modernity 

as being linked to processes of economic and social development. I examine the relationship 

between modernity and identity constitution, with a particular focus on scholarship that discusses 

constructions of modernity and transcultural flows of people and ideas in northern Pakistan and 

Central Asia. Drawing on this research, I explain how I understand modernity and modernization 

discursively, as multiple, non-linear, and entangled narratives which are constantly being 

negotiated and (co)constructed. In the next sub-section, I look at (im)mobility and multilocality, 

concepts that Chapter 1 has already shown to be closely bound to processes of modernization. 

Building on the empirical context outlined in the previous chapter, I provide a brief overview of 

how these concepts have been theorized in the literature. I also touch on how mobility is 

constitutive of place, place attachment, and identity, all of which I understand as fluid and 

relational. This framing of identity will be carried forward into my discussion of food and 

identity in the next section. 

 

2.2.2 Modernization and Modernity 

Besio (2007) notes that modernity is a “notoriously slippery term to define” (p. 54). It is often 

understood in Eurocentric terms, with discourses of modernization conflated with development 

and Westernization (Besio, 2007; Strohmayer, 2009b). Modernity is commonly understood as 
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having originated and been ‘achieved’ in Europe, from where it is exported to non-Western 

regions (Besio, 2007). Looking at interactions between foreigners and locals in northern 

Pakistan, Besio (2007) observes that “many Western travelers construct modernity as 

synonymous with and located within Europe and North America. They venture to places such as 

northern Pakistan to see a living past, which will soon be lost” (p. 54). As this quote illustrates, 

predominant constructions of modernity implicitly and explicitly create a binary dualism 

between modernity at the ‘center’ and tradition at the ‘peripheries’ (Besio, 2007; Gwynne, 2009). 

In the context of the Global South, then, modernization describes processes which incorporate 

peripheral ‘traditional’ societies into globalized systems of capitalism (Strohmayer, 2009b). 

Modernity and modernization are understood as linked to concepts of capitalism, the nation-

state, mobility, democracy and urbanization, with an emphasis on ‘progress’ and the ‘new’ 

(Strohmayer, 2009a). Echoing in some ways Benz’s (2016) reference to “technologization, 

commercialization, rationalization, institutionalization, industrialization, and economic growth” 

(p. 141), modernization is often associated with social mobilization, centralized political and 

social control, scientific rationalism, transformed social relations, and the growth of urban 

centers oriented to external markets (Lee, 2000; Strohmayer, 2009a, 2009b).  

 

Thus, modernization is understood as not only an economic process, but also a social and 

cultural one (Gwynne, 2009; Lee, 2000; Linehan, 2009; Steinberg, 2011; Therborn, 2003). These 

processes of social change have implications for identity. Strohmayer (2009a) notes that 

modernity is “used to designate a particular mental attitude that seeks rationally to understand the 

world we live in” (p. 471); a ‘modern’ person is understood as drawing on humanist, scientific, 

and rationalist ideologies rather than myth or religious belief (Linehan, 2009). In the book 

Ismaili Modern: Globalization and Identity in a Muslim Community, Jonah Steinberg (2011) 

illustrates how these ideologies and discourses of modernity produce “new social configurations, 

local realities, and modes of subjectivity” (p. 62) for Ismaili communities such as Shimshal. He 

argues that transnational networks of centralized Ismaili organizations and their globalized 

discourses of modernity, capitalism, and liberal individualism both enable new kinds of shared 

identity and produce tensions for other identities, with the Aga Khan III encouraging “a liberal 

and rational interpretation of Islam, the acceptance and practical interpretation of which would 

bring them into the mainstream of modern life without in the least betraying the fundamental 
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tenets and injunctions of their religion” (Aga Khan III & Aziz, 1998, p. xxvi, as cited in 

Steinberg, 2011, p. 53). 

 

The relationship between modernity and identity is also examined by Appadurai (1996) in 

Modernity at Large, which argues there has been a dramatic shift in the nature of global social 

relations over the past few decades. Appadurai argues that electronic media and mass migration 

are behind this shift, constituting modern subjectivities through their “joint effect on the work of 

the imagination” (p. 3, emphasis in original). Although migration is nothing new, he suggests 

that the juxtaposition of human movement with the increasingly rapid movement of ideas, 

images, and sensations introduces “a new order of instability in the production of modern 

sensibilities” (p. 4), as individuals increasingly construct imagined worlds, aspirations, and 

collective and individual identities for themselves out of these new transnational and 

transcultural flows. 

 

Besio (2007) shows how transcultural interactions between foreigners and locals in the Baltistan 

region of northern Pakistan produce “different narratives of who is modern and where modernity 

exists” (p. 53), reflecting how transcultural interaction, identity constitution, and discourses of 

modernity are intertwined. She suggests that narratives of modernity that are centered around the 

West fail to “acknowledge the ways modernity is constantly in negotiation and co-constructed 

not only vis-à-vis the West but within non-Western places” (Besio, 2007, p. 72, emphasis in 

original). Her research highlights the complexity and multiplicity of discourses surrounding 

modernity – including non-Western, Islamic constructions of modernity – to demonstrate how 

transcultural interactions are negotiations of different ideas of modernity between “groups of 

people often ontologically separated as modern and traditional” (p. 72).  

 

Examining ideas of modernity along Tajikistan’s Pamir Highway – another context not 

dissimilar to my own thesis setting – Mostowlansky (2017) draws on the work of Göran 

Therborn (2003) to similarly argue that modernity is multiple, nonlinear, and entangled. 

Therborn (2003) suggests that modernity does not represent a particular chronology or set of 

institutions but rather represents a particular time orientation, “looking forward to this worldly 

future, open, novel, reachable or constructable…and the past as either something to leave behind 
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or as a heap of ruins” (p. 294). This conceptualization of ‘entangled modernities’ emerges from 

Therborn’s dissatisfaction with the Eurocentrism and West-centrism of views of the 

contemporary world, as well as with the dominant notions of modernity described above. He 

argues that thinking of modernities as ‘entangled’ highlights how different modernities (past and 

present) co-exist and are interrelated, and how societies and cultures can move back and forth 

between different orientations towards modernity or tradition. Although Therborn identifies four 

main ‘grand narratives’ of modernity that have been employed in recent history – emancipation, 

progress, victory, and vitality – he notes that “like any discourse, the modernist ones could be 

deployed with ambivalence as well as with firm conviction, with conservative caution as well as 

with radical iconoclasm” (p. 298). In other words, just as discourses of modernity are multiple 

and entangled, so too are peoples’ engagements with these discourses.  

 

Using this conceptualization, Mostowlansky (2017) argues that understanding how people along 

the Pamir Highway negotiate, (re)construct, and perform different ‘projects’ of modernity in 

relation to their identities is important for showing how “self-representation and the ways 

inhabitants of the region position themselves as communities often differ fundamentally from 

patterns of description that are ascribed to them by outsiders” (p. xx). He also shows how road 

construction is implicated in discourses of modernization and demonstrates how descriptors of 

‘remoteness’ and ‘marginality’ usually applied to mountain communities of Central Asia are 

challenged by local understandings of modernity.  

 

This well-established regionally-specific scholarship by Mostowlansky (2017) – as well as Besio 

(2007), Steinberg (2011), and Benz (2016) – helps to ground my conceptualization of modernity 

and modernization in contexts of geography, mobility, and transcultural interaction that are 

representative of Shimshal, helping to link my theoretical framework to the empirical context in 

which I am interested. Recognizing that practice and discourse are intertwined, in my analysis I 

understand modernization and modernity to describe both the processes which are restructuring 

societies in northern Pakistan, as well as the discourses that may be used in processes of 

identification. Like Besio (2007), Mostowlansky (2017), and Therborn (2003), I see discourses 

of modernity as multiple and entangled, reflecting different constructions that may be held by the 

same individual and by different groups of individuals.  
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This helps to frame what I mean by ‘modern Shimshali identity’ in my research question: I 

understand the texts I am analyzing as representations of modern Shimshali identity, because 

they are representations of Shimshali identity constituted in the context of processes and 

discourses of modernization and modernity. Many of these texts may claim various kinds of 

‘modern’ identity, while others may reject modernity and claim ‘traditional’ identities. Yet, 

‘tradition’ is itself a modern discourse, as it is defined in relation to modernity; thus, none of 

these various identity claims exist outside of the field of modernity within which they are 

claimed. As the regional literature discussed in this section suggests, these constructions and 

performances of modernity and tradition in relation to identity play an important role in how 

people are represented by others, as well as in how people represent themselves both to 

themselves and to others, particularly in contexts of increasing mobility, multilocality, and 

globalization. 

 

2.2.3 Mobility and Multilocality 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, mobility is deeply implicated in understandings of modernization. 

Along with Benz (2013b), several other scholars have argued that globalization and 

modernization are causing a shift towards increasing multilocality, with Schmidt-Kallert and 

Franke (2012) arguing that “seasonal, circulatory, and other forms of temporary migration have 

become the dominant type of migration in the developing world” (p. 264; see also Schmidt-

Kallert, 2009; Sueyoshi, 2017; Thieme, 2008). Although Shimshalis have always been mobile to 

some degree, historically much of this mobility has taken place between the agricultural village 

and the seasonal high-altitude pastures in which livestock is grazed, the latter of which are part 

of the spatially-contiguous territory of Shimshal.1 Prior to the last half-century no Shimshali 

households maintained homes outside this territory, although a small handful of Shimshali men 

spent extended periods of time outside the community on military or other forms of service. 

During these periods of absence, there was little or no communication or interaction with their 

 
1 Although seasonal movements between the permanently-settled village and the intermittently-settled high pasture 
villages may be understood as multilocal in some senses, they are not instances of multilocality as the literature 
conceives it because they do not involve leaving Shimshal community territory or encountering non-Shimshali 
social or cultural milieus. These seasonal movements across vertical climatic and ecological zones are described 
variously in the human ecology literature as “verticality,” “almwirtschaft,” or “altitudinal zonation” (see Uhlig & 
Kreutzmann, 1995). 
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families in Shimshal (D. Butz & N. Cook, personal communications, May 14, 2021). The 

development of road infrastructure, communications technology, and marketization in much of 

the Global South means that individual household members from villages like Shimshal can now 

be dispersed across multiple spatially-distanced localities and yet remain closely connected parts 

of shared household and community life (Thieme, 2008). As a concept, multilocality (or 

‘translocality’) is increasingly used across a variety of disciplines to describe issues involving 

mobility, migration, circulation, and spatial interconnectedness, with a focus on local and 

regional contexts rather than national borders (Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 2013; Moskal, 2015; 

Schröder & Stephan-Emmrich, 2016).  

 

Taking a multilocal or translocal perspective allows me to “integrate notions of fluidity and 

discontinuity associated with mobilities, movements and flows on the one hand with notions of 

fixity, groundedness and situatedness in particular settings on the other” (Greiner & Sakdapolrak, 

2013, p. 376). Likewise, Parsons (2017) argues that it is “the technologically mediated ability to 

retain ‘groundedness’ in multiple, spatially segregated, locations simultaneously” (p. 188) that 

distinguishes contemporary mobilities from those in the past. Communication and transportation 

technologies now allow spatially-distanced people and places to remain closely connected in 

real-time in a way that was not seen in the past, creating new challenges and opportunities for the 

constitution of individual and collective identities. Yet, the literature on multilocality tends to 

focus on household livelihoods and resilience, economic drivers and development, government 

policies, demographics, and patterns in mobility (Dame, 2018; Dick & Reuschke, 2012; Dick & 

Schmidt-Kallert, 2011; Kuiper, 2020; Naumann & Greiner, 2017; Parsons, 2017; Porst & 

Sakdapolrak, 2018; Rockenbauch et al., 2019; Schmidt-Kallert, 2009, 2012; Thieme, 2008), with 

relatively little attention to the issues that multilocality raises for identity (although see Malikov, 

2018; Moskal, 2015; Schröder & Stephan-Emmrich, 2016; Sun, 2010). This is particularly the 

case in literature on multilocality, development, and increases in accessibility in northern 

Pakistan (e.g. Benz, 2014, 2016, 2018), very little of which has directly addressed issues of 

identity.  

 

Given that mobility, movement, and fixity are central to both modernization and multilocality, 

my thesis research also draws on the mobilities paradigm as a conceptual tool to help understand 
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the complex, fluid, and dynamic realities of movement and immobility. This theoretical 

paradigm draws attention to the fact that mobility is not something new, either as a human 

practice (Salazar & Smart, 2011) or as an object of study in human geography (Cresswell, 2008). 

Urry (2004) argues that seeing the pre-digital past as static, fixed and having been transformed 

by new technologies is a misconceptualization because all social relationships have always 

involved variously mobile and dynamic connections, some of which relied upon extensive 

movement.  

 

This is an important characteristic to highlight; although I am focusing on the implications of 

contemporary (im)mobilities for identity in Shimshal, I also acknowledge the long history of 

movement and interaction in this area. However, as I argue in Chapter 1, rapid developments of 

transportation and communication infrastructure have changed the patterns of movement, 

representations, and practices of mobility in this region in important ways, facilitating more 

accessible long-distance movements, transcultural interactions, and multilocal households and 

identities. The mobilities turn helps to understand the implications of these social relations by 

“tak[ing] the actual fact of movement seriously” (Cresswell, 2010, p. 18), bringing together 

different forms of movement holistically across a range of scales and disciplines (Cresswell, 

2008; Sheller & Urry, 2006; Urry, 2004). This paradigm encapsulates the interdependence of 

different kinds of mobility and immobility, including that of people, foods, kitchen tools and 

appliances, tastes, and culinary knowledge (Sheller & Urry, 2006). Thus, in the context of food 

as an identity resource, the mobilities perspective allows for a more holistic view of the 

importance of food in contexts of modernization relative to work grounded in development 

studies, livelihood studies, or migration studies, by drawing out not only the complexity of 

human movement but also the mobility of goods, tastes, and discourses. 

 

By looking at the intersection of movement, experience and meaning, the mobilities paradigm is 

able to capture the complexities of how movement is socially and politically mediated and 

experienced in the context of modernization (Cresswell, 2010). This emphasis on experience and 

meaning, in addition to movement itself, is an important part of how I understand mobility in 

relation to identity constitution. The identity performances in my texts are situated in contexts of 

mobility, and they also draw on representations of mobility. Thus, like modernization and 
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modernity, (im)mobility describes both processes which are changing in Shimshal as well as 

discourses and representations that may be used in processes of identification. 

 

The ‘politics of mobility’ (Cresswell, 2010) allows me to draw out the differential distribution of 

mobility capital and, consequentially, the uneven effects of (im)mobility and modernization on 

identity constitution for different people. Mobilities are discursively constituted and operate 

within larger fields of meaning and power; they both produce and are produced by power 

relations (Frello, 2008). Considering how mobility constellations – “particular patterns of 

movement, representations of movement, and ways of practising movement that make sense 

together” (Cresswell, 2010, p. 18) – are socially produced, reproduced and eroded allows me to 

consider their historical context and how power is implicated in their constitution and endurance 

(Cresswell, 2010; Sheller, 2016, 2018). As a result, drawing on the mobilities paradigm as part of 

my conceptual framework offers me yet another way of attending to the importance of historical 

context and power relations for analyzing how food operates as a discursive resource for 

Shimshali identity.  

 

Together with the concept of multilocality, the mobilities turn also helps to disrupt the 

containerized view of ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ destinations often seen in migration literature, 

instead emphasizing the complex networks and interdependencies which are produced (Mountz, 

2011; Schapendonk, 2012; Sheller, 2017; Stone-Cadena, 2016). This is important for my 

analysis, because I understand ‘Shimshali identity’ to include people who live in Shimshal most 

of the year as well as those who spend much or all of the year living outside of the community. I 

recognize that because of the multilocal nature of many Shimshali households, individuals may 

be continuously moving back and forth between different places, which has implications even for 

those members who ‘remain’ in the village – in other words, people who are relatively immobile 

at scales beyond Shimshali territory are also affected by the mobility of others, and by the 

mobility of goods. Where migration literature typically frames identity constitution in terms of 

attachment to an ancestral home or ‘assimilation’ to a new place, the mobilities and multilocality 

literatures allow me to draw attention to the multiple, simultaneous, and co-constituted 

attachments people might have to both places and identities. 
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Rather than approaching place as a discrete container, I draw on the mobilities turn to understand 

it in terms of movement and flows (Adey, 2006). In this paradigm, place and place attachment 

are increasingly understood as fluid, relational and emergent: “mobilities, rather than negating 

the importance of place, shift our understanding of place and the habitual ways we relate to and 

bond with places as distinct from a conception of place attachment premised on fixity and 

stability” (Di Masso et al, 2019, p. 1). My research contributes to this emerging focus on 

mobility as constitutive of place and place attachment by highlighting in my analysis how what 

has been understood historically as a place-based identity – being ‘Shimshali’ – is being 

(re)constructed in the context of rapid increases in movement. Although I am examining an 

increasingly common situation in which the norm of sedentary habitation in an ancestral 

community is being challenged by the complexities of mobility and multilocality, my analysis 

emphasizes the continuing – and evolving – role of both mobility and place attachment in 

identity constitution. 

 

In addition to understanding ‘place’ as relational, in my research I understand the ‘self’ as 

relational as well: constituted through connections to different people, events, things and 

particularly, places (Conradson & Mckay, 2007). Conradson and Mckay (2007) connect with 

Appadurai’s idea of multilocality – “the ways in which emplaced communities become extended, 

via the geographical mobility of their inhabitants” (p. 168) – to understand the importance of 

place for mobile subjectivities. As I mention above, this focus on mobile subjectivities does not 

negate the continued importance of place – through our bodies’ interactions with the outside 

world, we continue to form attachments and thus create meaningful places (Easthope, 2009). 

Drawing on Easthope (2009), I see identity as strategic, positional, contextual and hybrid, 

constructed through discourses that people tell themselves and others, and I argue that it is 

possible to understand one’s identity in terms of both place and mobility simultaneously 

(Conradson & Mckay, 2007). Here, I also note that I do not equate place with stability and 

mobility with change; rather, places are dynamic and constantly re-negotiated, and mobility can 

become normalized and constant (Easthope, 2009). 
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Although the concept of multilocality provides a similar way to understand place and migration, 

with a sensitivity to questions of scale and fixedness (Greiner & Sakdapolark, 2013; Porst & 

Sakdapolrak, 2017), Rogaly (2015) argues that: 

…because the conceptual apparatus of the mobilities paradigm explicitly attends to the 
relationship between movement and moorings or fixity at a number of scales, it is best 
placed to explore the simultaneity between the two in relation to the migration of people, 
just as it is also uniquely engaged with the connection between migration and other 
mobilities. (p. 530, emphasis in original) 

Thus, I draw on both concepts as part of my theoretical framework. I understand multilocality as 

offering a useful empirical descriptor of an increasingly common pattern of distanciated 

livelihoods taking place within households in northern Pakistan, while the mobilities paradigm 

helps me draw attention to non-human (im)mobilities in addition to those of people. By 

highlighting the experiences and meanings tied to these (im)mobilities, the mobilities paradigm 

also helps to me to unfold the implications of multilocality for issues of identity by attending to 

how mobility and place are discursively represented.  

 

2.2.4 Conclusion 

In this section, I have described how I understand the contextual elements which frame the first 

part of my research question, which focuses on Shimshal’s recent and rapid increases of mobility 

and modernization. The second part of my research question asks how talking about food is used 

to articulate and perform Shimshali identity, which this section has helped to set up by 

illustrating how modernization, multilocality, and (im)mobility are deeply implicated in identity 

constitution, both as processes which are changing social structures and as discursive 

constructions that are employed in processes of identification. This is particularly salient in the 

context of transcultural interactions, where representations of identity, mobility, and modernity 

are being constructed by outsiders and by locals for outsiders. Yet, my discussion shows how the 

implications of multilocality for identity constitution have received relatively little attention in 

the literature, an important gap that I will return to in Chapter 6. In the next section, I will further 

develop my conceptualizations of both identity and discourse by taking a deeper look at the 

relationships between identity, food, and food talk.  
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2.3 Food, Identity, and Discourse 
2.3.1 Introduction 

To explain how I understand food, identity, and discourse, I will begin by showing how food and 

food practices are used as a resource for identity in contexts of migration, mobility, and 

modernization. Here, I discuss how what is often considered to be ‘traditional’ cultural food is 

unstable and dynamic. Building on my conceptualization of modernity as multiple, entangled, 

and discursive, I show how constructions of ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ foods are complex 

performances that are shaped by uneven social and economic capital, mobility, and the 

audience(s) who consume these foods. I also touch on the relationship between identity and 

subjectivity, where looking at food as a resource for identity involves looking at both the creation 

of subjects as well as the processes of identification which are constituted by and (re)constitute 

subjectivities. 

 

Next, I explain what I mean by ‘food talk’ and focus on how this is used to articulate meaning. I 

show how examining ‘food talk’ as an identity resource in its own right, rather than the material 

practices of cooking and eating, is relatively unusual within the literature on food and identity, 

particularly in contexts of mobility, modernization, and transcultural interaction. In addition, I 

argue that talking about the production of food should be considered an important part of ‘food 

talk’, as this concept tends to focus on the consumption or preparation of food. By doing so, I 

highlight two contributions my thesis work offers to the literature on food and identity. 

 

In the last sub-section, I outline my understanding of discourse, which is a recurring theme 

running throughout this chapter. Discourse is an important part of my conceptual framework not 

only because I understand all of the other elements – such as mobility, modernization, identity, 

and food – as discursive, but also because I understand Shimshali discourses about identity and 

food to be the object of my analysis. This conceptualization of discourse helps to lead into my 

epistemological framework in the next section, as well as my discussion of methodology in 

Chapter 4. 
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2.3.2 Food and Identity 

Food offers us one lens through which to understand questions of identity related to 

modernization and mobility, as a variety of literature identifies food and food practices as an 

important resource for the constitution and performance of identity (Cook, 2008; Del Casino Jr, 

2015; Mintz & Du Bois, 2002; Valentine, 1999). Scholars from a wide range of disciplines have 

argued that food is a central tool for constructing, maintaining, and expressing individual, 

collective, or national identities and cultures (Abbots, 2016; Allison, 1991; Appadurai, 1988; 

Chapman & Began, 2013; Karrebæk, 2012). Food can be closely tied to gender roles, socializing 

individuals into gendered subjectivities through expectations surrounding roles and 

responsibilities for food production and preparation, what is appropriate for whom to eat, and 

whose tastes are prioritized (Allison, 1991; Chapman & Began, 2013; Haukanes & Pine, 2003). 

It can be used to set oneself apart from ‘others’, yet at the same time, eating unfamiliar food also 

forces one to incorporate the ‘other’ into one’s own body (Parasecoli, 2014) and can help create 

social bonds with others (Johnston & Longhurst, 2012). In addition, food can be used to create 

connections over temporal or physical distance (Vallianatos & Raine, 2008), to cope with change 

by recreating a familiar sense of place (Collins, 2008) and to transport oneself back ‘home’ 

through memories evoked by the senses (Abbots, 2016). 

 

Weller and Turkon (2015) note that for many people, “heritage food is consumed infrequently, 

usually on holidays, yet continues to act as the primary conduit connecting them to their heritage 

culture” (p. 62). Yet, it is important to note here that the meanings ascribed to food, including 

what it means to be ‘heritage’ or ‘traditional’ food, are not fixed. Rather, these meanings are 

constantly being negotiated through practices, discourses, and representations; thus, the very idea 

of ‘traditional’, ‘authentic’ food is problematic (Parasecoli, 2014). According to Said, all cultures 

are entangled in each other such that “none is considered to be ‘single and pure, all are hybrid 

and heterogeneous’” (1999, pp. 112-115, as cited in Gonçalves, 2013, p. 528). Yet, individuals 

often do not see their own heritage as negotiated, as discourses of authenticity “shape the very 

emergence of the set of dynamics that is retroactively projected as a coherent and stable social 

structure” (Parasecoli, 2014, p. 425). Lindholm (2008) connects the emergence of authenticity as 

a cultural value to processes of modernization and the restructuring of social relations, offering a 

sense of belonging, meaning, and connection to counter modern anxieties over alienation and 
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individualization. As Mintz and Du Bois (2002) point out, discourses and practices of ‘authentic’ 

‘ethnic’ cuisines then provide a way to enact and make concrete that very ‘ethnic’ identity.  

 

When speaking of identity in this context, I want to highlight the distinction between identity and 

subjectivity, and the ways in which these concepts relate to one another. Brady and Schirato 

(2010) note that “all forms of identity and identification are based on and linked to the 

procedures, processes, techniques and structures of subjectivity” (p. 6), where subjectivity refers 

to the social construction of subject positions through everyday practices and discourse (Wylie, 

2006). Processes of identification, then, are both constituted by and (re)constitute these 

subjectivities and are always tied to power relations. The act of claiming an identity is a political 

one, which is always constructed through difference by defining oneself in relation to what one is 

not (Warf, 2006). These identities are not static or essential – although they are often seen to be 

so by those who claim them – but unstable, dynamic and contradictory (Valentine, 1999). Thus, 

to look at food as a resource for identity constitution involves looking at both the creation of 

subjects through the material and symbolic processes and discourses of eating and cooking as 

well as the processes of identification which arise out of these subjectivities. 

 

As a practice that is both embodied and discursive, then, food provides a theoretical and 

methodological way in which to understand connections between bodies, identities, subjectivities 

and places (Del Casino Jr, 2015). In addition to a considerable body of literature that examines 

the relationships among transnational migration, food, and identity (Abbots, 2016; Chapman & 

Beagan, 2013; Gonçalves, 2013; Imilan, 2015; Johnston & Longhurst, 2012; Parasecoli, 2014; 

Parveen, 2016; Sterling & Pang, 2013; Vallianatos & Raine, 2008; Weller & Turkon, 2015), 

questions of food and identity specifically in the context of modernization have also received 

scholarly attention (Alcalde, 2009; Amilien & Hegnes, 2013; Counihan, 1984; Gvion, 2009; 

Haukanes & Pine, 2003; Wilk, 1999; Zycherman, 2013). Food, consumption, and taste can be 

used to construct and legitimize a national identity and culture, as in Wilk’s (1999) examination 

of the emergence of a Belizean cuisine; Alcalde’s (2009) exploration of Peruvian Inca Kola as a 

symbol of national identity and Peruvian modernity; or Gvion’s (2009) investigation of how 

culinary practices allow Palestinians in Israel to perform their own sense of modernity, 

participate in Israeli society, and construct a culturally distinct public identity. Looking at 
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processes of modernization and change in Sardinia, Counihan (1984) argues that food can be a 

particularly productive analytical lens for understanding modernization because it allows one to 

examine both the “material changes in people’s lives and their symbolic and social 

repercussions” (p. 56). 

 

Several of these works highlight the interplay between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ in the 

preparation and consumption of food, with Haukanes and Pine (2003) suggesting that food and 

food-related processes “epitomize changing understandings of what constitutes traditional and 

modern aesthetics and practices” (p. 105). Wilk (1999) observes that for some of his research 

participants, serving an ‘authentic’ traditional meal “is a performance of modernity and 

sophistication” (p. 247). He notes that food consumption and tastes are reflections of and 

constitutive of power, including access to economic and cultural capital. However, echoing 

Appadurai’s (1996) argument that media and migration have created a shift in the production of 

modern subjectivities, Wilk argues that “today knowledge of the foreign is no longer the 

monopoly of either the economic or cultural elite; it is accessible to many people directly 

through travel and indirectly through television and the movement of relatives back and forth” 

(p. 253). Lindholm (2008) notes the role of the middle class in the reification of ‘authentically’ 

traditional food, as an upwardly mobile and increasingly multilocal population that seeks a 

nostalgic return to their roots. Thus, rather than a binary relationship between modern/foreign 

and traditional/local, being ‘modern’ can mean upholding traditional dishes alongside new ones; 

indeed, as Gvion (2009) notes, new cooking technologies can “facilitate the preservation of 

traditional dishes by easing their preparation” (p. 399). Gvion also suggests that discourses of 

modernity and tradition are entwined with the kind of audience to whom they are being 

performed: for instance, incorporating new foods and cooking techniques into the private, 

domestic sphere is a way of positioning oneself as a modern individual, while cooking more 

‘traditional’ food in the public sphere of restaurants constructs a distinctive cultural identity that 

attempts to resist marginalization and appropriation (Gvion, 2009).  

 

Thus, the concept of ‘traditional food’ can be used in various ways to shape individual and 

political identities, promote certain values, and justify or defend rural livelihoods (Amilien & 

Hegnes, 2013). Looking at changing food practices in the Polish and Czech countryside, 
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Haukanes and Pine (2003) note that discourses of healthiness – linked to ideas of modernization 

and Westernization – were becoming increasingly common when talking about food, with 

subsistence farming generally seen as healthier than industrially produced food. The former was 

“described in the vocabulary of the ecological movement, as being free from chemicals and as 

‘unmodified’ genetically” (Haukanes & Pine, 2003, p. 121). This example highlights how 

discourses and conceptions of food, health, modernity, and tradition are changing in complex 

ways along with changing food practices themselves. 

 

2.3.3 Food Talk 

Existing literature on food and identity that I have discussed so far focuses mainly on the 

material practices of cooking and eating. Another subset of literature, largely based in disciplines 

such as linguistics and linguistic anthropology, highlights the relationship between food and 

language to examine how people talk about food and how this ‘food talk’ reflects and reproduces 

social or cultural norms (Cavanaugh et al., 2014; Ferguson, 2014; Karrebæk, 2012; Karrebæk et 

al., 2018; Marra et al., 2014; Pollock, 2012; Riley & Cavanaugh, 2017). As Ferguson (2014) 

notes, “…food talk – the ways we talk about and represent food – structures our experience of 

food, from kitchen to table, from menu to meal” (p. xvii). Just as food itself circulates, discourses 

about food also circulate, with the material and symbolic interacting and intersecting with one 

another.  

 

Riley and Cavanaugh (2017; see also Karrebæk et al., 2018) outline four distinct types of 

interaction between food and language: a) language through food, such as using food itself to 

communication emotion, identity, or social relations; b) language about food, in which food is 

the topic of discussion; c) language in the presence of food, such as the kind of interactions that 

take place while eating together; and d) language as food, where communication itself can be 

understood as a form of nourishment. However, many of the scholarly works I have found that 

focus on ‘food talk’ still seem to focus on what food itself communicates – what would be 

considered ‘language through food’ in the above classification (e.g. Pollock, 2012; Stajcic, 

2013). For example, Stajcic (2013) notes that “what we consume, how we acquire it, who 

prepares it, who’s at the table, and who eats first is a form of communication that is rich with 
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meaning” (p. 5); missing from this list is how what we talk about in relation to food is also rich 

in meaning.   

 

There are some scholars who examine the importance of food as a discursive resource for 

identity constitution. For example, Appadurai (1988) looks at how cookbooks – a form of written 

‘food talk’ – were used to construct a ‘national’ cuisine in India. On a more individual level, 

Gonçalves (2013) examines how bi-national couples co-construct hybrid identities for 

themselves through the way they talk about everyday food practices; similarly, Sneijder and te 

Molder (2009) show how participants in an online forum draw on discourses of ‘ordinariness’ to 

normalize veganism as an identity. Benford and Gough (2006) demonstrate through their study 

on chocolate addiction that ‘food talk’ is an important practice in and of itself, not simply as a 

means to describe material food practices. It is important to note that these discursive and 

material practices may be tightly bound together. For example, Chapman and Beagan (2013) 

contrast second-generation immigrants’ use of Western nutritional science discourses with that 

of first-generation immigrants in order to reflect on relative attachments to different identities. In 

turn, these discourses and identities were reflected in participants’ cooking and eating practices. 

Along the same lines, Dominguez-Whitehead and Whitehead (2014) examine food talk among 

university students to demonstrate how the different discursive resources they draw on can 

provide insights into economic and material inequality. 

 

Overall, however, examining ‘food talk’ as an identity resource in its own right is relatively 

unusual within the literature on food and identity in contexts of mobility, modernization, and 

transcultural interaction that I have found; most of the work in this area focuses mainly on the 

material practices of cooking and eating (e.g. Counihan, 1984; Johnston & Longhurst, 2012; 

Parveen, 2016; Vallianatos & Raine, 2008; Weller & Turkon, 2015), rather than on how people 

engage in food-related discourse to construct and perform meaning. By focusing my research 

project on the way people think and talk about food – not only how they cook or consume it – I 

hope to bring together these different areas of scholarship, thus contributing to both bodies of 

work. In my project’s empirical context of modernization and increasing human mobility (where 

individuals may not be able to access local foods while living elsewhere) as well as increasing 
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globalized mobility of food itself (where locally produced ingredients may be supplanted by non-

local foods), I understand talking about food to be particularly salient as an identity resource. 

 

For my research, I draw on a broad definition of ‘food talk’ that includes the agricultural or 

pastoral production of food, the purchasing or marketing of food, the cooking and preparation of 

food, the consumption of food, and the disposal of food – in short, anything related to food. As 

Riley and Cavanaugh (2017) note: 

‘Food’ for us is shorthand for the stuff of ‘food’, but also the many other food terms that 
have been proposed to cover the material and symbolic practices, institutions, and 
understandings related to the production, distribution, preparation, consumption, and 
representation of food… (p. 1) 

Despite this, I note that almost all of the research I have found on ‘food talk’ has focused either 

on the consumption or preparation of food, from talking about the consumption of chocolate 

(Benford & Gough, 2006), to cultural norms about ‘food talk’ in the workplace (Marra et al., 

2014), to lunchtime ‘food talk’ between teachers and children (Karrebæk, 2012). Yet, given that 

until recently, there was a closely entwined relationship between food, household livelihoods, 

identity, and sense of place for communities like Shimshal, I consider food production to also be 

an important part of food talk for my research. By doing so, I hope to expand the type of food 

talk commonly represented in the literature. 

 

2.3.4 Discourse 

Given my interest in food talk in particular as a resource for identity, discourse is a concept 

which is central to my analysis. Indeed, it has already come up many times in this chapter: in 

previous sections, I discuss how I see both identity and the meanings ascribed to food as being 

shaped by discourses as well as material practices. In this section, I want to describe what I mean 

by ‘discourse’; the relationship between discourse, identity, and subjectivity; and the 

implications of how I conceptualize discourse for how I approach and understand the texts that I 

am analyzing. 

 

My research draws on a Foucauldian conceptualization of discourse, which can be understood as 

“a system of possibility for knowledge” (Philp, 1985, p. 69): sets of rules that allow the 

construction of claims about what is true and false. As Foucault (1984) explains: 
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Each society has its regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth: that is, the types of 
discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances 
which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is 
sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the 
status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true. (p. 73) 

In other words, ‘discourse’ includes not only all statements and texts which produce meaning 

and social effects, but also the unwritten systems and rules that produce and circulate statements. 

Mills (1991) describes discourse as referring to three components: “firstly, all language and the 

system of rules whereby utterances/texts are produced; secondly, all texts and utterances 

produced by those rules, regardless of their literary or factual status; thirdly, groupings of 

texts/utterances” (Mills, 1991, p. 8). In terms of the third meaning listed by Mills above, when I 

use ‘discourse’ to describe a particular grouping of texts – for example, ‘discourses of 

modernity’ or ‘discourses of femininity’ – I am referring to discursive formations: particular sets 

of statements that address the same topic, produce similar meanings and effects, and tend to be 

associated with particular sites of power (Mills, 2003a). 

 

By ‘statements’ or ‘texts’, I don’t just mean written and spoken language but all forms of 

communication, including (but not limited to) embodied practices like food consumption, 

mobility practices, and body language. As Cresswell (2009) says, discourses are “constellations 

of words, practices, institutions…and things” (p. 211). This is an important distinction to make, 

because although the oral testimonies I am analyzing are written texts, the ‘texts’ of the 

autophotography collection will include not only words but photographs as well. I see the visual 

components of these materials to be equally discursive as the verbal ones (Rose, 2016). 

Furthermore, even when I am looking at written texts like the oral testimonies, I think it is 

important to note that these written words represent only one facet of discourse. For example, 

discourses of nutritional health circulate not only through the written and spoken texts that I am 

examining, but also through embodied purchasing practices, the way food or goods are 

displayed, what kind of food is served and eaten, and so on.  

 

These embodied practices are performed according to the same rule system that shapes what 

people think and say, which demonstrates they are discursive in their own right. People’s 

behaviour tends to conform to social norms which are discursively constituted through rules 

about normality (Cook, 2007; Philp, 1985; Rose, 2016). This makes their behaviour socially 
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intelligible to others who share the same discursive context. Thus, as sets of socially, temporally 

and spatially specific rules that shape what is ‘normal’, ‘right’, ‘true’ and ‘knowable’ in a given 

social context (Cook, 2007; Philp, 1985; Rose, 2016), discourses have material manifestations; 

for example, by shaping people’s embodied performances and practices such as eating and 

preparing food as well as their performances of identity and subjectivity (Cook, 2007; Mills, 

2003a). At the same time, those embodied performances reproduce discourse and power by 

(re)enacting the rules that shape what is ‘normal’. In these ways, the discursive and the material 

are mutually constitutive (Cook, 2007).  

 

Because discourses produce truth, demarcate norms, and create hierarchies of social value, they 

are power relations: they normalize and privilege particular social relations and ways of being, 

while making others abnormal (Cook, 2007; Mills, 2003a, 2003b). This means that texts are 

manifestations of power in themselves, and not merely a reflection of some other kind of power 

(Mills, 1991, p. 73). In every social context there are a multiplicity of often competing 

discourses: both dominant discourses and truths (authoritative knowledge and that which is 

socially knowable, which are often located in socially powerful institutions and make claims of 

absolute truth) as well as alternative truths that circulate alongside them (Cook, 2007; Rose, 

2016). When thinking about how discourses of food and identity are articulated in the texts I am 

analyzing, I draw on this conceptualization to attend to what is ‘normalized’ in my texts – what 

is presented as taken for granted or commonplace – and to reflect on alternative lines of thought 

in relation to what is normalized. 

 

Discourse is power in operation, which Foucault (1971) captures through the concept of 

power/knowledge. According to Foucault, power is not a thing – a tool that some social groups 

or institutions have and wield over others to oppress them. Rather, power is a network of 

relations between individuals, exercised through the (re)production of ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ 

subjects and how they relate to each other (Foucault, 1971). As Mills (2003b) says, “in the very 

process of what seems like constituting oneself as a subject, as an individual, producing 

knowledge about oneself only makes one an object of discourse, an object of power/knowledge” 

(p. 73). In other words, the discourses of identity that are performed in the texts I am analyzing 

are not merely ‘talk’ but help to define and discipline subject positions – who it is possible for a 
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Shimshali to be – as well as what it is possible to do, think, feel, say, and experience from those 

subject positions. When people act and think according to discursive norms, they become 

subjects of them; and by doing so, they help to (re)produce what is possible to say, do, think, or 

be (Cook, 2007).  

 

Subjects are actively constituted and disciplined by discourses, where discipline refers to the 

process through which we internalize rules of discourse and self-police our own thoughts and 

actions to produce particular versions of reality and subjectivity (Cook, 2007; Mills, 1991). 

Individuals have some degree of agency to disrupt certain discourses by mobilizing alternative 

discourses or lines of thought (Philp, 1985). At the same time, however, subjects can never fully 

escape the discursive field within which they are constituted, as subjectivity is constrained by the 

range of discourses which are circulating within a particular social context. I touch on this in 

Chapter 3, where I note various ways in which local interventions into transcultural 

representations of Shimshal and Hunza simultaneously disrupt and (re)produce the 

representations in which they seek to intervene. 

 

Grounded in this conceptualization of discourse, my research question is interested in the various 

truth claims about food and identity that Shimshalis are constructing, perpetuating and 

circulating in the two instances of transcultural self-representation that I have chosen to analyze. 

I want to understand what truths about food are (re)produced and circulated by Shimshalis in 

particular representational contexts, and how these truth claims are drawn on for identity 

constructing and performing purposes. My research question is focused on “food talk” as a form 

of food practice in itself, rather than treating it simply as a means to describe food practice, 

because I am interested in how discourses about food are used in particular to constitute and 

perform Shimshali identity in transcultural interactions. 

 

2.3.5 Conclusion 

In this section, I have discussed the concepts that frame the second part of my research question, 

which asks how food talk is used to articulate and perform Shimshali identity. Building on my 

conceptualization of identity in relation to mobility and place in the previous section, I explain 

the relationship between identity and subjectivity and reflect on what it means to look at food as 
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a resource for identity constitution. I also define my conceptualization of ‘food talk’ as an 

identity resource in its own right, rather than merely a means to describe food practices. I 

consider ‘food talk’ to include not only talk about the preparation and consumption of food, but 

also its production, purchasing, transportation, marketing, and disposal. This discussion of food 

as a discursive resource leads into my conceptualization of discourse, which helps to shape both 

how I understand my texts epistemologically as well as how I approach them analytically.  

 

Existing literature on food as an identity resource in contexts of migration, mobility, and 

modernization helps to tie the first and second parts of my research question together by showing 

how food is a useful lens through which to understand these contexts. However, my examination 

of this body of literature has also highlighted three gaps in what has been studied, which I 

summarize briefly here. First, there is a focus on food as an identity resource in one-way, 

transnational migration, with relatively little attention to food and identity in the dynamic, back 

and forth, and regional contexts of multilocality I describe in section 2.2.3. Second, most of this 

literature focuses on the material practices of cooking and eating, with little attention to ‘food 

talk’ as an identity resource in its own right. Third, almost all of the research I have found on 

‘food talk’ has focused on talk about the consumption or preparation of food. I will consider how 

my thesis contributes to these scholarly gaps in Chapter 6.  

 

2.4 Epistemological Framework  
2.4.1 Introduction 

So far, I have taken a closer look at each of the main concepts which make up my research 

question: modernization, mobility, multilocality, food, identity, and discourse. In the last section 

of this chapter, I want to step back and explain the epistemological framework which underpins 

my research question as a whole. By framing my research question to focus on food talk, I am 

hoping to go beyond merely learning something definitive about food in terms of how it is 

prepared and consumed to look at how Shimshalis employ food talk in a variety of circumstances 

to perform particular identities for themselves and for outsiders to Shimshal. I hope that by doing 

this, I’m able to learn something about the construction, performance, and articulation of identity 

in the present context of modernization, mobility, and multilocality that Shimshalis find 

themselves in.  
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Given that identities are always constructed relationally, one of the implications of mobility, 

modernization, and multilocality is that the range of others in relation to which one constructs 

and performs one’s identity expands, incorporating much greater contact with those culturally 

(and linguistically) different from oneself. Thus, identity work increasingly occurs in 

transcultural contexts and is produced by transcultural interactions. I am analyzing food talk in 

two instances of transcultural interaction, in which Shimshali subjects are constructing and 

performing self-identities for themselves as well as for different transcultural audiences – in 

other words, in which they are representing themselves autoethnographically (Butz, 2010; Butz 

& Besio, 2009; Pratt, 1992). In this section, I will develop my conceptualization of 

autoethnography as both my object of analysis – Shimshali food talk in transcultural contexts – 

as well as the epistemological characteristics of the texts I analyze. 

 

2.4.2 Autoethnography 

Underlying my research question are questions of how representations of food and identity are 

shaped by transcultural interaction, and how we can meaningfully understand these 

representations. As an “epistemological orientation to the relationships among experience, 

knowledge, and representation” (Butz, 2010, p. 140), autoethnography offers a framework to 

help answer these implicit questions. There are a number of overlapping conceptualizations of 

autoethnography in the literature, all of which strive in some way to collapse the conventional 

binary between researchers as agents of signification and research subjects as objects 

of signification (Butz & Besio, 2009). In my thesis, I draw on a conceptualization that Butz and 

Besio (2009) call ‘autoethnography from below’, which refers to instances in which the 

“accustomed objects of research produce self-representations that are meant to intervene in 

ethnographic and other dominant discourses about them” (p. 1667). This is what I understand the 

two sets of texts I'm working with to be attempting.  

 

This approach of ‘autoethnography from below’ was initially developed by colonial discourse 

analyst Mary Louise Pratt (1992), who conceptualizes autoethnography as “instances in which 

colonized subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways that engage with the colonizer’s 

own terms” (p. 7; emphasis in original). She conceives of autoethnographic texts as self-
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representations strategically performed by subordinated groups in order to intervene in the 

understandings of dominant outsiders, using those outsiders’ own language and idioms as a tool 

of resistance. Drawing on Pratt’s work, Butz and Besio (2004, 2009) developed the concept of 

‘autoethnography from below’ for use beyond specific contexts of colonial discourse or 

transcultural relations shaped specifically by colonialism. This makes the concept of 

autoethnography relevant to a broad range of circumstances where people who are often the 

objects of other people’s transcultural representations – such as Shimshalis, whose representation 

by outsiders I explore in Chapter 3 – produce their own transcultural self-representations.  

 

 ‘Autoethnography from below’ reflects the political aims of the accustomed objects of research 

“to find a voice and speaking position that will be heeded in metropolitan representational space 

for purposes of self-definition and therefore self-determination” (Butz & Besio, 2009, p. 1668). 

Yet, as Pratt (1992) argues, the uneven power relations that make such representational 

interventions necessary also require speakers to adopt some of the language, idioms, and other 

conversational resources of dominant representations in order to speak meaningfully and 

persuasively with a metropolitan audience. As a result, autoethnographic representation is 

implicated in the production of a ‘self’ both for others as well as for oneself: it is “itself a source 

and outcome of transcultural identity formation” (Butz & Besio, 2009, p. 1668).  

 

Thus, I understand Shimshali talk about food and identity in the texts that I am analyzing as 

autoethnographic narratives: self-representations which are “self-conscious, reflexive, concerned 

with intervening in conventional academic knowledge production [and other representational 

contexts], and focused on understanding and exemplifying social circumstances or relations 

beyond the individual self” (Butz, 2010, p. 150).  Seeing the oral testimony and autophotography 

projects as self-interested, self-conscious self-representations produced in particular transcultural 

contexts for transcultural audiences allows me to study food talk as a resource in the constitution 

of Shimshali identity in the sorts of increasingly common representational contexts which are 

produced by – and characteristics of – the contexts of mobility, multilocality, and modernization 

in which I am interested. 
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My characterization of these texts as autoethnographic is based on a combination of three 

elements, in order of increasing importance: intent, context, and my ontological stance. First, in 

terms of intent, in order for a text to be autoethnographic there should be some evidence that the 

text was produced in order to intervene in transcultural knowledge production (Butz, 2010). As I 

will demonstrate in Chapters 3 and 4, both the oral testimony and autophotography projects were 

conceived of and represented to participants with this intent to intervene: they are instances in 

which a group of people who are accustomed to being the objects of outsiders’ research and 

representation in ways that have had negative material consequences for the community are 

producing their own self-representations for circulation locally and in the wider world. 

 

Second, if people are communicating their own thoughts, perspectives, and realities to a 

transcultural audience or in a transcultural context, and if they are communicating in a way that 

concedes something to their transcultural audience in terms of idiom and content (as, for 

example, a student would in writing an essay for a professor) then they are communicating 

autoethnographically, regardless of intent (Butz, 2010; Pratt, 1992). Thus, regardless of what the 

intentions of individual Shimshali participants were, the texts they created are necessarily 

autoethnographic because of the context and content of their production.  

 

The third and most important element is my ontological stance as the analyst of these texts (Butz 

& Besio, 2004). The attribution of self-consciousness, self-interest, and reflexivity to the creators 

of the self-representations seen in the texts I am analyzing is an ontological and ethical stance on 

my part, that in some ways has little to do with the active intent of participants or the content of 

what they say. Rather, it is an ethical decision which draws on postcolonial theory to treat 

participants as full human beings, rather than as one-dimensional informants who are not self-

conscious, self-interested or reflexive (e.g., Pratt, 1992; Spivak, 1999). This component 

constitutes an autoethnographic sensibility: “an attentiveness to the autoethnographic 

characteristics of things that are going on in our research settings” (Butz & Besio, 2004, p. 354). 

It is an active theoretical and ethical decision on my part to understand my participants’ 

subjectivities in a way that I understand to be more ethically and epistemologically acceptable 

than the alternatives. Furthermore, I argue that we can understand these texts more productively 

by approaching them through this lens. 
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An autoethnographic sensibility, then, provides an epistemological framework for (a) 

understanding what is said in the texts as strategic, self-interested, self-representations, as well as 

(b) attending to the ways in which self-representations are influenced by the affordances and 

constraints of the contexts or ‘assignments’ in which they are articulated. In the context of my 

research project, this means that self-narrations and performances of identity can be understood 

more fully by considering the transcultural context of their production and reception (Butz & 

Besio, 2009). Reflecting on the characteristics of the formal transcultural interactions which 

facilitated the production of my texts and how these interactions influenced Shimshali self-

representations offers an important analytical resource for my research question, as it enables me 

to reflect on and discuss how talk about food and identity in my texts is necessarily situated and 

partial. 

 

As attempted interventions into the production of knowledge and representation, these 

autoethnographic texts are necessarily political: shaped in particular ways in order to speak to 

particular audiences intelligibly and persuasively, and sensitive to the power relations within and 

between the social contexts of their production and reception (Butz, 2010). This epistemological 

approach shifts the emphasis of my research onto the encounter itself: instead of conducting 

research ‘on’ Shimshalis, I’m interested in the interaction that is taking place between Shimshalis 

and outsiders in texts like the oral testimonies and autophotography archive. In the case of my 

research, there are multiple “research interactions” to keep in mind, which I develop in Chapter 

4: the interactions that produced the oral testimonies; the interactions that produced the 

autophotography archive; and my own interactions with the photographs and English-language 

texts that resulted from these prior interactions. 

 

By using an autoethnographic sensibility to inform my discourse analysis, I am able to position 

the epistemological characteristics of what my research participants say in the context of various 

transcultural interactions (Butz & Besio, 2009). As Butz and Cook (2018) note when discussing 

the oral testimony project in Shimshal: 

What Shimshali people say in the testimonies tells us more about how, why, with what 
resources, and in what knowledge governance context they constructed such a testimonial 
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record, than about what people do or did, or even think or feel, about whatever it is they 
were talking about. (p. 35) 

In my research project, the individual contexts of each of my two sources – how, why, with what 

resources, and in what knowledge governance context they were constructed – will differ in 

important ways. It may be the case that through my discourse analysis, I am able to say 

something about what people do or think, or about how Shimshali identity is changing in the face 

of rapid increases of modernization and mobility – but what I am able to say will be more 

meaningful if I am sensitive to the autoethnographic and transcultural characteristics of the texts 

I draw my conclusions from. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) suggest, I aim to “treat 

participants’ knowledge as both resource and topic” (p. 126) by using their narratives to examine 

both what is being talked about and what that says about the person who does the talking or the 

situation in which it occurs. To do so requires understanding the participants involved in my 

texts as reflexive subjects in their own right, whose “identities are constituted in relation to [my 

and others’] own in a field that encompasses and entangles both parties” (Butz & Besio, 2009, p. 

1668). By doing so, I am not making claims about individual participants’ intentions regarding 

reflexivity. Rather, I am ontologically understanding subjects in a particular way that rejects the 

naivety and condescension of understanding them as un-reflexive “native informants” (see 

Spivak, 1999). 

 

In the context of a transcultural research setting such as Shimshal, an autoethnographic 

sensibility also provides a useful tool for discourse analysis by critically engaging with the 

artefacts of transcultural interactions that constitute my source materials. In addition to helping 

me avoid treating the participants involved in my data sources as ‘native informants’, using an 

autoethnographic sensibility can also help me recognize the implications of involvement of 

international researchers, NGOs, and media producers for their performances of identity, and 

support Shimshalis’ own self-representations (Butz & Besio, 2004, p. 357-358). In this sense, 

autoethnography provides me with an opportunity for critical reflexivity, which Crang and Cook 

(2007) argue should involve consideration of “the structural preconditions that shape the 

activities of, and relationships between, (those who can be the) researchers and researched” (p. 

155). 
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2.4.3 Conclusion 

In this section, I add another layer onto the conceptualization of identity and food talk I 

developed in the previous section by explaining how I understand articulations of food and 

identity as autoethnographic representations: self-interested, self-conscious self-representations 

produced in particular transcultural contexts for transcultural audiences. By understanding my 

texts with an autoethnographic sensitivity, I recognize Shimshalis not just as objects of research, 

but as subjects and knowledge producers in themselves, who are representing themselves in ways 

that they want to be understood by both local and transcultural audiences. I argue that doing so 

allows me to study food talk as a resource in the constitution of identity in the sorts of 

increasingly common transcultural representational contexts which are produced by – and 

characteristics of – the contexts of mobility, multilocality, and modernization in which I am 

interested. This section helps to set up my discussion of the epistemological characteristics of the 

oral testimony and autophotography projects in Chapter 4, as well as my analysis itself in 

Chapter 5. 

 

When considering the epistemological framework through which I understand my texts, I want to 

conclude this section by noting that my understanding of the oral testimony and autophotography 

projects – in terms of both their circumstances of production as well as some aspects of the texts 

themselves – has been shaped by discussions with my supervisor and third reader, whose 

ethnographic experience in Shimshal has helped to contextualize my sources. Throughout the 

thesis, I use citations for personal communications where relevant in order to highlight instances 

in which I am drawing on their ethnographic knowledge as a resource. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have examined the main theoretical and epistemological concepts which I use in 

my thesis: modernization and modernity, mobility and multilocality, food and food talk, identity 

and subjectivity, discourse, and autoethnography. Although I have structured this chapter into 

sections focusing on the literature related to each concept, it is important to note that I see these 

concepts as being closely bound together rather than as being discrete ‘ideas’. Indeed, this is 

particularly clear when considering identity and discourse; although I examine these concepts 

most explicitly in section 2.3, they are also woven throughout my discussion of mobility and 
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modernization in section 2.2. This helps to justify my research question as one which is relevant 

and timely both empirically and theoretically, by showing how tensions related to identity 

constitution are entangled with modernization and mobility; modernization and mobility are 

implicated in changes in food and food talk; food and food talk are important resources for 

identity constitution; and how each of these concepts needs to be understood as discursive, 

relational, and dynamic.  

 

This chapter helps to set up the rest of my thesis by providing a theoretical grounding for the 

empirical context of my research, which I introduce in Chapter 1 and develop in more detail in 

Chapter 3. Drawing on the conceptualization I have developed here of food, identity, mobility, 

and modernization, in the next chapter I offer a chronology of important contexts which 

empirically weave together the material and discursive relationships between food, identity, 

transcultural interaction, mobility, and modernization in Shimshal, with a sensitivity to the 

autoethnographic characteristics of representations. My conceptualization of discourse and 

autoethnography also helps to frame Chapter 4, which describes the transcultural interactions, 

methodological contexts, and epistemological characteristics reflected in the two sets of texts 

that I am analyzing. Drawing on my discussion of discourse, in this chapter I also explain the 

process of discourse analysis that I used to trace truth claims about food and identity in these 

texts. All four of these chapters are brought together in Chapter 5, where I discuss the 

relationships between the concepts I set out in this chapter in my analytical findings. Reflecting 

on these findings, Chapter 6 will return to the scholarly literature I outline in this chapter in order 

to consider the empirical, conceptual, and epistemological contributions of my research.  
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Chapter 3: Material and Representational Context 
3.1 Introduction 
In this chapter I describe chronologically various texts and contexts in which the relationships 

among food, identity, place, agriculture, modernization, and (im)mobility have been understood 

and represented as important for Shimshal. This is a history of various material relationships in 

the region, as well as insider and outsider representations of material relationships. It is by 

definition a selective history, because I am working only with the English-language texts which 

are accessible to me and because I have chosen to focus specifically on the various relationships 

among food, identity, mobility, place, and modernization. Some sections of this chapter focus 

more on materiality and some more on discourse, but each section weaves together elements of 

both, highlighting how material relationships and the representational attitudes towards material 

relationships are linked together. In doing so, I show how these material and discursive 

relationships between food, identity, (im)mobility, place, and modernization change over time, as 

well as highlight the continuity of certain discursive themes over time. 

 

This empirical and representational history further supports the relevance of my research 

question by illustrating how relationships among food, identity, mobility, place, and 

modernization have been important locally as well as represented as important by outsiders 

attempting to characterize locals. In providing an overview of the material and discursive 

relationships among food, place-based identity and (im)mobility in Shimshal, the chapter helps 

to set up the discursive and material context of my analysis for readers. As I understand 

Shimshali self-representations as being constructed in a material and discursive context that no 

doubt shapes their production and reception, I also understand these historical discourses and 

material relationships as offering conversational resources for the Shimshali discourses I am 

analyzing. Situating my two sets of texts within this history, as I do in this chapter, sets up my 

epistemological, methodological and analytical discussion of the texts themselves. 

 

Having introduced Shimshal’s context of recent and rapid increases in modernization and 

mobility in Chapter 1, I will begin this chapter by turning my attention to the second part of my 

research question, which asks how food operates as a discursive resource for the constitution of 

Shimshali identity. By examining the role of agropastoralism as a mode of production in 



 50 

Shimshal, I will show how Shimshal is particularly well-suited for research on food and identity 

because of how food, identity, and place have historically been closely intertwined for 

community members. This section is somewhat ‘outside’ of the chronology I follow through the 

rest of the chapter; because agropastoralism underpins so many of the material and discursive 

contexts I discuss later, beginning with this section helps frame the rest of the chapter within a 

long-standing mode of production that is now changing. In relation to this mode of production, I 

will then discuss the Shimshali origin story, with particular attention to the discourses of food 

and mobility that are represented in this story. I will also touch on how food and mobility have 

been tied to Shimshali conceptualizations of space and seasonal rituals. 

 

Next, I will examine early representations of Shimshali remoteness and identity from Westerner 

explorers in the 19th century, and how these colonial representations shifted after British 

conquest. In this section, I will also highlight how the taxation of agropastoral production in the 

state of Hunza during British colonial rule was closely entwined with both material and 

discursive relationships between food and identity. I will then explore the idea of ‘happy healthy 

Hunza’ that became prominent during the Mir’s rule in the 1940s-1970s (the period after Hunza 

was incorporated into Pakistan as a semi-autonomous principality, ruled by a Mir), which draws 

heavily on discourses of modernization, health, agriculture, and remoteness. 

 

I will then turn to key events that helped shape the material and representational relationships 

between food, modernization, and identity after the abolition of the Mir, including the 

construction of the Karakoram Highway and representations seen in accounts of tourism and 

development over the past several decades. In doing so, I will show how many of these 

representations (re)produce and replicate 19th and 20th century discourses of identity ascribed to 

Shimshalis and Gojalis by outsiders. I will also discuss the creation of Khunjerab National Park 

[KNP] and the Shimshal Nature Trust [SNT], a series of events taking place in the years 

preceding the oral testimony project with important implications for how the resulting 

testimonies need to be understood epistemologically. 

 

Finally, I will examine the construction and completion of the Shimshal link road, with a 

particular focus on how it has facilitated recent and rapid changes in food and identity. I will also 
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discuss the Attabad landslide, a major event in terms of Shimshalis’ (im)mobilities that took 

place shortly before the autophotography archive was created. I show how this disruption of 

mobility had important implications in terms of food in the community, both materially and 

discursively, which helps to frame and contextualize the discourses of mobility, modernization, 

and multilocality that Shimshalis constructed in their narrativized photographs. 

 

3.2 Agropastoralism in Shimshal 
According to Cook and Butz (2011, 2015), community members understand maintaining a 

distinctly Shimshali identity to be both valuable and challenging in the face of modernization and 

mobility and perceive food – especially home-grown and traditionally-prepared food – as an 

important aspect of this identity. As recently as 20 years ago, the community relied mainly on 

herding livestock in communal high-altitude pastures and cultivation of crops such as wheat, 

barley, and peas for subsistence (Butz & Cook, 2015). Thus, until recently, food, identity and 

place were all tied very closely together, with a clear idea of what ‘Shimshali food’ was and how 

it was entwined with household livelihoods. 

 

Shimshal’s settlements are located on a series of alluvial fans above the floodplain of the 

Shimshal River (see Figures 3 & 4), with steep mountain slopes rising up behind them to the 

south (Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 1998). This land has been terraced and cultivated for several 

hundred years, facilitated by a system of irrigation channels running from meltwater streams as 

well as the river itself (Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 1998). At an altitude of between 3000-3300 

meters above sea level, the area is located at the upper limit for single crop cultivation (Ali & 

Butz, 2003). Yet, around the time the oral testimonies were produced, Shimshal was identified 

(by themselves and by others) as “one of the few communities remaining in Pakistan’s Northern 

Areas that grows enough agricultural produce to feed itself” (Ali & Butz, 2003, p. 111). In 1996 

– four years before the oral testimony project began, and seven years before the road was 

completed – villagers cultivated about 150 hectares of land (Butz, 1996). These crops were 

predominantly subsistence oriented, as market access to sell agricultural surplus outside of 

Shimshal was limited by the lack of motorized transportation (Butz, 1996). By 2003 – a year 

after the oral testimony project had concluded, and the same year the road was completed – the 
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area of cultivated land was reported as 250 hectares, with crops including wheat, barley, 

potatoes, peas, beans, apricots, apples, and small vegetable gardens (Ali & Butz, 2003).  

 

 
Figures 3 & 4. Photos of the four main hamlets making up the cultivated settlement of Shimshal, taken around the 
same time that the autophotography archive was created (photo credit: D. Butz, 2011). The left photo shows Centre 
Shimshal, and above the low forested ridge, Ghizerabad; the right photo shows Aminabad, with Farmanabad in the 
far distance. Most households have a main home in one of these hamlets but have fields in more than one of them. 
Many also have dwellings in one or more hamlets, which household members may occupy intermittently during 

planting or harvesting season (D. Butz, personal communication, May 28, 2021). 

 

In addition to their exceptional degree of self-sufficiency in terms of cereal production, at the 

time of the oral testimony project Shimshal was also known for possessing the most livestock per 

capita of any community in Hunza (Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 1996). In 1995, the community 

reported a total of 4473 goats, 2547 sheep, 960 yaks, 399 cows and 32 donkeys (Ali & Butz, 

2003). Although also relied on for subsistence, herding practices were somewhat more market 

oriented than Shimshal’s agricultural production, with some of the community’s cash income 

earned through the sale of dairy products, yaks, and yak hair carpets (Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 

1996). Because Shimshal’s many peaks, glaciers, and trekking routes attract small numbers of 

foreign tourists, portering wages provided another main source of cash income (Ali & Butz, 

2003).  

 

Shimshalis suggested that their extensive herding practices were made possible in part due to 

their control of over a large area of high-altitude land, which covers 2700 km2 and includes over 

three dozen individual pastures (Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 1996, 1998; Knudsen, 1999). Prior to 
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the completion of the road, three of these pasture areas – Pamir, Ghujerab, and Lupgar – were 

particularly large and important for Shimshal’s pastoral cycles, which were characterized by 

seasonal movements between summer and winter pastures and “reflect generations of decisions 

villagers have made about what, and how many, animals are grazed in which pastures, for how 

long, and by whom” (Butz, 1996, p. 39). Butz (1996) argues that these decisions are governed 

not only by instrumental concerns of what is materially effective, but also by symbolic concerns 

for what is appropriate. These concerns are mutually informing; for example, the symbolic 

importance of Pamir is (in part) because it is an instrumentally suitable habitat in which to raise 

yaks, and this instrumental significance is (in part) because of the symbolic importance of the 

community’s origin story, which I will describe in the next section (Butz, 1996). 

 

Thus, the community’s herding practices represent not only an economic mode of production but 

have also been seen as central to the community’s self-identity: “herding remains too central to 

the Wakhi [the people of northern Hunza] for them to abandon it. It is an economic necessity for 

them and also a cultural necessity; a source of identity and pride” (Mock, 1990, pp. 15-16, as 

cited in Butz, 1996, p. 51). Recognizing the historic material and symbolic significance of 

pasturing for the community of Shimshal is important not only for understanding the identity 

concerns that I will explore in the texts I analyze and the food talk that Shimshalis draw on as 

conversational resources. It is also essential for understanding the context of a decades-long 

clash over control of the community’s high-altitude pastures that was taking place between the 

Shimshal and the Khunjerab National Park in the years leading up to the oral testimony project. 

This conflict, which I will discuss later in this chapter, has important epistemological 

implications for understanding the narratives of this set of texts. Before doing so, however, I first 

want to address how Shimshal’s relationship with agropastoralism as a mode of production has 

been shaped by the community’s origin story. 

 

3.3 Shimshal’s Origin Story  
This story, which tells how Shimshal village came to be founded, has been published in full 

several times (Butz, 1993; Mock, 1998; Hussain, 2015). Thus, rather than retelling the story 

again, here I want to focus specifically on how it represents mobility and food, particularly in 

relation to Shimshali identity. Mock (1998) notes that this origin story is an important part of 



 54 

Shimshali and Wakhi identity constitution, “providing the interpretive lens through which [they] 

represent their past and understand how they came to be who they are in the present” (p. 276).  

 

Mobility is central to the origins of Shimshal. Mamu Shah, the founding father, is first forced to 

flee from central Hunza due to political unrest, and then travels as far as Sarikol – a Wakhan area 

formerly part of Afghanistan and now part of China – to find a wife (Butz, 1993, 1996; Hussain, 

2015). In search of safety, Mamu Shah and his wife make their way back towards Hunza, and up 

what is now the Shimshal valley; yet, each time they settle, Mamu Shah discovers a more 

suitable place further up the valley to which they must move (Butz, 1993; Hussain, 2015). Butz 

(1996) observes that “these events immediately establish Shimshal as a refuge in an otherwise 

dangerous and uncertain world, a refuge facilitated by terrain and location” (p. 376). It also sets 

the community apart from other areas of Hunza or China, while still being integrated into the 

region. Although Shimshal is represented as remote, it is not isolated or cut off (Butz, 1996).  

 

Agropastoralism is also a central component of the origin story. Mamu Shah’s abilities as a 

master herder are frequently referenced; his very name translates into ‘Milk King’ (Butz, 1993). 

He survives by tending sheep and goats, and his livestock are so successful in Sarikol that others 

became “jealous of his large flocks” (Butz, 1993, p. 126). After leaving most of his herd behind 

when he travels to the Shimshal Valley, Mamu Shah re-establishes his prowess as an expert 

herder by building his flock up again to an even greater size than before (Butz, 1993). Pastures 

are represented as Mamu Shah’s source of wealth – Shimshal Valley is thus an ideal place to 

settle because of its abundant grazing, establishing an “early link between Shimshali identity and 

economy, and livestock herding” (Butz, 1998, p. 377). Mamu Shah’s discovery of the remains of 

an irrigation channel solidifies his decision to settle down and found Shimshal village, as it 

highlights the agricultural potential of the area. Butz (1998) argues that “what Mamu Shah is said 

to have done, and where, provides a set of guidelines for current ways of living in the 

environment that are considered uniquely Shimshali” (p. 377). 

 

Food plays an important role in both populating and spiritually sanctioning this new settlement. 

Mamu Shah’s frequent wanderings had created a rift with Khodija, his wife, that is repaired by a 

visiting saint named Shams who brings a gift of a stone bowl full of milk, described as “a gesture 
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of his desire to help Khodija” (Butz, 1993, p. 127). Mock (1998) notes that “this white-bearded 

saint figure, who can make full the empty pot and bestow children on the childless, holds the 

power of fertility and abundance” (p. 279). The bowl of milk that Shams brings is also 

considered to be “a significant endorsement of their herding economy” (Butz, 1998, p. 377). 

Under the counsel and blessing of Shams, Mamu Shah and Khodija have a son named Sher 

(meaning ‘strong’) whom the saint has prophesized would be the founder of a great village 

(Butz, 1993).  

 

Like his father, Sher grows up to be an excellent herder, hunter, and agriculturalist – a model of 

the ‘ideal’ Shimshali (Butz, 1993, 1998). Sher, too, is highly mobile, both on hunting expeditions 

and while herding his sheep and goats. On one such expedition he encounters a group of Kirghiz 

nomads at Shimshal Pass, who challenge him to a game of polo for control of the pastures (Butz, 

1993, 1996; Hussain, 2015). Sher plays the game riding a yak, while his opponents are on 

horseback, emphasizing once more his pastoral identity. Thanks to Sham’s blessing and because 

his yak is better suited to the high-altitude region, Sher wins the match and is granted the control 

over the pastures (Butz, 1993, 1996, 1998; Hussain, 2015). Butz (1998) notes how through this 

story, “both yaks and Pamir accrue symbolic value through their association with the divine, and 

with the community’s most important hero” (p. 377). 

 

Thus, as Hussain (2015) notes, “within this single narrative was located the origin of the 

pastures, the yaks, and the Shimshali people” (p. 144). This story constructs Shimshal as a 

distinctive community, giving meaning to the places and landscapes of community members’ 

everyday lives and representing the village and pastures as “a place of safety, abundance, and 

religious significance” (Butz, 1993, p. 129). Because the narrative and the named places 

associated with it are known to all members of the community, by retelling the narrative or 

repeating the names they “recreate the landscape within which they live and revitalize the deeds 

of their ancestors in the landscape” (Mock, 1998, p. 277). 

 

Elements of this story are echoed in other Shimshali conceptualizations of space, remoteness, 

pastures, and the community’s place in the landscape. Hussain (2015) argues that prior to the 

completion of the link road, Shimshalis constructed the ‘animal world’ of the pastures and the 
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‘human world’ of the village as two kinds of spaces. Pastures represent a parallel world called 

mergich, where human presence is seen as temporary and facilitated by appeasing the spiritual 

forces who control this space, the mergichon. He suggests that many agropastoral rituals and 

ceremonies are tied to “symbolic acts of claiming and de-claiming the space and territory 

surrounding the village” (p. 129). Isolation and separation were traditionally seasonal in 

Shimshal, with summer movements to pastures creating separation within the community 

(Hussain, 2015). Thus, Hussain argues that they formed the basis of many rituals associated with 

transhumant pastoralism and collective work in Shimshal.  

 

I want to note in particular the ceremonial uses of food in seasonal rituals associated with pasture 

use (Sökefeld, 2017/18). For example, Hussain (2015) observes that members of the seasonal 

summer migration to pastures are welcomed there by the winter herders with milk and yogurt; 

women offer flour and branches of a local shrub to ask permission to enter the yak corral; and as 

each yak leaves the corral, the women smear yogurt on its back (p. 151). He notes that “the 

marking of yaks with yogurt is done to identify them as belonging to the humans and being 

different from the wild animals … the significance of using yogurt versus, say, milk, emphasizes 

human agency and claims to ownership” (p. 153). Here, I see parallels with Shimshal’s origin 

story through the use of dairy products to symbolize abundance, fertility, and productivity, as 

well as to sanction and endorse Shimshalis’ herding practices and use of the pastures. Both the 

origin story and these agropastoral rituals emphasize the symbolic and spiritual importance of the 

pastures, and construct agriculture and herding as key tenets of Shimshali identity – in this case, 

through the ceremonial use of human-made wheat flour and yogurt.  

 

3.4 19th Century Western Exploration, Colonialism, and the Mir’s Taxation 
Until the last few decades, Shimshal had relatively little Western textual representation, with 

Butz (1998) noting only 10 European visits to Shimshal between 1889 and 1975. However, 

Western representations of the broader area began with accounts from 19th and 20th century 

explorers, which draw on representational techniques that objectified the people of Hunza and 

constructed them as inferior (Dolphin, 2000, p. 153). For these explorers, the inaccessibility and 

remoteness of Hunza represented danger, adventure, and the margins of civilization. Thus, before 

Hunza was incorporated into the British empire, representations of the area constructed it as 
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having a difficult and dangerous landscape inhabited by ‘savages’ (Dolphin, 2000; Hussain, 

2015).  

 

For Hussain (2015), this conceptualization of Hunza as ‘remote’ was not only geographic, in 

terms of the mountainous terrain, but also discursive.  European colonial travel writings created a 

rhetoric of distance by constructing faraway places as necessarily ‘different’, describing both the 

lengthy and perilous journeys to reach these places as well as the outlandish cultural practices of 

their inhabitants (Hussain, 2015, pp. 44-45). He also notes that this discourse of remoteness, 

exemplified by British colonial explorers and officers such as Francis Younghusband, John 

Biddulph, and Captain Algernon Durand, was grounded in the aims of colonialism and 

imperialism – informed by “a particular imperial ideology based on the spread of civilization to 

distant and remote regions of their empire” (Hussain, 2015, p. 60). Butz (1998) demonstrates 

how this discourse of remoteness, difficulty, and desolation were (and continue to be) used to 

justify metropolitan intervention into the area. Shimshal and other villages in Hunza were 

constructed as “pathetic communities whose inhabitants have insufficient – or marginally 

sufficient – intellectual, material, and technological resources to thrive in the harsh and isolated 

environment that created them” (Butz, 1998, p. 364); thus, they are represented as being unable 

to thrive without outside help. Although this discursive formation has colonial origins, it 

continues to be (re)produced in developmental discourses (Butz, 1998).  

 

Yet, Hussain (2015) also argues that the Mir of Hunza at the time actively engaged with these 

representations by attempting to use them for his own purposes. He suggests that by using 

deliberately hyperbolic and violent threats, the Mir was “reproducing and deploying the British 

representation of him as a savage, barbarian, and lawless ruler, representation associated with the 

rhetoric of distance in travel writings” (p. 58). If Hussain is correct, this exemplifies how 

transcultural autoethnographic expression – in which the language and idiom of the colonizer is 

used strategically to intervene in political discourse and potentially encourage local resistance 

against the British – has continually played a role in both (re)producing and disrupting 

representations of Hunza. 
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After British conquest of the region and the incorporation of Hunza into the British empire, 

colonial discourses began to shift, representing the identity of the people of Hunza more 

positively as ‘proud’ and ‘noble’ rather than as ‘fierce and barbaric’ (Dolphin, 2000, p. 113). For 

example, Shimshali porters were praised for their endurance and strength at high altitudes, a 

representation which is grounded in their value and utility to Western outsiders (Dolphin, 2000, 

p. 252). The remoteness of the landscape was seen not as a difficult and dangerous space of 

adventure on the margins of civilization, but as a peaceful and increasingly irrelevant colonial 

outpost due to the decline of perceived Russian threat to the British empire (Dolphin, 2000; 

Hussain, 2015). Caravan raids, once seen as “evidence of Hunza’s dangerous and threatening 

primitivism” (Hussain, 2015, p. 63), were staged as harmless cultural performances for the 

entertainment of British colonial officers. Furthermore, the new Mir was depicted not as an 

irrational and barbarian despot, but as a benevolent ruler (Hussain, 2015).  

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the ruling elite of Hunza used this period to increase their own 

wealth and power at the expense of their subjects, which the British allowed because the Mir was 

seen as essential to their own interests (Hussain, 2015). Heavy agricultural taxes were imposed, 

and lower classes were required to provide the Mir with forced labour (Butz, 1993; Sökefeld, 

2012). Taxation was particularly high in Gojal, where the Wakhi represented a minority ethnic 

group in a strictly hierarchical society (Sökefeld, 2012). According to Kreutzmann (2015, 2020), 

at the end of the 19th century Gojal provided “about four fifths of all agricultural taxes (cereals, 

livestock), although its population share was only one fifth in Hunza” (p. 410), and over the next 

few decades, “taxes were driven to an all-time high” (p. 410). Shimshal’s tax burden during this 

time reflects this: in 1894, 50 sheep were collected as taxes from the community, which 

consisted of 48 households at the time; in 1938, 146 sheep and goats, two yaks, and large 

quantities of salt, wheat, and barley were collected, representing an increase of eight times in 

value (Kreutzmann, 2015, pp. 410-411). It is noteworthy that Shimshal’s taxes were paid largely 

in the form of food. Materially, this forced the community to produce an exceptionally large 

surplus of grain and dairy products, while symbolically, it helps to link the production of food to 

constructions of wealth.  
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Butz (1998) notes that most colonial-era descriptions of Shimshal and the surrounding area 

construct “a direct, natural, and self-evident causal link between the natural environment and the 

minds and habits of its inhabitants” (p. 362). For example, inhabitants of Hunza were represented 

as healthy and happier than the inhabitants of the neighbouring kingdom of Nagar because the 

former was on the sunny side of the river (Butz, 1998); here we see already the beginnings of the 

‘happy healthy Hunza’ discourse that I will discuss in the next section. As Butz (1998) argues, 

this discourse of environmental determinism continues to be drawn on in textual representations 

of Shimshal by travellers and development organizations.  

 

3.5 Happy Healthy Hunza 
For Western medical professionals and gentleman farmers in the mid-20th century, inaccessibility 

and remoteness represented health, longevity, and purity from modernization and 

industrialization (Hussain, 2015). Hunza came to be seen as a refuge from civilization: “an ideal 

rural society … unchanged and uncorrupted by the influences and values of modern industrial 

society” (Hussain, 2015, p. 88). Rather than a ‘backwards’ or deficient region, it was represented 

as a mythical utopia whose people had perfect health and happiness thanks to their agricultural 

practices and the quality of their soil (Hussain, 2015). Hunza was associated with values that 

were considered to be lost in the contemporary, industrial, and capitalist West – such as health, 

simplicity, happiness, community, and self-reliance (Hussain, 2015).  

 

This discourse of ‘happy healthy Hunza’ represents a critique of modernization, arguing that it 

has failed to bring about the health and happiness that was promised (Hussain, 2015). Hussain 

(2015) suggests that “Hunza’s representation as an ideal rural society was a continuation of a 

long-established theme of tension and nostalgia relating to rural versus urban settings in Western 

society” (p. 95), particularly in the context of agricultural industrialization, mechanization, 

commercialization, and the decline of small farms during the Great Depression of the 1930s. 

However, he also notes that many of the Western writers who contributed to this discourse were 

motivated less by anti-modernism so much as by supposedly objective ‘scientific’ research on 

changing agricultural systems. In any case, due to its isolation, Hunza appeared to represent an 

‘untouched’ case study free of outside influences and modern social ills (Hussain, 2015). 
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As noted in Chapter 1, during this time mobility in the region was strictly controlled by the Mir 

(Butz, 1993; Dolphin, 2000; Kreutzmann, 1991, 2020). Hunza was closed to most international 

visitors, except for those personally invited as his guests (Dolphin, 2000). Visitors were only 

allowed to interact with people permitted by the Mir and their access to information was limited 

to what would meet their expectations (Dolphin, 2000; Hussain, 2015). Outsiders were assigned 

a member of the ruling family as a ‘guide’ and were not allowed to meet people independently; 

furthermore, most outside visitors would not have had the language skills to communicate 

without an interpreter (Hussain, 2015). Thus, most of the narratives about Hunza written by 

outsiders during this time reflect extremely limited representation.  

 

The Mir actively participated in the construction and performance of ‘happy healthy Hunza’ by 

staging ‘cultural performances’ for guests that presented Hunza as remote and idyllic, which 

Hussain (2015) suggests was a strategic intervention with the goals of representing Hunza as he 

wished it to be seen and keeping control over his kingdom in the context of increasing outside 

intrusion. The Mir hoped that foreign visitors would support his regime in order to ‘preserve’ the 

purity and remoteness of Hunza as a rural utopia (Hussain, 2015). Thus, despite a survey 

conducted in 1955, which found that claims of exceptional health and lack of disease in Hunza 

were incorrect, the discourse of ‘happy healthy Hunza’ persisted because it was both shaped by 

Western writers’ preconceptions and goals and co-produced by the ruling elite of Hunza, who 

strategically represented the region as they wished it to be seen (Hussain, 2015; Kreutzmann, 

2020).  

 

An early example of this discourse includes writing by Robert McCarrison, who worked as a 

doctor in the Gilgit Agency in the early 20th century and occasionally treated people from 

Hunza. He later described them as: 

…a race, unsurpassed in perfection of physique and in freedom from disease in general, 
whose sole food consists to this day of grains, vegetables, and fruits, with a certain amount 
of milk and butter, and meat only on feast days. (McCarrison, 1945, p. 9) 

Here we see a close connection between locally grown food, simplicity, strength, and lack of 

disease. Anticipating today’s organic farming discourses, McCarrison (1953) also emphasized 

soil quality as an important health determinant.  
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His writings inspired Doctor G. T. Wrench, who had never visited Hunza himself, to publish a 

book entitled The Wheel of Health: The Source of Long Life and Health Among the Hunza in 

1938, based on writings by McCarrison and other colonial explorers and officials such as 

Schomberg and Durand (Wrench, 1938). Wrench (1938) argued that the supposedly exceptional 

health of the people of Hunza was due not only to their diet – which shared many common foods 

with ‘Western’ diets – but to their system of agricultural production and food preparation more 

broadly. He suggested that commercialization and industrialization of food decreases the quality 

of taste and nutritional value of food; for example, he describes the coarsely-ground, wholemeal 

flour used in Hunza as being tastier and providing more strength and vigor than commercially 

produced, finely ground white flour, which is easier to transport and store. 

 

Similarly, American organic farmer J. I. Rodale never visited Hunza, yet authored a book first 

published in 1948 called The Healthy Hunzas. Like McCarrison and Wrench, he argues that “the 

magnificent health of the Hunza is due to one factor, the way in which his food is raised” 

(Rodale, 1949, p. 51), including soil quality and agricultural methods. Rodale distinguishes the 

people of the Hunza valley from those in neighbouring valleys, including the Wakhi, whom he 

describes as an “unhealthy race” (p. 65). Drawing on the colonial-era writing of British explorer 

Schomberg, Rodale writes: 

Many of Hunza’s neighbouring peoples seem to be ignorant of the most elementary facts 
of nutrition. Schomberg in talking about the Wakhis, said, “Fruit is not appreciated, and 
where a Hunza man will plant as many trees as he can, the Wakhis will plant none at all…. 
Among the Shingshalis [Shimshalis] vegetables are practically unknown…. Their food, 
though abundant, was indescribably foul. Their flour was mixed with dry dung, dust, 
wood, grass and every sort of rubbish.” (p. 177) 

Thus, Shimshal is implicated in several contradictory discursive threads related to food talk. On 

the one hand, Shimshalis are represented as deficient and deprived relative to their neighbours in 

central Hunza; on the other hand, the broader region of which they are a part is associated with 

health, vitality, and ‘clean’ food because of its remoteness and isolation, which become an 

“indicator of lack of contact with modernity and thus preservation of authenticity” (Hussain, 

2015, p. 93). Both of these themes will re-emerge my analysis of contemporary food talk in 

Chapter 5.  
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3.6 Military Influences, The Karakoram Highway, and Tourism 
In a report for AKRSP, Malika Hussein (1984) claims that Shimshal’s first significant exposure 

to outside influences was the establishment in the 1960s of a military outpost near the Chinese 

border in Shimshal Pamir, which required the army to pass through the community and camp on 

Shimshali pasture land. She suggests that “this exerted a decisive influence on the perceptions, 

ambitions, and dietary habits of the Shimshalis” (p. 57), as tea, sugar, and kerosene were dropped 

by parachute for the troops and exchanged with villagers for meat and firewood. This is 

represented as Shimshalis’ “first encounter with these commodities”, claiming that at first 

villagers “were unable to decide what to do with them” (p. 57), but they soon became well-

integrated into Shimshalis’ diet. The army post was removed in 1972, yet Hussein suggests that 

contact with the army also made Shimshalis aware of the possibility of the army as a profession, 

offering an opportunity for increased mobility and livelihood diversification. 

 

Although I primarily discuss the construction of the Karakoram Highway in Chapter 1, with a 

focus on how it enabled increasing mobility and modernization in the region, it is worth noting 

that the construction and completion of this road played an important role in material changes to 

food in the region in several ways. First, as the northern portion of the highway was built 

primarily by the Chinese army, construction workers would have brought new types of food 

along with them (Butz & Cook, 2016). Second, as I discuss in Chapter 1, the opening of the 

highway to vehicular traffic helped integrate communities living alongside it into market 

economies, leading to shifts away from subsistence agriculture towards cash cropping as well as 

the purchasing of food transported into the region from other areas (Butz & Cook, 2016; 

Mizushima, 2016; Sökefeld, 2012; Spies, 2017, 2018). 

 

After the abolition of the Mir in 1974 and the opening of the Karakoram Highway to 

international travelers in 1984, Western outsiders – including both tourists and academic 

researchers – increasingly began to contribute to transcultural representations of the area 

(Dolphin, 2000; Hussain, 2015). Many representations of Hunza and Shimshal constructed after 

the completion of the highway draw on discourses of loss of innocence as well as threats to 

environmental sustainability (Dolphin, 2000); Butz (1998) identifies an emerging representation 

in the late 1970s of the Karakoram region as fragile and passive rather than actively dangerous 
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and threatening. This is linked to a shifting representation of the identity of the people of Hunza 

as not only pathetic inhabitants, incapable of surviving without outside intervention, but as 

actively reckless environmental stewards (Butz, 1998). As with earlier representations, this 

discursive formation is used to justify continued intervention and management, notably in the 

creation of the Khunjerab National Park, a restricted-use national park that encompasses much of 

Shimshal’s ancestral grazing grounds (Butz, 1998). I discuss this example in greater detail in a 

later section; in this section I will focus more specifically on how tourism and portering labour 

relations have shaped contemporary representations of Hunza and Shimshal. 

 

Following the international opening of the Karakoram Highway, Hunza became a popular 

adventure tourism destination, with Shimshal in particular seen as an ‘off the beaten path’ 

destination because of its remoteness, supposed authenticity, and ‘freedom’ from modernization 

and commercialization (Hussain, 2015, pp. 160-161). The discursive representations of Western 

tourists in the 1980s draw on and replicate those of both 19th century explorers and 20th century 

farmers and doctors, with guestbook accounts “represent[ing] Shimshal as a backstage authentic 

society, isolated and remote from the perils and corrupting influences of modernization” 

(Hussain, 2015, p. 163).  

 

Local hospitality, ascribed to the region’s geographical isolation, is also a reoccurring discursive 

feature in guestbook accounts (Hussain, 2015). However, with the construction of the Shimshal 

link road, tourist accounts began to express “concern about what would happen to Shimshal 

when it became more accessible to the outside world” (Hussain, 2015, p. 166). They feared that 

the encroachment of the outside world would eradicate local traditions of hospitality. Hussain 

argues that after the completion of the link road and with the resulting increases in numbers of 

tourists, hospitality remains an important discourse in Shimshal; however, he suggests that it is 

now informed by the logic of the commercialized tourist industry (Hussain, 2015, p. 179). He 

also notes that Shimshalis have responded strategically to “tourists’ desire to experience an 

authentic hospitable culture” (p. 163), thus participating in their own construction as a remote 

and ‘authentic’ community. 
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Butz (2006) argues that published representations outsiders have created about Shimshal – 

whether by tourists, researchers, or development officers – originate largely in the context of 

portering relations. In other words, he suggests that portering, at least before the completion of 

the link road, was an important site of transcultural interaction and representation, influencing 

how Shimshal is understood and treated by the outside world. He notes that “community 

members…perceive that metropolitan outsiders frequently misrepresent the community in 

damaging ways” (p. 400); as a result, Shimshalis have become “more careful about how they 

portray themselves to outsiders, in behaviour and conversation” (p. 400).  

 

Butz (1998) describes how discourses of subservience that originate in the colonial era, 

portraying porters as “at once bestial and naturally servile, and also greedy, recalcitrant and 

unpredictable, and therefore in need of constant surveillance and correction” (p. 19) have 

normalized and legitimized oppressive and subjugating labour relations. He suggests that as a 

result, many Shimshali porters draw on representations of an ‘authentic’ past to enlist tourists 

and trekkers as co-conspirators in resisting this subjugation. They do so by telling stories of 

Shimshal’s pre-colonial history that offer the ‘native insider’ view that tourists desire, while also 

implicating them in practices and discourses of colonial domination and resistance (Butz, 1998). 

This strategic representational intervention, which both reproduces and disrupts dominant 

‘truths’ about the region, has been a recurring thread throughout my discussion in this chapter. 

However, Butz notes that this strategy still leaves porters “trapped in a field of imperial discourse 

which naturalises orientalist tropes of an individualised and personalised relationship between a 

dependent native servant, and a disciplining and providing western master” (p. 23). Thus, the 

representational context in which Shimshalis are constituted constrains their ability to disrupt this 

context, a characteristic of every example of autoethnographic intervention I have noted in this 

chapter: subjects can never fully escape the discursive field within which they are constituted. 

Yet, Butz notes that Shimshalis recognize resistance to domination as a hybridising practice, and 

actively try to “employ their own constitution as hybrid subjects in a field of global domination 

in their struggle to maintain themselves as selves for themselves” (p. 30). 

 



 65 

3.7 Rural Development  
As I describe in Chapter 1, the opening of the Karakoram Highway also enabled the arrival of 

larger-scale rural development organizations, with the AKDN playing an important role in 

driving social and infrastructural development in northern Pakistan. In that chapter, I briefly 

discussed how the AKRSP, a non-profit agency which was created in 1982, has actively shaped 

modernization interventions in the region through community-based local infrastructure projects 

and initiatives aimed at increasing agricultural productivity and integration into a market 

economy. In this section, I will build on this discussion by taking a closer look at AKRSP’s 

theoretical underpinnings, representations of the region, and operations in northern Pakistan in 

the 1980s and 1990s, the decades leading up to the oral testimony project.  

 

Butz (1993) describes AKRSP as “the most important development agency operating in the 

Northern Areas of Pakistan, and the only development agency that has had a sustained impact on 

the community of Shimshal” (p. 221). Thus, the representations and practices that AKRSP 

employs play an important role in shaping both (a) material changes in agriculture and (b) how 

agriculture and ‘development’ are understood and represented. I draw from interim evaluations 

(conducted externally by the World Bank) and internally produced annual reports from the first 

decade of AKRSP’s work in northern Pakistan to examine how this organization has mobilized a 

variety of discourses, including (a) colonial-era representations of inaccessibility and desolation; 

(b) conceptualizations of ‘development’ grounded in traditional modernization theory, 

emphasizing economic growth and capitalist market integration; (c) ideals of sustainable, 

community-based, and participatory development, which draw on representations of community 

unity; and (d) constructions of wealth.   

 

Several program documents reproduce constructions of the Karakoram region as a fragile and 

passive environmental landscape, in which the people of Hunza are struggling to survive: “in this 

harsh and fragile environment, families eke out their largely subsistence livelihoods” (Aga Khan 

Foundation [AKF], 1991, p. 1). Northern Pakistan is described as a “backward, desolate, and 

once isolated area” (World Bank, 1990, p. 5), which the construction of the Karakoram Highway 

and associated link roads has opened up the potential to transform. AKRSP’s Second Annual 

Review includes a brief case study written by Malika Hussein entitled “Shimshal: Exile to a 



 66 

Haven”, which reproduces discourses of immobility, inaccessibility, and deprivation by 

describing the community as “virtually secluded from the rest of Gilgit”, claiming that this made 

it “a favourite of the Mirs as an exile for offenders” (Hussein, 1984, p. 57). This inaccessibility is 

constructed as a deficit, with the “problem” of Shimshal defined as “not so much lack of 

awareness as the absence of a link with the outside world” (Hussein, 1984, p. 60). The case study 

also describes the heavy taxes imposed on Shimshal by the Mir, noting that “the valley survived 

the burden of the taxation due to its relative prosperity” (Hussein, 1984, p. 57) and that the 

community is one of the few villages to remain relatively self-sufficient.  

 

Yet, AKRSP’s case study also disrupts discourses of exceptional Shimshali self-sufficiency in 

some ways, noting that “the village’s need for sugar, kerosene, soap, tea and salt is wholly met 

from outside” (Hussein, 1984, p. 60), and the community is increasingly dependent on outside 

markets for the sale of their livestock. The author argues that discourses of ‘self-sufficiency’ are:  

…born more out of compulsion than a genuine ability to meet the needs of the village. This 
declaration has been encouraged by visitors who repeatedly commend Shimshal for its 
ability to survive on its own. The Shimshalis have grasped this theme and refuse to admit 
to any dependence on the outside. (Hussein, 1984, p. 60) 

This narrative suggests that the identities ascribed to Shimshalis by outsiders and those that 

Shimshalis claim for themselves in transcultural identity performances may be tightly bound 

together, perhaps reflecting how autoethnographic representations adopt elements of dominant 

representations in order to produce a ‘self’ for others as well as for oneself. 

 

Although AKRSP documents reproduce certain colonial representations by depicting northern 

Pakistan as a fragile, harsh, and isolated environment where villagers are struggling to thrive, 

they also disrupt representations of its inhabitants as pathetic and inadequate villagers, arguing 

that “villagers themselves can best identify and solve their own problems” (AKRSP, 1983, p. 1) 

rather than requiring the “superior wisdom and ethics of urban administrators” (AKRSP, 1983, p. 

2). In other words, AKRSP administrators reject the argument that the poverty of rural farmers is 

a result of their lack of initiative or intelligence, criticizing colonial attitudes towards indigenous 

populations (Butz, 1993). Other documents reference the existing capacities of local populations, 

describing existing agricultural practices in the northern Areas as “already fairly sophisticated” 

with “ingeniously constructed irrigations channels” (World Bank, 1987, p. xii). 
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Instead, AKRSP (1983) argues that the central problem facing small farmers is the issue of 

economy of scale, as the small size of individual farmers’ landholdings constrains them from 

acquiring resources and marketing outputs efficiently. They argue that the problem of rural 

smallholder development – and the basis for their programs in northern Pakistan – is that of 

transferring the advantages of large holdings while preserving the private ownership of land, 

through “pooling resources and their cooperative management at the village level” (AKRSP, 

1983, p. 4). Thus, “AKRSP’s fundamental premise is that if the region’s farmers can be 

organised to manage their resources collectively, then its development will be both more rapid 

and more equitable in the future” (AKRSP, 1985, pp. 3-4). This construction of the ‘problem’ is 

grounded in modernization theories of development; it is defined in fundamentally economic 

terms, rather than cultural, political, ecological, or social. Although some documents describe a 

political and organizational vacuum left by the dissolution of the feudal system of the Mirs in 

1973 (AKF, 1991; World Bank, 1987), there is little to no mention of colonial interventions in 

the region or of what led to the abolition of the Mirs. In other words, little attention is given to 

the structural factors that underlie issues in the region. Thus, the language of ‘empowerment’ 

seen in objectives to “increase the capacity of local people to solve their own problems” and 

“plan and implement their own development programs” (World Bank, 1987, p. 1) reflects in 

some ways a neoliberal individualization of responsibility by neglecting to acknowledge the 

political and structural reasons why these problems exist. 

 

As Butz (1993) argues: 

According to AKRSP administrators, small mountain farmers are not victims of global 
capitalism. They are merely unable to exploit the benefits of a capitalist economy. The 
initial implication of that assumption is that solutions to farmers’ problems must, at some 
level, involve integrating them into the market economy. (p. 228) 

This construction of development echoes modernization theories discussed in Chapter 2, which 

seek to incorporate peripheral ‘traditional’ societies into globalized systems of capitalism 

(Strohmayer, 2009b). An early AKRSP evaluation describes its main focus as income 

generation, with the aim of doubling per capita incomes over the span of a decade (World Bank, 

1987). There are several consequences to this: first, the value associated with ‘non-developed’, 

subsistence-based communities is discounted, with the goal of economic maximisation assumed 
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to be a universal primary (Butz, 1993). Second, although AKRSP recognizes the role of social 

organization in development, it does not consider the inverse: how existing social and political 

relations and institutions will be impacted by their interventions (Butz, 1993). 

 

As I describe in Chapter 1, AKRSP’s activities include the development of irrigation channels, 

training to reduce agricultural losses, introduction of fertilizers and new crop varieties, and 

vaccination of livestock; as well as marketing training courses and support (AKF, 1991; World 

Bank, 1987). These interventions are organized around what AKRSP (1983) describes as three 

principles of small farmer development. The first principle is the Village Organization, a 

“coalition of all those residents of a village whose continuing economic interests are best served 

by organising as an interest-group” (AKRSP, 1983, p. 4). AKRSP (1983) understands 

cooperation through an economic lens, arguing that people cooperate only when it is profitable 

for them to do so; thus, Village Organizations are designed to serve the economic interests of 

village residents. 

 

The second principle is Productive Physical Infrastructure’ [PPI], village-level infrastructure 

projects which are seen as a “first attempt to reverse the perceived decline of agriculture and to 

set in motion the forces of community participation” (AKRSP, 1983, p. 23). AKRSP (1983) 

administrators argue that such infrastructure improvements result in large increases in income for 

farmers, which motivates them to participate in other programming initiatives. Thus, they claim 

that “true and lasting community participation can often be obtained only with PPI as an entry 

point for subsequent development work” (p. 5). Third, AKRSP seeks to sustain Village 

Organizations through administrative infrastructure to “provide villagers with agricultural inputs 

and with sound advice on the use of these inputs” (p. 6). They suggest that such administration is 

necessary to keep Village Organizations ‘alive’ until they can become self-reliant.  

 

These three principles reflect a new discourse of sustainable development, which is woven 

throughout AKRSP’s (1983) annual review: Village Organizations are intended to be a “self-

sustaining development institution” (p. 4) with “a potential for self-reliance” (p. 5). An 

assessment of programs initiated within the agency’s first year focuses on whether these 

development programs have contributed to the productivity of rural enterprise, and whether the 
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sponsored village-level development is ‘locally sustainable’ (AKRSP, 1985). Butz (1993) 

suggests that this framing of sustainability is “primarily economic with ecological implications” 

(p. 236), with the social and cultural sustainability of communities as a secondary concern. 

Environmental degradation is attributed to increasing human and livestock populations, which 

AKRSP claims “has contributed to the degradation of natural grasslands around villages and put 

pressure on the fragile alpine pastures” (AKF, 1991, p. 20). Under their development model, the 

solution to this perceived ecological degradation is a “sustainable agricultural production 

system” (AKF, 1991, p. 27), which relies on strategies such as increased fodder production to 

decrease pasture use.   

 

In addition to discourses of sustainable development, the implementation of AKRSP’s programs 

also draws on ideals of community-led and participatory development. They argue that the 

successful implementation of development programs relies on the participation of beneficiaries 

(AKRSP, 1983). Thus, AKRSP’s interventions begin with a survey “to diagnose the poverty of a 

village and identify a cure for it”, drawing on the “knowledge and experience of the villagers” 

(AKRSP, 1983, p. 7) rather than being planned from urban centers2. As Butz (1993) argues, 

“throughout this diagnostic procedure AKRSP policy relies heavily on the validity of a 

conviction that fundamentally collective, cooperative, and egalitarian relations prevail in 

participating communities” (p. 242). Characterizations of communities in the area draw strongly 

on discourses of unity: villages are portrayed as “socially well integrated by virtue of kinship and 

cultural factors” (World Bank, 1987, p. xviii), and as “close knit and egalitarian communities 

linked by language, kinship and the ties that bind households whose livelihoods are based on the 

management of common property” (AKF, 1991, p. 4).  

 

Finally, linked to AKRSP’s emphasis on capitalist economic development are constructions of 

wealth. Shimshal’s economy is described as in a “transitional phase”, with people “as 

comfortable with money as with barter” (Hussein, 1984, p. 59). Monetization is driven mainly by 

the sale of livestock and off-farm employment in the army, whereas costs such as building a 

house are described in terms of food: community members assisting each other with labour in 

 
2 However, a top-down ‘management group’ then decides which projects are feasible and sets out the terms of 
partnership for the residents of the village (AKRSP, 1983). 
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exchange for meals (Hussein, 1984). AKRSP administrators are unusual compared to similar 

development organizations at the time in their emphasis on the importance of paying villagers for 

what is often perceived as ‘free’ and ‘voluntary’ labour, which development agencies often 

expect communities to contribute to projects (AKF, 1983). Their first annual report notes that 

this ‘voluntary’ labour is often provided by under-privileged villagers who are coerced into 

supplying it; thus, in order to avoid exploitation, program administrators argue that development 

agencies should pay villagers for their labour (AKRSP, 1983).  

 

In doing so, they offer something of a critique of the myth that labour is without cost, which 

helps construct ‘wealth’ as not only monetary but encompassing the value of time as well. 

Providing financial compensation for people’s time reflects AKRSP’s aims to “establish just 

relations with a previously powerless and disenfranchised constituency” (Butz, 1993, p. 234). 

Yet, at the same time, it also (re)produces and reinforces a construction of wealth as cash-based, 

contributing to a shift away from non-monetary exchange systems and constructions of 

agropastoral wealth. AKRSP also emphasizes new technology, innovation, and training to 

upgrade human capital (AKF, 1991), and Butz (1993) notes that their creation of ‘specialist’ 

villagers through skill-based training (who are encouraged to then sell their expertise to 

community members) has several implications. First, it means that “agricultural knowledge, 

which was previously ubiquitous, must now be purchased” (Butz, 1993, p. 236), reflecting the 

commercialization and commodification of goods and services. Second, it also has the potential 

to “erode collective and egalitarian relations among villagers” (Butz, 1993, p. 243), one of the 

very foundations underpinning AKRSP’s development model.  

 

3.8 Khunjerab National Park and Shimshal Nature Trust 
Alongside increasing transcultural interactions and representations of the area by tourists and 

development organizations in the 1980s and 1990s was the emergence of a conflict between 

Shimshal and the Khunjerab National Park. This conflict – which was taking place in the decades 

preceding the oral testimony project – is a key example of Shimshalis’ struggle for self-

representation. Created in 1975 at the recommendation of George Schaller, a zoologist who had 

conducted a brief field survey of the area, the park’s intended purpose was to protect the habitats 

of rare mountain wildlife, including the endangered Marco Polo sheep (Abidi-Habib & 
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Lawrence, 2007; Ali, 2009; Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 1996, 1998; Knudsen, 1999). It was 

designated an International Union for Conservation of Nature [IUCN] Category II Park, which is 

“defined as including ‘one or several ecosystems not materially altered by human use’ that 

visitors may be allowed to enter ‘under special conditions for inspirational, educative, cultural 

and recreational uses’” (Ali & Butz, 2003, p. 113; see also Ali, 2009; Butz, 1996, 1998).  

 

The official boundaries of the park were outlined by the Northern Areas’ Conservator of Forests 

as follows: 

The Khunjerab National Park extends over an area of 877 Sqr. Miles [about 2300 km2] and 
[is] located on the Upper Khunjerab and Shimshal Valley on the extreme North of the 
Northern Area stretching between [the] Pak-China border. The Northern and Eastern 
boundaries follow the Pak-China border. The Southern boundary traces the divides 
between the Upper Shimshal Valley and the Hisper glaciers. The Western boundary 
includes Dih Valley and [the] mouth of Khunjerab Valley running East to West along the 
divides between the Upper Shimshal Valley and Hisper glacier. (Goodman Bell, 1989, p. 
151, as cited in Butz, 1996, p. 50) 

These boundaries include much of Shimshal’s pastureland, effectively making traditional grazing 

practices illegal (Abidi-Habib & Lawrence, 2007; Ali, 2009; Ali & Butz, 2003; Knudsen, 1999). 

The community was not consulted prior to the creation of the park, and although other 

communities whose ancestral lands fell within the park boundaries agreed to accept 

compensation in exchange for loss of access to their pastures, Shimshal was unwilling to cede 

either access or control of their land (Abidi-Habib & Lawrence, 2007; Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 

1996; Knudsen, 1999). The community argued that this stance was justified for both instrumental 

reasons – the amount of land being taken from them, their economic reliance on herding, and 

their lack of other economic options due to their distance from the Karakoram Highway – as well 

as their historical and symbolic attachment to the pastures in question (Abidi-Habib & Lawrence, 

2007; Ali, 2009; Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 1996). 

 

Due to lax enforcement of the Category II Park standards for the Khunjerab National Park in the 

1980s and 1990s, the community continued to graze on their pastures as usual (Ali & Butz, 2003; 

Butz, 1996; Knudsen, 1999). However, fear, uncertainty, and resentment over the continued 

threat of external control remained, with concerns that “external conservation efforts…will 

impose rigid and contextually inappropriate restrictions that will be destructive of our special and 

historically-sanctioned relationship with nature” (Ali & Butz, 2003, p. 112). The community was 
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also concerned that the park would endanger the very environment and wildlife that it was 

intended to protect, citing evidence that endangered species were more plentiful in Shimshal’s 

ancestral territory as compared to areas under park management (Ali & Butz, 2003). 

Nonetheless, in 1993 the Pakistani government announced the creation of another park, the 

Central Karakoram National Park [CKNP], which also included parts of Shimshal’s traditional 

land (Ali & Butz, 2003). Although this park adopted community-based planning and 

management policies, Shimshal once again did not accept any CKNP management of their 

territory, arguing that “it is not enough that external initiatives be managed locally; rather, a 

culturally and contextually sensitive nature stewardship programme should be developed and 

initiated, as well as managed, from within the community” (Ali & Butz, 2003, pp. 113-114). 

Furthermore, in 1996, a new Khunjerab National Park Management Plan was created, once again 

without community consultation. This plan “increased the size of the park but also allowed 

limited and externally regulated traditional use by pre-existing occupants of park lands” (Ali & 

Butz, 2003, p. 113). 

 

As part of this struggle for community self-governance, the Shimshal Nature Trust was 

established in 1997 as a community-initiated and community-based organization (Abidi-Habib & 

Lawrence, 2007; Ali & Butz, 2003). Its stated objectives included protecting Shimshalis’ rights 

to their ancestral lands; protecting wildlife; preserving local cultural practices; promoting 

sustainable socio-economic development and livelihood diversification away from an economic 

reliance on grazing; bridging the gap between the community and the government; and raising 

awareness of the natural and cultural environment’s importance to community members through 

environmental education (Ali & Butz, 2003). The organization was managed by a Board of 

Directors consisting of representatives selected by each of Shimshal’s sub-clans; it also 

maintained an associated Task Force made up of several men selected for their high levels of 

formal education, their connections to the outside world (including familiarity with government 

and NGO bureaucracy), and their commitment to the organization’s goals (Ali & Butz, 2003). 

Most members of the Task Force lived outside of Shimshal and had access to Internet, making 

them responsible for representing Shimshal Nature Trust outside of the community and 

developing relationships with other organizations (Ali & Butz, 2003). Given that the government 

had not recognized the authority of Shimshal Nature Trust, these activities were seen as 
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particularly important for “situating SNT in Pakistan’s larger regime of governance and 

environmental management” (Ali & Butz, 2003, p. 117).  

 

Thus, along with its other objectives, a primary aim of Shimshal Nature Trust was self-

representation, emerging out of two decades of informal resistances and reflecting a growing 

awareness that this resistance had to be conducted both materially and representationally (Butz, 

2002, p. 26). As Butz and Cook (2018) write, “Shimshalis felt that KNP advocates were relying 

on inaccurate portrayals of the community’s hunting and herding practices to justify 

incorporating Shimshal territory into the park” (p. 29). Over the last century, discursive 

representations of Shimshal and the surrounding region have been Orientalist in nature, 

portraying “locals as incapable stewards of their natural environment, in need of metropolitan 

moral and technological guidance” (Butz, 1998, p. 359). Early representations focus on the 

inhospitable environment in which villagers struggle to survive, presenting them as pathetically 

incapable of overcoming environmental constraints (Butz, 1998). This representation justifies 

and normalizes the idea that Shimshalis are in need of outside intervention in order to thrive 

(and, indeed, constructs such intervention as a benevolent act) (Butz, 1998). Later depictions of 

the area – including those of George Schaller, the instigator of Khunjerab National Park – shift 

towards a discourse of recklessness, portraying villagers as not only pathetic but also as 

irresponsible environmental stewards who have blatant disregard for the aforementioned 

environmental constraints (Butz, 1998). These discourses often assume that villagers’ 

environmental use is motivated only by short term material concerns, neglecting to acknowledge 

how its symbolic importance to the community can act as motivation for its conservation (Butz, 

1996).  

 

These long-standing discourses are used to help justify the creation of the Khunjerab National 

Park as a restricted-use national park and legitimize its attempted management of Shimshal’s 

ancestral pastures and livestock herding practices (Ali, 2009; Butz, 1998). They are also 

employed by AKRSP, through its initiative to transform livestock herding practices in the region 

(AKF, 1991; AKRSP, 1983, 1985; Butz, 1998). Thus, representation matters: it has direct 

implications for Shimshalis, both symbolically and materially. As Butz (1998) argues, the 

interventions of both Khunjerab National Park and AKRSP “hasten Shimshal’s incorporation 
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into a sphere of metropolitan political, economic, and cultural influence, and threaten much of 

what the community considers to be ‘Shimshali’” (p. 370, emphasis mine). 

 

In response, Shimshal Nature Trust attempts to destabilize these dominant discourses by 

representing Shimshalis as capable stewards of the environment (Ali, 2009; Butz, 2002). It 

reflects a form of autoethnographic expression, in which the community represents itself in a 

way that engages with external conservation efforts on their own terms, using the language and 

idioms of conservation and development as a tool of resistance (Pratt, 1992). Shimshal Nature 

Trust’s publications adopted the vocabulary of IUCN management structures, United Nations 

Principles of Good Governance, and discourses of environmental stewardship to present the 

community’s indigenous practices in a way that can be credibly understood by the Pakistani 

government as well as by international organizations (Ali, 2009; Ali & Butz, 2003). The hope 

was that this would “garner the financial, technical and political support of the international 

community” and “persuade Pakistani authorities that we are indeed capable of protecting our 

own natural surroundings” (Shimshal Nature Trust, 1999, p. 4, as cited in Butz, 2002, p. 26).  

 

Because self-representation was seen as so important in Shimshal’s struggle for control over its 

ancestral territories and pasturing practices, situating the oral testimony project in this historic 

context is crucial to understanding the resulting testimonies productively. As Butz and Cook 

(2018) argue, “community leaders were motivated carefully to manage self-representations 

emanating from the community, especially with regard to nature stewardship, conservation and 

alpine resource use” (p. 29). This concern for the ramifications of self-representation has 

important implications for understanding the oral testimonies as autoethnographic texts in 

themselves, an argument I will return to in more detail when I discuss the epistemological 

context of these texts in Chapter 4.  

 

3.9 Shimshal Link Road 
In recent decades, globalizing and modernizing structural forces have resulted in decreased 

household reliance on subsistence farming in Shimshal, with a shift towards increased 

dependency on food imported using cash income from household members living outside the 

community, as well as from those earning income from portering and other forms of wage labour 
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within the community (Butz & Cook, 2015). These trends towards increasing multilocality and 

decreasing agricultural production are not unique to Shimshal but rather reflect changes taking 

place in rural communities throughout the Hindu Kush-Karakoram-Himalaya region (Dame, 

2018; Spies, 2017, 2018). As farming and herding decrease as sources of household production 

and income, relationships with the ecological environment and the implications of these 

activities for individual and collective identity are also changing (Butz & Cook, 2016; Sökefeld, 

2017/18). 

  

This shift away from subsistence and local self-sufficiency towards reliance on non-local food 

staples in Shimshal is increasing rapidly due to a complex network of factors centered around 

mobility and modernization, including but not limited to: a) the completion of the road allowing 

for more mechanized farm labour and a focus on cash cropping for market production; b) 

shortages of human labour for agriculture due to absences of household members living outside 

of the village; c) access to subsidized wheat from southern Pakistan, resulting in different 

priorities for local cultivation and labour expenditure on the part of households; and d) changing 

tastes as more packaged and processed foods are arriving in the village, and more Shimshalis 

encounter new foods during time spent outside the village (Butz & Cook, 2015; see also Spies, 

2017, 2018, for a regional discussion). 

 

Even before the Shimshal link road was completed, its construction was closely entwined with 

food both materially and symbolically. Individual and collective sacrifice from community 

members played a crucial role in the road’s construction, including the communal provision and 

preparation of food for road workers as a way for community members to support their efforts. 

Indeed, many community members understand the construction of the road to be “the 

community’s greatest display of unity and collective endeavour” (Butz & Cook, 2017, p. 240), 

highlighting one way in which infrastructure development, mobility, identity, and food are 

intertwined. 

 

The Shimshal link road opened to vehicular traffic in the fall of 2003 – one year after the oral 

testimony project was completed and eight years before the autophotography archive began – 

allowing people to travel between the highway and the village in around two hours (Cook & 
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Butz, 2020). Following its completion, the social and economic changes taking place in Shimshal 

more or less aligned with the direction of Shimshali predictions beforehand: 

…road construction → increased accessibility → continual modernization in the form of 
greater mobility, greater involvement in a regional and global economy, more consumer 
goods, improved infrastructure, greater access to social services, more non-local cultural 
influences including increasing tourism, and so on. (Butz & Cook, 2011, p. 356)  

The road facilitated increased diversification of household livelihood strategies, leading some 

people to complain of growing disunity and inequality (Butz & Cook, 2011). The mobility of 

both people and goods quickly became “a fully accustomed aspect of everyday life” (Butz & 

Cook, 2011, p. 360), with rapidly increasing mobility outside of Shimshal. For example, Butz 

and Cook (2011) note that people whose parents had never left Shimshal were now using the 

road to make the journey to Gilgit (the provincial capital) several times a month, travelling in 

shared jeeps that took passengers between Shimshal and the Karakoram Highway daily for a 

relatively inexpensive fare. In addition, road-based mobility enabled the creation of new shops 

selling consumer goods in the community, made marketing agropastoral products outside of the 

village much more economically viable, and allowed greater access to healthcare at hospitals in 

Gilgit (Butz & Cook, 2011).  

 

Butz and Cook (2011) argue that the community became thoroughly “respatialized by a 

changing topography of distance decay” (p. 360) as the landscape of the village re-shaped itself 

around the mobilities of tractors, jeeps, and bikes. Furthermore, they suggest that social relations 

and sense of place were also changing in tandem with this restructuring of space. An important 

example of these changes is the material and symbolic gendered relationships community 

members have with Shimshal Pamir (Butz & Cook, 2011; Hussain, 2015). As I have discussed 

previously, traditionally this place has been understood as women’s space; although a few men 

were usually present in it to help manage the yaks (and stayed there tending male yaks during the 

winter), girls were responsible for herding the livestock while their mothers and grandmothers 

milked the animals and prepared cheese and butter (Butz & Cook, 2011). Thus, in the past, high 

altitude pastures held positive associations for women and girls as a place of freedom, pleasure, 

and plentiful food in the form of dairy products (Butz & Cook, 2011).  
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These representations have been changing following the completion of the road, with 

accessibility to the outside world making the pastures seem more remote (Hussain, 2015). The 

pasture cycles described in section 3.2 have shrunk considerably, with Ghujerab no longer being 

used as a pasture (although some feral yaks are allowed to graze there without herders) and 

Lupgar either unused or only used by a couple of households. Butz & Cook (2011) note that 

according to community elders in 2007 – several years prior to the autophotography project – 

teenaged girls had begun to experience Pamir instead “as exile from the village’s modern 

conveniences, varied food, social attractions, and accessibility to town” (p. 360). Fewer girls 

were going to pasture, creating labour shortages at Pamir which prevented remaining herders 

from tending the pastures as carefully as previously (Butz & Cook, 2011; Cook & Butz, 2018). 

In turn, this inattention brought more men to the pastures to monitor the women’s work, “making 

Pamir less a place of autonomy for young women, and therefore even less attractive to them” 

(Butz & Cook, 2011, p. 360). At the same time, another factor that brought men – particularly 

young men who spent much of the year outside of Shimshal – to the pastures was its growing 

romantic and nostalgic representation as an ‘authentically Shimshali’ place compared to the 

increasingly modernized village, (re)constructing Pamir as a male space for recreation and 

identity constitution (Butz & Cook, 2011). Hussain (2015) argues that the “sense of remoteness 

emerging among the younger generation of Shimshalis is of a ‘modern’ kind, with a touch of 

touristic sensibilities” (p. 159). 

 

In addition to restructuring the space and social relations of Pamir, the completion of the link 

road also contributed to agricultural changes within the village. As discussed in previous 

sections, Shimshal has historically been known for its exceptional grain and livestock production 

thanks to the affordances of its natural landscape as well as a feudal taxation system that forced 

the community into producing a large surplus of both grain and dairy products (Butz & Cook, 

2015; Kreutzmann, 2015). Even after the completion of the link road, Butz and Cook (2015) 

suggest that grain flour dishes make up at least two meals a day in most Shimshali households. 

They also note that grain flour continues to play an important ceremonial role; wheat or barley 

flour porridge still features at community celebrations in the village, whether they are marriages, 

funerals, religious occasions, or agricultural festivals (see also Sökefeld, 2017/18). Thus, they 
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argue that at the time the autophotography archive was produced, both the social and material 

landscape of Shimshal still reflected an agropastoral mode of production:  

Seasonal farming festivals still ritually enact the complex network of mutual obligations 
and privileges, resource exchanges and labour sharing practices that households rely on to 
get through the agricultural season, and that bind the production and consumption of cereal 
into the social fabric of neighbourhood, lineage and community. (Butz & Cook, 2015, p. 2) 

Despite the continuing importance of local grain for many aspects of everyday life in Shimshal, 

the completion of the road accelerated changes to both the production and consumption of food.  

 

In terms of the former, the road facilitated a rapid transition to a “more capitalized form of 

agricultural production” (Butz & Cook, 2015, p. 3). As tractors and other agricultural machinery 

were brought in, collective labour practices began to shift, for example, from family groups who 

shared oxen during planting and harvest to neighbourhood groups sharing tractor rentals (Butz & 

Cook, 2015). This mechanization was facilitated both by the mobility afforded by the road, and 

by the increasing numbers of young people studying or working outside of Shimshal, creating 

agricultural labour shortages (Butz & Cook, 2015). These circumstances also contributed to 

increasing use of imported chemical fertilizers in place of animal manure, weakening the close 

human ecological relationship between agriculture and pastoralism (Butz & Cook, 2015). 

Finally, mechanized agriculture also changed the crops that people planted. Peas were grown less 

because they cannot be threshed mechanically without tangling the threshing machine; 

previously, they had been intercropped with barley, and threshed together manually (Butz & 

Cook, 2015). As AKRSP and other NGOs advocated for increased market production, many 

households shifted to growing potatoes as a small-scale cash crop at the expense of peas and 

barley; others began growing more livestock fodder in order to increase market-oriented 

livestock production, creating new relationships between agriculture and pastoralism (Butz & 

Cook, 2015). 

 

Consumption of food was also changing in parallel to changes in the production of food. The 

link road allowed a ‘civil supply’ of subsidized wheat (previously inaccessible to Shimshalis) to 

be trucked into the village (Butz & Cook, 2015; see also Spies, 2017, 2018, for a discussion of 

how subsidized civil supply wheat has affected other villages in the region). Butz and Cook 

(2015) suggest that this influx of subsidized wheat affected local barley production more than 
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that of local wheat; because barley is understood locally to be a more resilient and nutritious but 

less delicious crop, it had recently been grown mainly as insurance against crop failure and as a 

dietary supplement. With the civil supply and imported foods now filling that role, barley 

cultivation (and, as a result, consumption) declined, creating a new form of vulnerability by 

placing “greater reliance on distanciated food chains when yields are low” (Butz & Cook, 2015, 

p. 4). Along the same lines, the road has also resulted in increasing importation of non-local 

packaged or processed foods, which Butz and Cook (2015) argue has “widened the range of 

tastes available to Shimshalis, as well as the range of fats, sugars and chemicals” (p. 4).  

 

Finally, the road enabled men to transport electric kitchen appliances, new pots and pans, dishes, 

and other food-related material goods to the village, as a way to ease the burden of women in 

their households in a context of female labour shortage (Butz & Cook, 2015). However, because 

electricity was only available seasonally for a few hours a day at the time, and because most 

Shimshalis still preferred the tastes of traditional cooking methods, use of these appliances was 

slow to catch on (Butz & Cook, 2015). Butz and Cook (2015) note that “the accounts Shimshalis 

have shared with us, of their disappointing experiments with machine-baked bread and machine 

ground flour, hint at an emerging cultural politics of food in the community” (p. 5). They suggest 

that for Shimshalis, “the idea of a strong subsistence grain regime has gained value” (p. 5) in 

terms of discourses of tradition, distinction, and cultural identity while at the same time, that very 

subsistence grain regime is being eroded by a shift toward market production. Recognizing this 

tension is important for understanding both the identity concerns that participants construct in the 

autophotography archive, as well as how food talk may be employed to perform these concerns.  

 

Thus, the completion of the road and its implications for patterns of mobility, space, social 

relations, and the production and consumption of food in the community are important for 

understanding the material and symbolic changes that shape Shimshalis’ identity concerns in the 

autophotography photos and narratives. The road’s completion also sets the stage for a 

significant event that took place in the region a year before the autophotography project began: 

the Attabad landslide and its consequences for mobility outside of Shimshal. 
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3.10 Attabad Landslide 

 
Figure 5. Attabad landslide and subsequent flooded area (source: Cook & Butz, 2015). 

 

In January 2010, a large landslide was triggered by a slope failure about 30 km south of where 

the Karakoram Highway meets the Shimshal link road (Butz & Cook, 2011; Petley, 2011; 

Sökefeld, 2012). This landslide initially created a dam blocking over two kilometers of the 

Hunza River and buried three kilometers of the highway (see Figure 5). The villages of Atta 

Abad and Sarat were destroyed, with 19 people killed and over 1600 people displaced from their 

homes (Butz & Cook, 2011; Sökefeld, 2012). A lake formed behind the blockage, and when it 

finally began to spill over top of the landslide dam barrier almost five months later, over 20 km 

of the Karakoram Highway were submerged and numerous bridges destroyed (Butz & Cook, 

2011; Cook & Butz, 2015; Kreutzmann, 2012; Mizushima, 2016; Petley, 2011). As the only road 

between Gojal and the rest of Pakistan, the destruction of this section of the highway effectively 

cut off vehicular access to the rest of Gilgit-Baltistan and Pakistan for more than 20,000 people 
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in about 25 villages including Shimshal, thus “drastically impeding mobility at all but the local 

scale” (Cook & Butz, 2015, p. 389; see also Butz & Cook, 2011; Kreutzmann, 2012; Mizushima, 

2016; Sökefeld, 2020). It also cut off overland traffic between China and the rest of Pakistan 

(Butz & Cook, 2011; Mizushima, 2016; Sökefeld, 2020).  

 

As Sökefeld (2014) writes, “in local perception, disconnection/immobility is not simply the 

consequence of the disaster, it is the disaster” (p. 190). The disruption of mobility had significant 

effects for villages north of the dam, even for those whose land was not at risk of flooding (Benz, 

2016; Butz & Cook, 2011; Sökefeld, 2012, 2014). Cook and Butz (2015) argue that “although 

road-based movement affords many social benefits, reliance on the highway to enable the 

spatially extensive socio-economic networks through which Gojalis accomplish daily life also 

constitutes an important vulnerability” (p. 390). By the time of the landslide in 2010, 

communities like Shimshal relied on the Karakoram Highway for access to off-farm employment 

and income, medical and educational facilities, and goods (Benz, 2016; Butz & Cook, 2011; 

Sökefeld, 2012). Although translocal networks helped Gojali households cope with the effects of 

the disaster by tempering income losses with outside earnings (Benz, 2016), because everyday 

life and livelihoods in Gojal had been reoriented around the highway, “its blockage ruptures 

patterns of [local and translocal] movement that have become essential to the performance of 

everyday life” (Cook & Butz, 2015, p. 389).  

 

Initially, communities north of the disaster could only be reached by helicopters provided by the 

Pakistani Army and the National Disaster Management Authority, but this mode of transport was 

limited by resources and weather conditions (Sökefeld, 2012). In the summer of 2010, about six 

months after the landslide, boat service began operating to transport people and goods from one 

end of the lake to the other, where road transportation could resume (Cook & Butz, 2013, 2015; 

Sökefeld, 2012, 2014). Although this enabled some degree of renewed mobility, the service was 

slow, expensive, unreliable, and only available seasonally; thus, movement across the lake 

remained a fraction of pre-landslide traffic (Cook & Butz, 2013, 2015; Mizushima, 2016; 

Sökefeld, 2012, 2014). 
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Government and non-profit responses were slowed by extensive flooding in other parts of 

Pakistan during the same summer (Kreutzmann, 2012; Petley, 2011; see also CNN Wire Staff, 

2010), which “which further impeded accessibility and diverted attention and resources from the 

Atta Abad disaster” (Butz & Cook, 2011, p. 362). It took until December 2010, almost a full year 

after the initial landslide, for Pakistani and Chinese authorities to reach an agreement to lower 

the lake level 30 m by increasing the size of the spillway (Butz & Cook, 2011; Sökefeld, 2012). 

The anticipated timeline for reconstructing the damaged or submerged portions of the Karakoram 

Highway was projected to be two years (Butz & Cook, 2011; Sökefeld, 2012). In the end, 

construction began in 2012 and took three years to complete, finally re-opening for public use in 

September 2015 (Haider, 2015). 

 

Although the Shimshal link road – completed only seven years earlier – remained open to 

vehicular traffic, by cutting off traffic to the south the landslide created a renewed period of 

inaccessibility for the community (Butz & Cook, 2011). Butz and Cook (2011) suggest that 

Shimshal was better positioned to cope with this inaccessibility than other affected villages, 

because of the relative recency with which the village gained road access. Unlike some villages 

positioned closer to the Karakoram Highway, Shimshali households had not yet divested 

significantly from their agricultural skills and assets, and adult Shimshalis retained a strong 

memory of life before road access (Butz & Cook, 2011). Nonetheless, the disaster still had a 

significant impact on the village. Butz and Cook (2011) found that many Shimshali households – 

like other Gojali households (Sökefeld, 2012) – had returned substantially to subsistence 

agriculture and herding practices in the summer following the landslide. More young women 

went to Pamir, resulting in increased dairy production, and subsistence-oriented wheat and barley 

crops were planted in favour of market-oriented potatoes. They suggest that “return to 

subsistence, which neighbouring villages cannot as easily do, means that people are less 

concerned about food insufficiency than loss of income associated with an abrupt shift away 

from market production” (Butz & Cook, 2011, p. 362). A primary concern was how to pay the 

educational expenses of over a hundred young people studying outside of the community. 

Because education was so heavily prioritized as an investment, if students were forced to drop 

out for financial reasons it would have been felt as a considerable loss for households in 

Shimshal, as well as in Gojal more broadly (Butz & Cook, 2011; Sökefeld, 2012).  



 83 

 

Shimshal’s renewed inaccessibility following the landslide recontextualised Shimshalis’ social 

and economic concerns. For instance, the Attabad landslide’s interruption of translocal mobility 

created tensions with assumptions Shimshalis held about the linear progression of road 

construction and modernization (Butz & Cook, 2011). As I describe earlier in the chapter, 

villagers expected the completion of the Shimshal link road to bring a one-way sense of progress, 

resulting in increased accessibility and thus, increased modernization and development (Butz & 

Cook, 2011). The vulnerability to disaster that the completion of the link road contributed to in 

the case of the Attabad landslide represents a departure from this narrative, necessitating yet 

another rethinking of livelihood strategies, accustomed patterns of mobility, identities, and 

geographical attachments (Butz & Cook, 2011). Thus, in combination with the completion of the 

road, the disaster and the relief aid that it brought helped shape Shimshal’s engagements with 

modernization and globalization at the time of the autophotography project, leading the 

community “rapidly toward much greater reliance on imported, and probably subsidized, food 

staples” (Butz & Cook, 2015, p. 3). 

 

Because the landslide made travelling south to the nearest commercial centres much more 

difficult and expensive, transporting potatoes or livestock to market almost immediately became 

prohibitively expensive (Butz & Cook, 2015; Sökefeld, 2012). Thus, in the spring of 2010, 

Shimshalis planted fewer potatoes and more wheat, which was seen as a reliable, familiar, and 

non-perishable crop (Butz & Cook, 2015). Because they were able to switch back to subsistence 

grain production relatively easily, Shimshali households were less vulnerable to food insecurity 

as compared to other villages: 

A village-to-village survey conducted by AKRSP in Spring 2010 – three months after the 
landslide – calculated that fewer than 5% of Shimshali households would be vulnerable to 
food shortages within a month, and fewer than 10% within three months. These rates of 
food insecurity are half to a quarter those in neighbouring communities, and well within 
the capacity of Shimshal’s charitable organisations to address. (Butz & Cook, 2015, p. 6) 

Imported foods were still available at shops in Shimshal, although their increased price meant 

that they were purchased less frequently (Butz & Cook, 2015). Thus, the primary burdens of the 

disaster for Shimshalis were financial, not food related. With the community’s two main sources 

of cash – market production and tourism labour – made inaccessible, households suffered from a 

loss of income as well as the increased costs of travel. This combination of lost income and 
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increased expenses left households struggling to cover school fees, medical expenses, loan 

repayments, and the cost of other goods and services (Butz & Cook, 2015).  

 

Despite this financial burden, the relief aid that was provided to Shimshal and other Gojali 

communities targeted food security rather than finances. Food aid was delivered by road from 

the Chinese government to all of the villages north of the landslide, consisting of “180 tonnes of 

cooking oil, the same of sugar, 30 tonnes of salt, 90 tonnes of milk powder, 737 tonnes of rice, 

and 1850 tonnes of wheat flour, as well as medicine, petrol, diesel and kerosene” (Butz & Cook, 

2015, p. 6; see also Sökefeld, 2012, 2014, 2020). Subsequent relief shipments were also provided 

by the Pakistani government and World Food Program. As of August 2011, each household in 

Shimshal had received “about 2000 kilos of refined white flour, 600 kilos of short grain white 

rice, over 100 kilos of sugar, as well as lentils, milk powder, salt, cooking oil, kerosene and coal” 

(Butz & Cook, 2015, p. 6). Because most households would have had difficulty purchasing 

staples such as sugar, salt, oil, kerosene and milk powder at the increased post-disaster prices, 

some of this aid was helpful; however, the food relief also provided Shimshalis with several 

years’ worth of flour and rice, at a time when the community already had a year’s supply of 

home-grown local grain ready for harvesting (Butz & Cook, 2015). 

 

Some households donated surplus grain to religious and charitable organizations in the 

community, while others sent small amounts out with travelling household members to relatives 

outside the village (Butz & Cook, 2015). However, much of the food remained to be eaten before 

it spoiled. Although most Shimshalis would have preferred to eat local grain first and store the 

relief flour for the future, because the latter was already finely ground it was at greater risk of 

spoiling (Butz & Cook, 2015). Thus, it made more sense economically to do the reverse: 

consume food relief first and save less perishable local grain for times of need, which Butz and 

Cook (2015) argue had two major consequences for the consumption and production of food in 

Shimshal. 

 

First, it meant that during the summer of 2011, when community members began assembling the 

autophotography archive, peoples’ diets were changing to include new and unfamiliar food 

staples (Butz & Cook, 2015). Butz and Cook (2015) observed that people in Shimshal tended to 
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dislike the Chinese grain; the rice was a sticky, short-grained variety different from the Pakistani 

basmati rice they were familiar with, and the wheat flour was heavily refined and bleached. 

Shimshalis understood this flour to be lacking fibre and providing less “power” than locally 

produced flour, complaining of digestive upsets and constipation (Butz & Cook, 2015). Local 

cooking techniques and dishes were poorly suited for these unfamiliar grains; furthermore, 

people were concerned about pesticides and other additives that might be in these foods, as well 

as about their increasing sugar and salt consumption (Butz & Cook, 2015). Butz and Cook 

(2015) noted that: 

…for the first time in our experience, people are worrying about what they put in their 
mouths. It is strange for us to hear village elders boast to each other about having given up 
sugar or tea, or relate their strategies for reducing the use of salt or cooking oil in their 
household’s cuisine. Or, for that matter, complain that their grandchildren seem to be 
developing a taste for the tasteless, white substance that now passes for bread. (p. 8) 

Although many people interpreted these changes as having more to do with the road’s 

completion bringing about more processed foods and a less active lifestyle, rather than as 

specifically caused by the landslide per se, there was still a sense that the circumstances of the 

disaster were making people eat food that they perceived as unhealthy (Butz & Cook, 2015). 

 

The second consequence of food relief relates to changes in agricultural production. In the spring 

of 2011, Shimshalis had to make decisions about what crops to plant, given the surplus of grain 

and the impossibility of marketing cash crops (Butz & Cook, 2015). Most planted wheat, barley, 

alfalfa, and small amounts of potatoes and vegetables (Butz & Cook, 2015). In terms of grains, 

wheat remained the priority, with barley production continuing to decrease as it had for the 

previous decade (Butz & Cook, 2015). Butz and Cook (2015) note that almost all barley fields 

were harvested green for use as animal fodder. Alfalfa was also grown for this reason, as 

livestock were seen as being more likely to be marketable than agricultural products (Butz & 

Cook, 2015). This shift towards fodder production had implications for both the material 

landscape in Shimshal (e.g., harvesting barley early left bare patches of dirt rather than golden 

fields of ripening plants) as well as the social and cultural landscape (e.g., difficulty finding a 

stalk of ripe barley for a harvest festival ritual) (Butz & Cook, 2015). Butz and Cook (2015) also 

note that for almost the first time, some people left fields fallow, with a few households 

foregoing planting crops at all. The decline of agricultural production is well-captured by the 

concerns of Shimshali farmers, as conveyed to Butz and Cook (2015) in a group interview: 
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Farmers also sheepishly admit they are paying less attention to their crops than previously, 
the result of a combination of labour shortages as more people work off-farm, and the 
disincentive of large stores of food relief and the subsidized civil supply. They worry that 
the community will soon lose the capacity to produce its own grain crops, due to loss of 
skills, competing demands on time, indifferent maintenance of terraces and channels, and 
loss of agricultural land to construction and other uses. (p. 9).  

Although the Attabad landslide was not the only driver of these changes, it served to accelerate 

mechanisms set in motion by increasing modernization and mobility in Shimshal. As Butz and 

Cook (2015) argue, “in this way, disaster relief contributes to creating the world modernization 

envisions” (p. 11). 

 

This historical context provides an important background on the material and symbolic changes 

taking place in Shimshal at the time the autophotography archive was constructed, which is 

useful for helping to frame and contextualize the discourses of mobility, modernization, and 

multilocality that Shimshalis perform in their narratives and photos. It also helps to develop the 

ways in which food – and thus, food talk as a resource – was changing quite rapidly and 

significantly in the community during the period (2011-2012) when the autophotography archive 

was produced. Now that road access has been restored and the influx of Chinese food aid relief 

has subsided, it is unclear what effects of this landslide have remained. Nonetheless, as Butz and 

Cook (2015) noted two years after it took place, “people in Shimshal have become noticeably 

more reflexive about food, enthusiastically talking about their agricultural and dietary practices 

in terms of authenticity, self-determination, tradition, distinction, modernity, respectability and 

cultural identity” (p. 5). This observation indicates that my research topic is not only relevant to 

the community but has been of prior interest and likely to have been discussed in depth. Indeed, 

this is confirmed by the two sets of published texts produced by Shimshalis that I’m analyzing 

for this thesis: neither set of texts is focused exclusively or primarily on food, but both sets 

include lots of ‘food talk’ as part of broader discussions of modernization, mobility, and identity. 

 

3.11 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have offered a selective history that focuses on the relationships among food, 

identity, modernization, and (im)mobility in Shimshal, and how they have been represented by 

insiders and outsiders. Beginning by situating these relationships within the context of a historic 

agropastoral mode of production, the chapter explores the community’s representation of their 
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own origins and then moves through key material and discursive contexts within the past 

century, with a particular focus on the more recent contexts within which the oral testimonies 

and autophotography archive are embedded. In the next chapter, I will draw on this empirical 

and representational history to help understand the epistemological characteristics of these sets 

of texts.  

 

Although I have noted that this chapter is a selective history and not likely to include all the 

discourses that shape Shimshali food talk, I argue that these representational and material 

contexts of food, identity, modernization, and (im)mobility in the region offer important 

resources for transcultural Shimshali self-representations in the texts I am analyzing. Thus, to 

conclude this chapter, I want to highlight several important threads which have been running 

throughout the chronology I presented. 

 

First, increases in transcultural interaction and mobility at scales beyond the community over 

time – as well as changes in the production and consumption of food – remain an important 

theme throughout this chapter. Beginning with relatively little transcultural interaction and 

textual representation in the early 19th and 20th century, the end of the 20th century sees rapid 

growth in accessibility, transcultural interaction, and representations of Hunza and Shimshal by 

foreign tourists, academic researchers, and development agencies. Section 3.9 demonstrates how 

these increases in accessibility and the scale and frequency of mobility have important 

implications for the agropastoral production of food, as well as the range of imported foods and 

goods available to Shimshalis.  

 

Second, throughout the chapter, the inaccessibility and remoteness of Shimshal and Hunza has 

been a recurring thread, although it is discursively constructed in different ways. One 

construction of inaccessibility is that of underdevelopment, backwardness, and desolation; this 

representation is woven throughout pre-colonial and colonial discourses of Hunza, 

developmental discourses, justifications for outside intervention, and environmental conservation 

projects such as the creation of the Khunjerab National Park. However, another construction of 

inaccessibility is one of simplicity, innocence, health, and self-sufficiency. Most explicit in 

narratives of ‘happy healthy Hunza’, elements of this discursive thread also appear in the 
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Shimshal origin story as well as representations of the region by Western tourists. Yet, it is 

important to note that both of these constructions of inaccessibility position Shimshal in relation 

to modernization: in one framing, what is perceived as a lack of modernization in the region is 

understood as a deficit; while in the other, it is understood as freedom from the corruptions of 

modernity. This positioning is part of what makes my research question so interesting and 

timely: what becomes of these identity tropes, which are constructed in relation to discourses of 

inaccessibility and the absence of modernization, in the context of recent and rapid increases of 

mobility and modernization in the region? 

 

Finally, in this chapter I also touch on the autoethnographic nature of identity performances by 

highlighting instances in which Shimshalis strategically employ outsiders’ representations of 

themselves in order to intervene in how they are both understood and treated by these outsiders. 

The material and discursive history I have outlined illustrates how outsiders have frequently 

made discursive interventions objectifying the people of Shimshal or Hunza, often with 

problematic material outcomes for these communities. I emphasize how representations are 

shaped by the material and discursive contexts in which they are produced and received.  

Although instances of autoethnographic expression can work to disrupt certain representations of 

Shimshal or Hunza, they also play a role in reproducing them. As I discuss in Chapters 4 and 5, I 

understand the texts I am analyzing for my thesis in a similar way. 
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Chapter 4: Methodological and Epistemological Context 
4.1 Introduction and Justification of Sources 
Having set up the empirical, theoretical, and representational contexts of my project, in this 

chapter I provide a detailed look at the two sets of texts which I am using to answer my research 

question. As described in Chapter 1, I was unable to travel to Shimshal to conduct first-hand 

ethnographic and interview-based research in person. Instead, to answer my research question, I 

use discourse analysis to examine Shimshali ‘food talk’ in the context of two different 

autoethnographic representations: a set of 35 transcribed and published oral testimony 

interviews, and a set of 401 publicly available photographs with accompanying narratives. 

Building on Chapter 3, which situated each set of texts within particular empirical and discursive 

contexts related to modernization, mobility, food, and transcultural self-representations of 

identity, the first two sections of this chapter describe the methodological contexts and 

epistemological characteristics of the oral testimonies and autophotography archive. In the third 

part of this chapter, I explain how I use discourse analysis as a way to trace truth claims about 

food and identity in these texts.  

 

Before I get into the details of my texts and method of analysis, however, I want to set out why I 

have chosen these two sets of texts and explain why they are well-suited for answering my 

research question. The first of my source materials, the oral testimony transcripts, were produced 

in Shimshal between 2000–2002, under the coordination of a British development organization 

called Panos (Mountain Voices, n.d.b). This means the testimonies were collected shortly before 

the completion of the Shimshal link road, which provides an interesting representation of the 

community’s concerns about the social changes this vector of mobility and modernization might 

bring. However, Butz and Cook (2018) argue that understanding these testimonies is far from 

straightforward and that they must be understood as “reflexive self-representational efforts by 

members of a group to shape how their group is understood transculturally” (p. 41). They also 

note that these testimonies are a “virtually untapped source of qualitative research data” (p. 27) 

that is publicly available online.  

 

The second resource I draw on are narrativized photographs created by community members in 

2011 and 2012, almost ten years after the completion of the link road, under the coordination of 
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my supervisor, third committee member, and a community organisation called the Shimshal 

Nature Trust. In total, the archive includes 401 narrativized photos from 57 different 

photographers, 17 of whom are women and 40 men (Butz & Cook, 2017). These materials form 

self-representations of the participants’ perspectives on and experiences of social change brought 

by the construction of the link road (Cook & Butz, 2020). Thus, both the photographs and the 

narratives attached to them represent “discursive performances that...position the community and 

its inhabitants in relation to modernity” (Cook & Butz, 2020, p. 6). 

 

A preliminary reading of both sources indicated that issues of modernization, mobility, social 

change, and identity were central concerns for their Shimshali participants. Furthermore, food 

talk – both explicitly as well as more implicitly, in terms of discussions of changing agricultural 

and pastoral practices – is a recurring feature of many of the testimonies, photos, and narratives, 

providing me ample appropriate material in order to answer my research question. Indeed, part of 

what makes these two sets of texts so interesting is that because they were constructed for other 

purposes, they allow me to look at how people happen to talk about food, not how they were 

asked to talk about food. This enables my thesis to examine instances of food talk in texts where 

people were not directed to talk about food, but in which they chose to center it themselves. 

 

When paired together, the oral testimonies and autophotography project offer a productive 

counterpoint to each other in two ways. First, they represent somewhat of a ‘before’ and ‘after’ 

of the completion of the link road, with the oral testimonies collected during the latter stages of 

road construction and the autophotography archive about ten years later. This draws out some of 

the rapid changes in identity, mobility, and modernization which are taking place in Shimshal. 

Secondly, the oral testimonies and the autophotography set represent different self-

representational ‘assignments’ – different, yet overlapping, contexts of transcultural interaction. 

As I will explain in this chapter, both sets of texts were explicitly framed as opportunities for the 

community to intervene in the representations that are circulated about them transculturally, as 

well as to create locally available community archives of their own self-representations. Taking a 

close look at the methodological and epistemological characteristics of each set of texts, as I do 

in the next two sections of this chapter, helps to begin to tease apart the different dimensions of 

these two representational contexts.  
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4.2 Oral Testimony Context 
4.2.1 Introduction 

In this section, I describe the context in which the oral testimonies were created, including the 

methodological process through which they were conducted in Shimshal and the resulting 

epistemological characteristics of the transcripts. In terms of the former, I introduce the 

development organization that orchestrated the testimony project, including their stated aims and 

goals; detail how and by whom the testimonies were collected; and provide demographic 

information on the respondents whose transcripts have been translated into English. Drawing on 

this contextual background, I then examine the epistemological assumptions that Panos used to 

design the oral testimony project, how it was likely understood by Shimshalis, and my own 

epistemological understanding of the testimonies in my analysis. To do so, I emphasize the need 

to reflect on the autoethnographic nature of the oral testimony transcripts by situating them 

within the context of the community’s efforts to represent itself strategically to an audience of 

outsiders, an empirical and representational context which I outlined in Chapter 3. This context 

includes the creation of Khunjerab National Park and the Shimshal Nature Trust, key events 

taking place in Shimshal that helped shape the governance and perceived importance of 

transcultural self-representations within the community. I conclude the section by summarizing 

the implications of these epistemological characteristics for my project. 

 

4.2.2 Methodological Context 

Panos London was an independent NGO that was founded in 1986 by Jon Tinker, although its 

(now archived) website traces its origins back to the early environmental movement in the 1970s 

(Panos Network, n.d.).  Its vision was described as “a global network of institutes striving 

towards a common goal – ensuring that information is effectively used to foster public debate, 

pluralism and democracy” (Panos Network, n.d.). The organization’s intended focus was on 

amplifying voices of marginalized people in the Global South, arguing that the capacity to debate 

ideas and express oneself was a basic human right as well as essential for empowering 

marginalized peoples to break the cycle of poverty and participate fully in society.  
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In 2000, Panos launched a project called ‘Mountain Voices’, which collected interviews from 

over 350 people living in mountain areas around the world. The Mountain Voices website states: 

This project is part of Panos’ Oral Testimony Programme, which aims to amplify the 
voices of those at the heart of development: people who are disadvantaged by poverty, 
gender, lack of education and other inequalities. Collecting and disseminating oral 
testimonies allows the least vocal and least powerful members of society to speak for 
themselves, rather than through outsiders or ‘experts’. (Mountain Voices, n.d.b) 

Thus, the explicit aim of the oral testimony project was to enable communities who have been 

the objects of development to intervene in narratives of development themselves. Panos argues 

that development has not only failed to meet the needs of the most disadvantaged populations, 

but also ignored the perspectives of these intended beneficiaries, who have little influence on 

development policy and practice (Butz & Cook, 2018; Mountain Voices, n.d.b). They propose 

that oral testimonies have the potential to amplify these voices, empower those who participate, 

and build local capacity. Panos aimed to achieve these goals by training local community 

members as interviewers rather than using professional researchers, such that interviews can be 

conducted in local languages with some degree of shared background between participants 

(Mountain Voices, n.d.b).  

 

The community of Shimshal was asked to participate in the Mountain Voices project by a Panos 

employee named Siobhan Warrington who had worked for a non-profit in the region (Cook & 

Butz, 2011). In the spring of 2000, Warrington arranged a five-day workshop in Shimshal to 

train community members as oral testimony interviewers. The project was coordinated with 

Shimshal Nature Trust (Davies, 2004; Mountain Voices, n.d.a), who acted as a local partner by 

organizing the workshop, appointing project coordinators, training interviewers, and assembling 

a list of proposed themes for the interview guide (Butz & Cook, 2018). Although interviewers in 

Panos’s Oral Testimony Project did not use formal questionnaires, the “interview guide 

developed for Shimshal was designed to highlight the road as an important vector of 

contemporary sociocultural transformation and development in the community” (Cook & Butz, 

2011, p. 27). Narrators were encouraged by Panos to use this as a jumping-off point for 

reflection (Butz & Cook, 2018). 

 

According to the Mountain Voices website, the oral testimonies were tape-recorded and then 

transcribed by the interviewer (Mountain Voices, n.d.b). Translations are generally done locally, 
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with an emphasis on word for word transcription and translation. Thirteen Shimshalis – nine men 

and four women – were trained as interviewers, and an additional six people were trained as 

translators (Mountain Voices, n.d.a). Although Panos states they often make an effort to train 

people who have had limited access to education (Mountain Voices, n.d.b), in this case Butz and 

Cook (2018) note that all of the interviewers and translators in Shimshal were among the more 

highly educated members of the community. Although the names of all of the interviewers and 

translators are listed on the Mountain Voices (n.d.a) website and in a published booklet of 

excerpts from the testimonies (Davies, 2004), they are not attached to individual transcripts; thus, 

it is difficult to ascertain which testimonies were collected by which interviewer, unless the 

reader is able to glean a reference to a name within the text of the transcript itself. As Venuti 

(1992) notes, translation is often an invisible practice, with this invisibility frequently considered 

to be the mark of a ‘good’ translation. Yet, “the translator is always present in the work” 

(Palmary, 2011, p. 101) through their choice of particular phrasings and decisions regarding how 

to make utterances comprehensible in another language (Palmary, 2011, 2014; Spivak, 2000; 

Twyman et al., 1999; Venuti, 1992).  

 

By reading the transcripts closely, it becomes clear that there is actually a fourteenth interviewer 

who is not listed anywhere as part of the project; Siobhan Warrington, the Panos employee who 

had initiated the project in Shimshal, interviewed at least two of the participants. I think this is 

important to note because the social circumstances in which the testimonies were created shapes 

what is said in them. As a Western outsider predisposed towards Shimshali ‘specialness’, the 

testimonies co-constructed by Warrington and her interview participants may have taken a 

different shape than if they had been facilitated by someone from Shimshal. The interviews she 

conducted may also have been meant to serve as a model upon which to base other testimonies.  

Of the interviewers, at least three also participated in the project as interviewees: Mohammed 

Khaliq, Hussn Bibi, and Farman Ullah. Likewise, two of the translators also participated as 

interviewees: Johar Ali and Inayat Ali (Mountain Voices, n.d.a).  

 

Over a period of two years, a total of 67 oral testimonies were recorded in Shimshal (Butz & 

Cook, 2018). Thirty-five of these were transcribed and translated into English; these have been 

made publicly available online (Mountain Voices, n.d.a). Participants in the project were aware 
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that “their transcripts will eventually be read or heard by friends and adversaries in the village, 

and by distant others on the internet” (Butz & Cook, 2018, p. 34). At the time, Shimshal Nature 

Trust planned on using the recorded interviews to produce locally-broadcast, Wakhi-language 

radio programs, as well as their own English-language booklet (Mountain Voices, n.d.a). Butz 

and Cook (2018) observed that Shimshalis “were enthusiastic about assembling a community 

archive of tape-recorded testimonies” (p. 36), and that villagers also hoped the transcripts’ 

availability on the internet would result in new opportunities for development as well as more 

favorable representations of the community among transcultural audiences. Chapter 3 illustrates 

how the latter was of central concern for community members, given the consequences that have 

often resulted from the discursive interventions outsiders have made in relation to the region. 

Although the local radio program and community archive never came to fruition (Butz & Cook, 

2018), Shimshalis – whether participants, interviewers, translators, or onlookers to the project – 

were aware that whatever was said in the testimonies would be heard by both fellow community 

members as well as a transcultural audience. 

 

Of those which have been translated into English, nine testimonies were given by women and 26 

by men. Although participants ranged in age from 21 to 90, the median age was 50 and only nine 

interview respondents (including one woman) were under the age of 40. Butz and Cook (2018) 

suggest that “this reflects perceptions in Shimshal that older people have more interesting things 

to say and are more likely to govern their speech according to community norms” (p. 33). 

Furthermore, many people in Shimshal understood the oral testimonies as a way to preserve 

memories of the past before they were forgotten, framing the project as “giving community 

youth a sense of their history in the face of rapid social change, especially in the context of 

increased geographical accessibility” (Butz & Cook, 2018, p. 36) due to the soon-to-be 

completed link road. In this light, older community members were seen as the most appropriate 

participants in the project, as repositories of past knowledge and practices (Butz & Cook, 2018). 

 

In addition to sex and age demographics, the oral testimonies also provide a description of their 

participants’ occupations and the location where the interview took place. Although most of the 

interviews took place in Shimshal village (and one in a Shimshali pasture), eight took place 

outside of the community – a surprisingly high number given that the road had not been 
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completed yet. Three of these were conducted in Gilgit, two in Islamabad, two in Karachi, and 

one in Lahore, suggesting that some of the narrators (i.e., those who were members of the 

Shimshal Nature Trust Task Force, and who also served as interviewers and translators) were 

distinctively positioned in terms of both mobility and transcultural interaction. The majority of 

respondents are listed as being farmers, but a significant number represent community members 

who are well-positioned, including two development professionals, a journalist, three 

mountaineers, four teachers, an engineer, a bank employee, and a retired soldier. Those who are 

described as farmers include a numayindar (village representative to the local government) and 

numberdar (government representative in the village, elected by community members). Butz and 

Cook (2018) note that over a dozen of the participants are “individuals who are frequently called 

on to represent the community” (p. 33) to outsiders; thus, their transcripts primarily repeat 

existing, familiar representations of Shimshal rather than adding anything new. At least four of 

the participants – Mohammad Khaliq, Johar Ali, Inayat Ali, and Muzaffar Uddin – were deeply 

involved with establishing the Shimshal Nature Trust and were serving as members of its “Task 

Force” at the time of the oral testimony project (“Shimshal Nature Trust”, n.d.). 

 

Thus, despite the aims of Panos to amplify the voices of the most marginalized, “the individuals 

who were interviewed were not among the most voiceless Shimshalis” (Butz & Cook, 2018, p. 

32), but rather represented a disproportionate number of people who were educated, well-

positioned, living outside of the community, and/or thought to have special experiences and 

knowledge to relate. Women, younger people, poor people, and less educated people are 

underrepresented in these testimonies, in part because their perspectives and knowledge are less 

highly valued locally. This underrepresentation has important implications for understanding the 

content and discourses which are reflected in these testimonies. As Butz and Cook (2018) argue: 

By selecting participants who would in their judgment have the most interesting or 
appropriate things to narrate, Shimshali interviewers effectively governed the production 
of authorized knowledge along familiar lines of education, wealth, social status, age and 
gender. (p. 32) 

 

4.2.3 Epistemological Context 

Given that I am working with already existing published testimonies, it is important to consider 

not only the epistemological framework that forms the basis of my analysis but also the 
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epistemological approach used by Panos and the presumed epistemology through which 

Shimshalis approached the project. Based on Roulston’s (2010) typology for how qualitative 

interviews might be theorized, I argue that Panos’s oral testimony program is grounded in a neo-

positivist and romanticist approach. They are interested in and interpret the transcripts as 

representing their participants’ beliefs, perspectives, opinions, and attitudes, stating that oral 

testimonies “tell us less about the fine detail of events and experience than about their meaning 

for people” (Mountain Voices, n.d.b). Although they acknowledge that “the narratives which 

result are subjective, anecdotal, selective, partial and individual” (Mountain Voices, n.d.b), they 

argue that this is a strength because “the way that people remember or describe something tells 

us what is important about it to them” (Mountain Voices, n.d.b). To me, this framing seems to be 

making assumptions of a straightforward connection between what people say and their internal 

state. Furthermore, Panos seems to assume some degree of rapport and shared understanding of 

the interview topic and guidelines between interviewers and interviewees because they are from 

the same community, which they suggest can result in richer and more vivid testimonies; this 

reflects another assumption made by the romanticist theoretical approach (Roulston, 2010). Yet, 

the nature of this relationship is concealed from the transcripts, which seems to be an attempt to 

present them in a more ‘neutral’, objective modality. 

 

Although I can assess Panos’s epistemological approach using their published aims and 

methodological design of the project, it is difficult for me to make any claims about how 

Shimshali participants understood the oral testimonies epistemologically. However, based on 

Butz and Cook’s (2018) interpretation of the oral testimonies as being understood by many 

people in Shimshal as a way to preserve memories of the past, and the fact that older and more 

educated people were perceived as having more interesting and useful things to say, I suggest 

that most Shimshalis likely approached the testimonies in a manner that was not dissimilar to 

that of Panos. This is echoed by how Shimshali interviewers approached their task, asking 

questions about people’s life histories, experiences, and opinions in a fairly “neutral” way that 

often obfuscated their pre-existing knowledge of each other. Yet, interviewers don’t always 

“minimize or avoid influencing [interviewees’] answers to interview questions” (Roulston, 2010, 

pp. 205-206); rather, they occasionally seem to intervene to correct or redirect someone’s 

response by asking leading questions or through commentary in footnotes. Thus, it seems like 
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Shimshalis tended to understand the transcripts both as representing ‘facts’ about the 

community’s history and as carefully and strategically curated representations of these facts, 

given their desire to produce a community archive as well as their concerns over the potential 

consequences of how they are represented by and to outsiders.  

 

As Butz and Cook (2018) argue, understanding these testimonies is far from straightforward and 

they must be recognized as “reflexive self-representational efforts by members of a group to 

shape how their group is understood transculturally” (p. 41). They draw this conclusion because 

of the context in which the testimonies were produced – a metropolitan initiative to publicize 

community perspectives internationally – as well as the stated aims of the Shimshal Nature Trust 

in helping to coordinate the project. Butz and Cook suggest that the testimonies represent a 

particular form of transcultural expression, as negotiated by individuals and by the community as 

a whole; many of the transcripts reproduce standard representations and cast the speakers in 

terms of stereotypical ‘types’ such as traditional farmer, modern professional, or female teacher. 

They also note that “many of the oral testimony transcripts sound uncharacteristically 

declarative, as well as cautious in the range of content participants seemed willing to address” 

(Butz & Cook, 2018, p. 34), suggesting that this is due to both methodological and 

epistemological reasons. The former includes interviewers’ varying skill levels, respondents’ 

discomfort with the formalities of interviewing, over-familiarity of both interviewer and 

respondent with the stories and tropes being discussed, and flattening of nuance through 

transcription and translation (Butz & Cook, 2018).  

 

In terms of the latter, almost all of the testimonies were conducted in Wakhi or Urdu and then 

translated into English. Two people provided most or all of their testimony in English. Although 

I acknowledge there can be words and concepts that don’t translate smoothly between languages, 

I do not consider this to be a significant issue for my project because I understand my texts as co-

constructed, co-authored texts. They are produced through the interactions of multiple ‘authors’ 

or actors, including the narrator of the testimony, their local (or, in a few transcripts, non-local) 

interviewer, their local transcriber, and their local translator. Although there is a tendency to 

view translated texts as having ‘lost’ some guarantee of authenticity, with the untranslated text 

romanticized as being unmediated and ‘truer’ to the author’s original intention (Palmary, 2011, 
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2014; Venuti, 1992), Palmary (2011) argues that these concerns need to be rethought if we are to 

take seriously the role of language in the construction of meaning because “‘true intention’ is 

never really accessible in an unmediated way” (p. 110) to begin with. She notes that interviews 

are always constructed in nature and suggests that we need to recognize translators as another 

part of this co-production of knowledge. Thus, although each transcript is credited as an 

individual’s testimony, I argue that they are more accurately understood as co-authored texts, 

which exist in their current form in English3 and may later be orally translated back into Wakhi 

or Urdu for the benefit of locals who aren’t able to read the English transcription (including, 

perhaps, the original narrators themselves). These are the texts which I am analyzing, and not the 

‘raw’ interviews originally conducted in Wakhi.  

 

The way that participants talk about food in Wakhi without the mediation of transcribers and 

translators is not important to my research question, which focuses on how Shimshali food is 

expressed and represented to a variety of English-speaking outsiders in addition to a local 

audience, and by doing so, is used to constitute an identity both for Shimshalis and for their 

interlocutors. I am interested in the English-language texts themselves, which are co-produced by 

participants, interviewers, transcribers, and translators, each of whom may have their own 

representational aims. In other words, I am interested in the transcultural expression of identity – 

the English-language representations of food and identity in texts framed by the ‘assignment’ as 

intended for an English reading audience (whether local or international) – and not especially 

interested in relating those relationships back to a Wakhi-speaking individual author. Finally, I 

also note that the question of translation can be a broader cross-cultural issue that transcends 

language in some ways. Even among native English speakers, there can be localized idioms and 

references that don't ‘translate’ well or which can be misunderstood by an outsider. Fluency in a 

language by no means guarantees transparent access to meaning and mutual understanding. 

 

More interestingly, I think – and more relevant to justifying my epistemological and 

methodological approach – is how the broader context of the oral testimony project shapes what 

 
3 Thus, to attribute the texts’ autoethnographic character (or intent) to individual narrators is somewhat beside the 
point. Individual narrators are participants in a larger process of autoethnographic representation that involves the 
agency of several actors; the oral testimony transcripts derive their autoethnographic character less from individual 
intent, and more from the relationship between the content and context of the testimony project.  
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is said in them. As I discussed earlier, the very aim of Panos was to amplify and disseminate 

people’s voices both locally and internationally; people in Shimshal were well aware that their 

testimonies would be publicly available for anyone to read in English and that a locally-

broadcast Wakhi-language radio program had been proposed (Butz & Cook, 2018). This meant 

that friends, family, community elders, and local rivals would potentially be able to hold 

participants accountable for their words, whether they were able to read the English-language 

transcripts themselves or heard about them through the grapevine from someone who had. In 

addition, because of the community’s recent experiences and preoccupations with 

misrepresentation, “despite Panos’ stress on the individuality of oral testimony, participants 

know that in a transcultural context their words will be taken to represent the whole community” 

(Butz & Cook, 2018, p. 34). Thus, as Butz and Cook (2018) argue, the transcripts are best 

understood as self-governed and co-constituted – and to some extent collectively authored – 

transcultural representations where participants have carefully balanced collective identity (how 

the community understands itself and how it wants itself to be represented to the world) with 

individual identity (how individuals want to represent themselves to their community and the 

world). 

 

The testimonies, then, need to be situated in the context of the community’s prior and ongoing 

efforts to represent itself to the outside world strategically and on its own terms (Butz & Cook, 

2018, p. 36), including their struggle with Khunjerab National Park and a discursive tradition of 

being represented as incapable environmental stewards, which I outline in Chapter 3. As Butz 

and Cook (2018) write: 

…this has led to two sets of tensions in the community: a tension over how much the self-
representational efforts of individual Shimshalis should be controlled at the community 
level, and a tension over who should be responsible for governing the way Shimshal 
represents itself. (p. 37) 

In addition to this intra-communal tension, the testimonies also reflect tension among and within 

individual subjects between the modern ideal of individual self-expression and the strategic and 

cultural value of carefully constructed collective representations (Butz & Cook, 2018). This 

tension is particularly the case for younger generations of Shimshalis, whose education, 

employment, mobility and translocal interactions increasingly involve them in modern 

discourses of individual freedom (Butz & Cook, 2018). 
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What does this mean for my project? These issues of transcultural representation and knowledge 

governance are “central to understanding the testimonies’ epistemological character” (Butz & 

Cook, 2018, p. 27). Rather than interpreting the testimonies through the neo-positivist, 

romanticist lens that Panos presents them, I agree with Butz and Cook (2018) that it is more 

productive to understand these transcripts autoethnographically. Using Roulston’s (2010) 

typology, my research might be understood as taking a blended constructionist and postmodern 

approach. I’m interested in the multiple meanings, or discourses, expressed in testimonies 

produced in the context of a particular transcultural social setting. I see the transcripts as situated 

performances of multiple, contradictory ‘selves’, co-constructed by the interviewers and 

respondents, and I’m interested in the conversational resources that they draw on in these 

performances – in particular, how talking about food acts as a conversational resource for 

constructing various identities. 

 

4.3 Autophotography Context 
4.3.1 Introduction 

In this section, I turn my attention to the context in which the autophotography archive was 

created, including the methodological process through which it was carried out in Shimshal and 

the resulting epistemological characteristics of the photos and accompanying narratives.  As with 

the previous section on the oral testimony project, I outline the origins of the autophotography 

archive, its perceived goals, and how and by whom the photos and narratives were created. 

Drawing on this methodological context, as well as the empirical and representational context of 

the project set out in Chapter 3, I then consider the epistemological framework through which the 

narrativized photographs were conceptualized, both by Western interlocutors as well as 

Shimshalis themselves, and the epistemological framework I use in my analysis. It is important 

to understand the empirical context of the autophotography archive – which helps to shape its 

epistemological characteristics – as building on that of oral testimonies rather than as discrete 

from it. For instance, although the threat of Khunjerab National Park had receded in the nearly 

ten years that passed between the oral testimonies and the autophotography project, I still 

understand the broader discursive history of Shimshal’s transcultural representations and their 
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implications to be important for understanding the autophotography archive constructively. I 

conclude the section by summarizing my approach to understanding these narrativized photos. 

 

4.3.2 Methodological Context 

Butz and Cook (2011, 2017) have been conducting research with the community since 1988; 

they took five research trips to Shimshal before the road was completed and visited again in 2005 

and 2007 after it was finished. During the latter visit, they sought community permission to 

conduct another ethnographic study (Butz & Cook, 2011, 2017). Over the course of several 

meetings with community decision-making bodies – including the traditional council of 

household heads, the AKRSP village organization, and Shimshal Nature Trust – this permission 

was granted (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 2021). The proposed study was shaped 

by the preferences and self-articulated needs of the community to come to a better understanding 

of the rapid social changes that were occurring in the wake of the road’s construction, so as to 

plan more effectively for the future (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 2021). One of 

the plans for this study was to hire an assistant to transcribe and translate the remaining 25 oral 

testimonies collected during the Panos project (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 

2021).   

 

However, due to delays caused by the university’s temporary prohibition on Butz and Cook’s 

travel to northern Pakistan due to concerns over safety and institutional liability, they were not 

able to begin fieldwork in Shimshal until the summer of 2011 (D. Butz, personal communication, 

April 27, 2021). When they returned to Shimshal, the community expressed a strong desire to 

initiate a new project that dealt with more pressing and timely concerns: namely, to produce a 

new archive that documents the changes that had occurred since the road’s completion (D. Butz, 

personal communication, April 27, 2021; N. Cook, personal communication, April 22, 2021). 

Inspired by their experience with the oral testimony project, community members’ motivation 

was to share this material publicly, both locally and internationally, and they felt this objective 

could be realized most effectively if their initiative was coordinated by Western researchers 

familiar with the community (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 2021).  
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Rather than reproduce the oral testimony project, it was decided through discussion that villagers 

would be invited to take photos that that conveyed the significance of the road in their daily 

lives, and then interviewed using their photos as a focus of conversation (D. Butz, personal 

communication, April 27, 2021). Thus, the autophotography project was understood by 

Shimshalis as an extension to the oral testimony project, which would allow them to update their 

public self-representation a decade later. Like the oral testimony project, Shimshalis understood 

the autophotography project as having both a local and transcultural context of reception: in 

other words (using my language and not theirs), as being autoethnographic in nature (N. Cook, 

personal communication, April 22, 2021).  

 

The community (and later, participating photographers) insisted that participants’ testimonies be 

credited to them by name, and that Butz and Cook would help the community make the photos 

and narratives publicly accessible within the community and internationally (D. Butz, personal 

communication, April 27, 2021). Butz and Cook (2011) note that: 

Shimshalis are cooperating enthusiastically because they think a collaborative investigation 
will generate understandings to help the community manage road-related transformations, 
as well as build research capacity among local youth, some of whom are our research 
assistants. (p. 356) 

Thus, the research relationship which Butz and Cook have with Shimshalis is different in some 

ways from that of Panos, both in terms of its longevity and community embeddedness as well as 

in terms of what Shimshalis hope to achieve through it. While Panos’s oral testimony project was 

seen as a way to preserve traditions and memories of the past, Butz and Cook’s ethnography of 

the road was understood as an opportunity to help the community figure out how to navigate 

contemporary and future social change, as well as to help realize Shimshalis’ desires for 

published and publicly available transcultural self-representations.  

 

Autophotography involves “providing research subjects with cameras, asking them to 

photograph specified aspects of their lives, and collecting their oral explanations and 

interpretations of the resulting photos” (Butz & Cook, 2017, p. 239; see also Rose, 2016). It 

generates a combination of visual and oral (which may then become textual) representations, 

allows participants agency to shape the representations through the photographic decisions they 

make, and can be used ‘on the move’ by participants in their everyday lives (Butz & Cook, 2017; 
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Rose, 2016). In conversations with community collaborators, Butz and Cook (2017) advocated 

for autophotography as the method to generate the photographic/narrative archive requested by 

the Shimshal Nature Trust in part as a response to calls in the mobilities literature for new 

approaches that might “interrogate the structuring effect of mobilities discourses, practices, and 

platforms on social life more effectively than conventional conversational techniques” (p. 240). 

They hoped that using autophotography would help provide a means of self-expression for 

participants that is situated in everyday spaces.  

 

However, unlike Panos, Butz and Cook (2017) explicitly do not see empowerment as an outcome 

or aim of the autophotography initiative. They argue that: 

The discourse of empowerment through participation overlooks how power relations 
organise the local, and how participatory techniques can articulate local knowledge in 
ways that reproduce local power structures. Members of subordinated groups may feel 
compelled to articulate norms that reassert established hierarchies, thereby legitimizing 
local knowledge in ways that perpetuate their subjugation. (pp. 249-250) 

Instead, Butz and Cook draw on a Foucauldian understanding of power relations in which power 

is wielded at a variety of scales and social relations. They argue that because the power they 

exercise as Western researchers cannot possibly erase their own influence, remove the influence 

of local elites and dominant discourses in the community, or “offer them speaking positions 

outside the field of power through which they are constituted” (p. 250), they do not see 

empowerment as an outcome.  

 

This is not to say that Butz and Cook (2017) do not frame their collaborative autophotography 

initiative in terms of attempting to reduce injustice. Like Panos, they too attempt to give voice to 

underrepresented community members; however, they recognize that this aim is complicated by 

local power dynamics beyond their control (Butz & Cook, 2017). Furthermore, they argue that 

conventional interviewing methods such as oral testimonies exclude certain groups of Shimshalis 

from participating because they are associated with the work carried out by development 

agencies and thus perceived as the realm of community elites, who are in charge of formally 

representing the community to outsiders (Butz & Cook, 2017). As discussed in the previous 

section, transcultural representation can be particularly fraught because of its significant potential 

material outcomes for Shimshalis.  
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Thus, Butz and Cook (2017) and their Shimshali collaborators hoped that autophotography 

would provide more variety in participants, noting that it “is not strongly-associated with village 

elites; nor are preconceptions evident regarding who should take photos and discuss them with 

us” (p. 250). In fact, photography is most closely associated with youth, who are often 

underrepresented in public community self-representations (including the oral testimonies). 

Although Butz and Cook noted that men in Shimshal were more likely to be familiar with how to 

operate a camera than women, there are no social restrictions on photography for women in the 

community. Nonetheless, women still remained underrepresented in the sample. Butz and Cook 

suggest that daily household work took up too much time for many women to participate; in 

addition, some lacked the confidence or family support to participate. Despite this shortcoming, 

they argue that the autophotography initiative still facilitated a greater variety of participants – in 

terms of age, social positioning, and gender – than more conventional approaches to generating 

self-representations (Butz & Cook, 2017). 

 

The first part of the autophotography archive was generated over a four-week period in the 

summer of 2011 (Butz & Cook, 2017). Fifty-one photographers participated during this time, 

including 16 women aged 19 to 70 and 35 men aged 18 to 75 (Butz & Cook, 2017). Participants 

were recruited with the help of four young Shimshali collaborators, two men and two women, 

“through a combination of inviting people to participate and waiting for them to ask” (Butz & 

Cook, 2017, p. 251). Throughout the recruitment process, Butz, Cook and the four Shimshali 

youth reviewed the demographics of their participants and made adjustments by inviting specific 

individuals or groups in order to make the sample more balanced (Butz & Cook, 2017). During 

the fall of 2012, after a community exhibit of photos collected the previous year, an additional 6 

photographers were recruited – 1 woman and 5 men – making a total of 57 participants. 

 

Participants were given the following open-ended instructions: “please take pictures that convey 

the importance of the Shimshal Road in your everyday life, and come back to talk about them” 

(Butz & Cook, 2017, p. 251). They were given a camera for only one day, which necessarily 

limited what participants were able to photograph, especially for women. Following this, 

participants met with the coordinating team to discuss their photographs. This process is 

described by Butz and Cook (2017) as follows: 
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Most days we met with two to four participant-photographers. After we uploaded their 
photos onto our laptop (and their own USB keys to take with them), participants spent a 
few moments looking at them and providing brief descriptions of each, before selecting 
five or so photos they wanted to discuss in detail. Most photographers had 20-30 photos to 
select from, one elderly man had 96, and a few had less than a dozen. When participants 
sought our advice in selecting photos to discuss, we gently directed them toward those that 
expanded the variety of our data set. Observing participants select images provided a sense 
of what they valued in photos, especially as they often discussed the process aloud. (p. 
251) 

This process of selection yielded a set of 344 photos from 2011 and an additional 57 photos from 

2012, for a total of 401. After a participant’s photos were chosen and given titles, the images 

were discussed in detail with the youth collaborators acting as moderators while Butz and Cook 

(2017) “took detailed notes, inserted [their] own probes, and sometimes asked for translations 

when the Wakhi-language discussion got too difficult” (pp. 251-252). My own analysis of the 

autophotography archive is based on these notes and the resulting published narratives as well as 

the photographs themselves and conversations with my supervisor and third reader. Thus, the 

texts I am analyzing are not verbatim transcriptions and translations of Shimshalis’ narratives, 

but rather representations of their narratives mediated through the comprehensions and 

recollections of Western collaborators who have a long-standing research relationship with the 

community and are favourably disposed towards attempting to understand Shimshalis on their 

own terms. 

 

Shimshalis participated in the autophotography initiative with the awareness that their photos and 

narratives may be published and that they would be identified by name as the authors of the 

photographic and narrative material they provided; indeed, Butz (personal communication, 

February 18, 2021) notes that participants insisted on the latter. Each photographer provided 

permission to this effect explicitly (a) when they provided their photos and narratives, and (b) 

prior to their photos being published or disseminated publicly (D. Butz, personal communication, 

February 18, 2021). Discussions of the photographs were initially intended to take place with 

photographers individually; however, as many participants showed up early or stayed after their 

turn to sit in on other discussions, “explanations often grew into relaxed and lively group 

discussions, where details were added, divergent interpretations voiced, and broader themes 

developed” (Butz & Cook, 2017, p. 252). This had mixed effects. On one hand, the ‘relaxed and 

lively’ group setting may have helped participants feel more at ease and less like they were 
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engaging in the more formal, rigid, individual interviews used in development projects (Butz & 

Cook, 2017). On the other hand, the group setting may have also “re-introduced certain village 

power dynamics into the conversational space … as when elderly men ‘corrected’ women’s or 

younger people’s commentaries” (Butz & Cook, 2017, p. 252). As a result of these 

characteristics, Butz and Cook (2017) note that observing these discussions helped highlight how 

photography could be used “as a social practice and resource for asserting identities, serving 

interests, and producing and negotiating truths” (p. 253). 

 

Following the initial collection of photographs, Butz and Cook were asked to return the 

following summer with a selection of printed photos that could be shown at an exhibit in the 

community to coincide with the 9th anniversary of the road’s opening (D. Butz, personal 

communication, April 27, 2021). In addition to printing about 120 photos for the exhibit, each 

photographer was also given prints of their own photos with the English-language notes taken 

during their interviews attached to the back (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 2021). 

These were orally translated for the participants when they were given the photos, at which time 

they were also asked if they were willing to have their photos publicly displayed along with a 

synopsis of their narrative. All participants agreed (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 

2021). 

 

Together with their local research collaborators, Butz and Cook created English and Urdu 

language summaries of photographer’s narratives for each of the photos that had been selected 

for the exhibit (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 2021). After the exhibit, these photos 

and captions were given to Shimshal Nature Trust as the first installment in a community archive 

of photos and narratives. When Butz and Cook returned to Shimshal in 2013, they provided a 

complete set of photos and notes on narrative summaries to Shimshal Nature Trust to complete 

this archive (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 2021). Butz returned to the region 

again in 2015 to attend a conference on the sustainability of Wakhi culture, during which he was 

encouraged by Shimshali conference attendees and others to produce a book based on the 

autophotography archive, with narrative summaries in English and Wakhi (D. Butz, personal 
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communication, April 27, 2021). The intended purpose of the proposed book was to make 

highlights of the archive accessible internationally, as well as to promote Wakhi literacy locally4.  

 

All photographers once again agreed to have their photos and summaries of their narratives 

included in the book, which was published in 2020 with narrative summaries in English, Wakhi 

and Urdu (Butz & Cook, 2020). A digital version of the book is posted in the Brock Digital 

Repository for international access, and 350 copies were printed in Pakistan for distribution to all 

Shimshali photographers, as well as to all schools and libraries in the Wakhi speaking areas of 

northern Pakistan (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 2021). Some printed books have 

been held back by Shimshal Nature Trust to be given as gifts to visiting dignitaries and sold in 

bookstores in northern Pakistan. Shimshali schoolteachers have used selected photos for 

educational purposes, and tour operators have employed them in on-line and printed promotional 

material (D. Butz, personal communication, February 18, 2021). Plans are also underway to 

publish the complete archive online, on the Shimshal Nature Trust website (D. Butz, personal 

communication, April 27, 2021). 

 

4.3.3 Epistemological Context 

Unlike the oral testimonies, therefore, these narrativized photographs were at least partially 

conceived of by Butz and Cook through a constructionist and postmodern epistemological 

framework that aligns with the approach I use in my own analysis and interpretation (Roulston, 

2010). It is important to note that this is not necessarily – and not likely – the way that Shimshali 

collaborators conceived of the project. As with the oral testimony project, it is difficult to say for 

sure how Shimshalis understood the autoethnography archive epistemologically. However, given 

that community members understood the oral testimony project as a model for developing an 

archive of people’s perceptions and experiences at a particular time, and given that Shimshalis 

expressed an interest in creating this archive as a follow-up project to the oral testimonies in 

order to document the changes brought by the construction of the road, it seems likely that they 

approached the project with a similar epistemological understanding as they did the oral 

 
4 Until recently, the Wakhi language has not had a written form. In the past several decades, a Wakhi alphabet has 
been developed, but few speakers could read Wakhi. Participants at the conference felt that part of sustaining Wakhi 
culture – and language – involved promoting Wakhi literacy (D. Butz, personal communication, April 27, 2021). 
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testimonies: as a collection of situated and curated representations that nonetheless reflect some 

elements of factual ‘reality’ in Shimshal.  

 

As the previous section suggests, Butz and Cook (2017) see autoethnography as a key 

epistemological characteristic of the autophotography archive (as well as their interactions with 

Shimshalis more broadly). They suggest that autophotography is particularly well-suited for 

autoethnographic expression for three reasons: it understands vision from an anti-objectivist 

perspective, it is participant-oriented, and the portability of handheld cameras enables social and 

material mobility. In terms of the first characteristic, photographs provide their viewers with a 

vantage point that “both invites [them] into a scene and keeps them at bay” (Butz & Cook, 2017, 

p. 254), allowing their creators to present viewers with a version of what they see while still 

keeping them ‘outside’ of the scene. This helps highlight how photos are subjective and 

positional constructions of visual realities, rather than ‘objective’ recordings of them. 

 

Second, the open-ended instructions used in this project allow photographers to make decisions 

about the content, form, and aesthetic of their representations, allowing participants to perform 

individual or collective identities in “various ways: as modern, traditional, wealthy, family-

oriented, entrepreneurial, devout, thoughtful, educated, rustic, footloose, etc” (Butz & Cook, 

2017, p. 254). These decisions are modulated by the anticipated audience(s) of the photographs, 

which in this case includes “photographers themselves, foreign researchers, other community 

members, and potentially an audience of non-Shimshalis” (Butz & Cook, 2017, p. 256). 

Furthermore, Butz and Cook (2017) note that the unstructured discussions that followed 

demonstrated that participants were using the project for autoethnographic purposes by taking 

control of the conversation to talk about “the road but not their photos, or the photos but not the 

road, or neither the road nor the photos, but rather seemingly-unrelated aspects of social change 

in their lives” (p. 252) as they saw fit. As with the oral testimonies, they are often used by older 

adults as a mechanism to educate or implicitly critique the younger generation under the guise of 

speaking to a third party (Butz & Cook, 2017). 

 

Finally, the portability and ease of use of cameras allows a wide variety of people to create 

images and permits photographers to take pictures that might otherwise be inaccessible to 
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outsiders, helping to “reverse the conventional ocular gaze of research, thereby enhancing 

subjects’ representational and interpretive discretion” (Butz & Cook, 2017, p. 257). Furthermore, 

connecting photographs with participants’ narratives allows static images to be connected with 

articulations of mobility (Butz & Cook, 2017). In turn, these images help to situate and ground 

narratives in a material landscape, drawing links between mobility, embodiment, and place (Butz 

& Cook, 2017).  

 

Thus, as Butz and Cook (2017) argue, the narratives and photographs are most productively 

understood as performances of identity for the participants’ selves, for their community, and for 

metropolitan outsiders, including the researchers. Because photography is familiar both to 

Shimshalis, who have been exposed to many images in print and online media, and to the 

metropolitan audiences with whom they may be striving to communicate, it can act as a sort of 

bridge for transcultural expression (Butz & Cook, 2017). Universal photographic conventions, as 

well as the constraints imposed by camera technologies, help to produce mutually intelligible 

images that provide a jumping off point for further conversation (Butz & Cook, 2017). At the 

same time, images need to be understood as having been constructed and selected because their 

photographers saw them as intelligible and interesting to a particular audience. 

 

In terms of my research project, this means that I understand the narrativized photos as 

transcultural identity performances that have been shaped by the possibilities and constraints of 

the ‘assignment’ that Shimshalis participated in, as well as by the complex web of power and 

social relations within which the project was situated (see Allan, 2012; Luttrell, 2010; Packard, 

2008; Yates, 2010 for discussions of power and knowledge in relation to autophotography). As 

with the oral testimonies, I approach the autophotography texts as co-authored representations – 

particularly the narrative summaries, which are co-constructed by the photographer, the 

Shimshali project collaborators, other community members who may have been in the room, and 

Butz and Cook’s distillation of the conversations which took place into English-language notes 

(worked-up versions of which were returned to Shimshalis in English and Urdu, and later 

Wakhi). 
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Thus, I approach Shimshalis’ visual and narrative representations as ‘truths’ that must be situated 

in a particular empirical, methodological, and epistemological context. While Butz and Cook 

(2017) ask, “how are Shimshalis using the road as a discursive resource for the constitution of 

individual and collective identity?” (p. 267), my thesis brings a new angle and perspective to 

their research by asking instead how food and food talk are being used in these photos and 

narratives as discursive resources for identity constitution in this context of modernization and 

mobility change.  

 

4.4 Methods of Analysis 
4.4.1 Introduction 

Although the oral testimony and autophotography projects differ in their empirical, 

methodological, and epistemological contexts in meaningful ways, I examine them both through 

a common lens of discourse analysis, which I use to trace truth claims about food and identity 

that Shimshalis are constructing, perpetuating and circulating in particular texts5. I want to 

understand what truths about food are (re)produced and circulated by Shimshalis in contexts of 

mobility, multilocality, and modernization and how these are drawn on for identity constructing 

and performing purposes. In my analysis, I use an autoethnographic sensibility as a tool to draw 

out sensitivities to the transcultural discursive context and audience(s) of what people say about 

food and about themselves. My analysis is not only of written texts but includes attention to 

visual discursive representations in the autophotography project as well.  

 

In this section, I will describe my process of discourse analysis. Building on the 

conceptualization of discourse I set out in Chapter 2, I develop a framework of three elements of 

analysis that I attend to in my thesis research: the context of production, the text itself, and 

subjectification. I conclude by providing an overview of how I actually carried out this process 

of analysis. 

 

 
5 As I explain in my conceptualization of discourse in Chapter 2, by “texts” I am not just referring to the written 
language of the testimonies and narratives, but all forms of communication in my sources. In other words, “texts” 
includes the visual images from the autophotography archive as well. 
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4.4.2 Discourse Analysis 

By doing discourse analysis, I am not concerned with uncovering some kind of hidden meaning 

or interpretation in the texts I examine, since for Foucault (2002) there is no ‘objective’ reality or 

truth waiting to be discovered (see also Mills, 1991). Instead, I am interested in identifying the 

truth claims (i.e., discourses) related to food and identity that organize the texts. I will extend this 

analysis to look at how people use those truth claims in transcultural contexts to constitute and 

perform themselves as Shimshali for themselves and for outsiders.  

 

To read the oral testimonies and autophotography dataset for truth claims and the mechanisms 

through which they operate, I carry out my analysis by attending to three loosely defined 

elements: the context of production, the text itself, and subjectification. Although Foucault is 

known for eschewing a set of rigid ‘steps’ or a fixed ‘methodology’ for discourse analysis 

(Tamboukou, 1999), here I draw on recurring themes from a variety of scholars on discourse 

analysis in order to help outline possible steps for myself. For instance, Arribas-Ayllon and 

Walkerdine (2011) suggest that discourse analysis entails three dimensions: historical inquiry, or 

genealogy; attention to mechanisms of power and how they operate; and subjectification. 

Dittmer (2010) highlights two similar but slightly different dimensions as key to discourse 

analysis: attention to the social context in which texts are produced, and attention to the 

rhetorical features of the text itself. In terms of the first, he argues that “the social setting in 

which language is deployed makes a tremendous difference in how it is understood” (p. 279), 

while the latter includes the text’s “rhetorical stance, its claims to authority, [and] its 

organization” (p. 279). I draw on these as well as other scholars to help develop my own process 

of analysis. Although I list three distinct dimensions of analysis above, my process of analysis 

does not follow a strict or linear sequence. Rather, I move back and forth between different 

elements recursively, adding new layers to my analysis as I go. 

 

First, I aim to situate my texts in the social circumstances of their production, as this makes a 

difference to how they are understood (Dittmer, 2010). In the context of my research project, my 

attention to discursive utterances as autoethnographic in a transcultural research context reflects 

part of their social context of production. As Rose (2016) notes, part of this social context 

includes who the audience of particular images and texts is assumed to be. The previous chapter 
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outlines the social circumstances of production of both of my sources, which I draw on as an 

analytical resource in Chapter 5. For both the oral testimonies and the autophotography project, 

this involves looking at the broader context through which they were created: descriptions of the 

project, of its purported aims, and how the projects were used by Shimshali participants to 

represent themselves to a transcultural audience, as reflected in academic literature as well as 

Panos’s website and published materials. It requires attention to the broader context of 

transcultural interactions in Shimshal – described both in this chapter as well as Chapter 3 – as 

this history will have played a role in shaping what Shimshalis expect to be discussed in the 

testimonies and autophotography project and the discursive resources that are available to them. 

As noted earlier in this chapter, I also consider the social circumstances of individual authors and 

interviewers (for example, who is speaking; their gender, age, and position; who is interviewing, 

and what their relationship is; how might this affect what is said and why), drawing on the 

knowledge and experience of my thesis committee members to fill in these contextual details in 

more depth.  

 

In mentioning the importance of the author, I want to emphasize that I see my texts as “the result 

of a configuration of discursive structures with which the author negotiates” (Mills, 1991, p. 9), 

rather than as strict ‘truths’ about the authors’ lives. Given that I do not see identities as fixed or 

stable entities, it follows that what is represented in the texts are not complete or faithful 

‘recordings’ of their authors’ identities either. Instead, I agree with Mills (1991) that 

representations of identity in the texts are discursively mediated: “rather than imagining that each 

text has a ‘person’, one ‘voice’, which directs the text in a unified way, in a Foucauldian 

discourse analysis, one would rather trace the different voices discursively produced” (p. 38). 

Furthermore, as I have already noted, I understand both the oral testimonies and the 

autophotography archives as co-authored texts, produced through the interactions of multiple 

actors. Although “authorship” of each text is assigned to an individual, they need to be 

understood as co-produced among photographers, interviewees, interviewers, transcribers, and 

translators. What I am interested in are the texts themselves, and not the “authors” per se. Thus, I 

see the various ‘speakers’ of each text as representing a ‘speaker position’, or ‘author function’ 

(Mills, 2003a, p. 60) through which particular discourses flow. Each ‘speaker position’ will be 
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enmeshed in its own set of discourses, which I hope situating the texts within the social 

circumstances of the interviewees and interviewers will help uncover.  

   

The second element I attend to is the text itself: the truth claims that organize the texts and what 

is presented as normal and taken for granted. To do so, I attempt to be reflexive and question 

pre-existing categories that appear in the texts (Rose, 2016).  I also take note of inconsistencies 

within and between sources (Rose, 2016), not to try to ‘prove’ a definitive truth but rather to 

expose potential competing discourses. Although there is a dominant set of truth claims, there 

are always subordinated claims running counter to them. Rose (2016) emphasizes the complexity 

and contradictions that may exist within discourses as well, suggesting that “part of the power of 

a specific discursive formation may rest precisely on the multiplicity of different arguments that 

can be produced in its terms” (p. 212).  

 

Questions that I asked myself about the texts include:  

1. What ‘objects’ are being discussed? Are they being discussed in different ways? What 

are the consequences of this? 

2. What is being represented as the truth or as ‘normal’? How is this constructed? What is 

being emphasized, and what is being ignored? What ‘evidence’ is used? What is being 

problematized, and what isn’t? 

3. How else might the text have been written (or spoken), and what else might it have 

said? 

4. What rhetorical features (tropes, metaphors, persuasive techniques, stylistic choices, 

references) are used to present truth claims as self-evident? (Dittmer, 2010) 

Benford and Gough (2006) began their discourse analysis by systematically identifying ‘objects’ 

which appeared in their texts, with attention to where they appeared and the possible 

significance. They then used this to explore the discourses and ways of speaking that organize 

and (re)constitute these objects, with attention to contradictions within the texts. Through their 

analysis, they identified and labelled several key discursive threads, and then examined their 

texts to trace the development of these threads and how they work to naturalize the objects they 

refer to. I also note the importance of paying attention to silences in the text, and what is not 

being said that we would expect to be there, given the context (Rose, 2016). 
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Foucault (1971, 2002) notes that texts tend to be surprisingly “repetitive and restricted in the 

range of their structure, tropes, language choice, tense, statements, events, narrative figure and so 

on” (Mills, 1991, p. 69), with speakers drawing repeatedly on well-worn authoritative and taken-

for-granted truths. From my initial readings of the oral testimonies and autophotography 

narratives, I found this to be the case: often taking on a repetitive pattern, returning to similar 

topics and discussing them in the same ways. Given this, another question I asked myself while 

analyzing my data included: 

5. Which topics are repeated? Which topics (or dimensions of topics) are not discussed? 

Why is this the case? 

For example, a common element in the oral testimonies is describing local festivals using food 

talk. Often, these descriptions seem very similar across different transcripts. In my analysis, I 

identify ways in which these descriptions differ and connect those instances to the social context 

of their production as a way of drawing out alternative discursive threads. 

 

Thirdly, as Arribas-Ayllon and Walkerdine (2011) highlight, my analysis will attend to 

subjectification and the practices through which subjects are constructed through the texts. As 

they note, subjectification occurs both through technologies of power as well as technologies of 

the self, where subjects act on and govern themselves within a particular moral/discursive order. 

Discourses constitute not only objects, but also the subject positions from which a person may 

make truth claims about those objects (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2011, p. 15).  For 

example, Benford and Gough (2006) identified the subjects that appeared in their texts and noted 

the right to speak and the responsibilities associated with each subject position. Questions I 

asked myself in terms of this dimension of analysis include: 

6. What subject positions are being made available by the texts and what identities are 

constructed? What can be said, done, thought, felt, and experienced from these subject 

positions? 

7. What identities, actions, and practices are made possible, desirable, or required by the 

texts? What is disallowed? 
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Of course, I cannot answer any of these questions definitively, and some of them are difficult to 

answer even speculatively. Nevertheless, I found the questions to be useful for guiding my 

efforts to analyze the texts for my purposes. 

 

Just as the texts that I study are organized by discourses circulating in the time and place they 

were written/spoken, so too is my research shaped by the contemporary discursive structures that 

constitute my own subjectivity (Mills, 1991). While the power of discourse structures my own 

ideas, my thesis also represents a form of discourse in itself, (re)producing both power and 

knowledge. Thus, as the production of knowledge, my own work needs to be critically analyzed 

and interrogated as well for how it is implicated in perpetuating and/or disrupting discursive 

norms (Mills, 2003b). 

 

Finally, I want to note that I do not distinguish between separate processes of visual analysis and 

written analysis; rather, I apply the same framework for discourse analysis to both, drawing on 

Rose’s (2016) discussion of visual discourse analysis to support my choice. Thus, the framework 

I outline above, the questions I ask of my source material, and the elements of the material to 

which I attended apply to both the photographs and the narratives. As with the written texts, I 

systematically coded the visual images to identify what ‘objects’ appeared in them, then began to 

frame the patterns that I found within broader social contexts and discourses (Dittmer, 2010; 

Rose, 2016). The main difference to my analytical process introduced by the visual images of the 

autophotography project was that I attempted to consider the images both separately from and in 

conjunction with the written narratives. Thus, I moved between the photos and the narratives, 

analyzing them individually as well as looking at them together and noting the relation between 

them: for example, where photographs of ‘food talk’ were used to discuss something seemingly 

unrelated to food in the written narratives, or vice versa. 

 

4.4.3 Analytical Steps 

To carry out my analysis, I began by systematically coding my data and attending to the ‘objects’ 

and patterns that appeared in the texts (Benford & Gough, 2006; Rose, 2016). As Crang and 

Cook (2007) suggest, I used “an ‘open coding’ procedure as the first step, so as to avoid 

imposing some outside set of categories” (p. 139). However, because it is impossible to ignore 
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the theoretical and contextual background with which I approach the texts – and 

counterproductive, given how I have outlined the importance of their social context for analyzing 

them effectively – I do not “adopt a strict emic/etic binary” (Crang & Cook, 2007, p. 140) but 

rather take a blended approach. 

 

I began by focusing on the oral testimonies first, because they took place before the 

autophotography project chronologically. I started by reading through the set of oral testimonies 

as a whole, noting general themes of the testimonies as well as doing some preliminary coding 

for instances of ‘food talk’ by underlining them in green and writing a stream of consciousness 

descriptor in the margins (e.g. ‘agricultural practices’, ‘livestock’, ‘tastes/preferences’). In part, 

this was to figure out the extent to which food talk served as a discursive resource in the oral 

testimonies. As discussed in Chapter 2, I am working with a broad definition of food talk which 

includes not only food consumption but production (agricultural and herding talk) as well. Based 

on this definition and my preliminary coding of the testimonies, I found that food talk was a 

recurring feature of many testimonies. 

 

After I finished reading all 35 testimonies, I went through them and made a list of all of the 

descriptors I had marked down, which I then tried to organize somewhat thematically. Following 

Crang and Cook’s (2007) suggestion to “mix up [my] reading, doing and writing from the start” 

(p. 3) as much as possible, during this time I also began (re)reading academic literature about the 

oral testimony project as well as publications by Panos, which included books outlining the 

organization’s understanding of oral testimonies as a methodology (Bennett, 2003; Slim et al., 

1994), a booklet summarizing and compiling extracts from the Shimshal testimonies (Davies, 

2004), and the Mountain Voices (n.d.a, n.d.b) website. This helped me to begin to situate my 

coding in the social context of production of the oral testimonies. Next, I re-read the testimonies 

a second time to code them more thoroughly for any food talk I had missed the first time around, 

as well as to code for any talk of mobility, modernization, and identity. Although I thought about 

using coding software at this stage to make this process more efficient, I decide to continue 

doing my second pass of coding by hand on paper because I found it more ‘open’. I was 

concerned that using the coding software would make me feel boxed in or constrained by the set 

of codes I had already defined, and I wanted to be able to note down whatever came to mind. 
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After I finished my ‘second pass’ of coding by hand, I imported all of the transcripts into RQDA 

and “re”-coded them electronically, using my manual coding as a guide but adding additional 

codes and renaming or regrouping certain codes as I went.  The advantages of this were that it 

provided a ‘third pass’ through my data, which familiarized me even more deeply with its 

content, and that the software now provided me with the ability to click on a particular code and 

see all the instances of it brought up. At this point, I went back to my list of codes and started to 

think about how they related to each other and what the main themes for identity, mobility, 

modernization, and food talk were. I used this to identify major discourses of identity concerns 

that reoccurred in the oral testimonies and to begin to outline how each identity concern was tied 

to mobility and modernization, how it was reflected in food talk, and the effect of that food talk. 

 

At this point, I turned my attention to the narrativized photographs from the autophotography 

project, because I wanted to develop an initial coding of each dataset separately before I began to 

integrate my analysis of the two. Here, my first step was just to look through the physical photo 

album at least twice, paying attention to each picture and reading the narratives attached to them. 

Next, I went through the photos and identified which ones were visually related to food in some 

way (agriculture, livestock, shops, cooking implements/appliances, water taps, etc.), before 

making a spreadsheet where I coded the contents and style of every photo (Rose, 2016). As with 

my initial coding of the oral testimonies, this helped to familiarize myself with the dataset and 

the kinds of food-related and non-food-related images it contained. I then imported all of the 

narratives into RQDA and began coding them for identity, mobility, modernization, and food 

talk. I once again used a process of open coding, creating stream of consciousness descriptors 

based on what I observed in the narratives. Although I did not explicitly refer to the list of codes 

I developed for the oral testimonies, I was no doubt influenced by this process; however, I also 

added many new and distinct codes. This process of open coding led me to identify a set of 

identity discourses that significantly overlapped with those I had identified in the oral 

testimonies, while still adding to and building on them. 
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4.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have outlined the two sources I am using in my thesis research: a set of oral 

testimony transcripts and an archive of narrativized photographs. I have shown how these two 

sets of texts offer rich sources of food and identity talk in the context of increasing mobility, 

modernization, and multilocality, representing transcultural self-representations taking place 

shortly before and several years after the completion of the Shimshal link road. By exploring the 

methodological and epistemological contexts of each set of texts, I have also shown how they 

represent different ‘assignments’ of transcultural self-representation, with different perceived 

aims and understandings of each assignment for local and non-local actors. To explore the 

epistemological characteristics of each set of texts, I have also touched on how the empirical and 

representational context of the region – developed in Chapter 3 – has helped shape how each set 

of texts needs to be understood.  

 

Attending to the social context in which my texts are produced is an important dimension of my 

analysis, which is interested in identifying discourses related to food and identity in my texts and 

understanding how these discourses are used to constitute a Shimshali identity in transcultural 

contexts. In addition to the social context of production, my discourse analysis also attends to the 

text itself – the truth claims that organize the testimonies and what is taken for granted – and the 

practices through which subjects are constructed through the texts. Throughout the chapter, I 

have emphasized that I understand my texts as co-constructed and co-authored, even though 

‘authorship’ is nominally assigned to each testimony or narrativized photo. Thus, what I’m 

interested in are the texts themselves – the translated and transcribed materials that are received 

by an English-language audience – and not the individuals to whom they are attributed or what 

was ‘originally’ said in Wakhi (or, in some cases, in Urdu or English). This focuses my analysis 

on identity constitution in the types of transcultural interactions that are increasingly 

characteristic of mobility, modernization, and multilocality. Having ended this chapter by 

outlining the steps I took to code and analyze my texts, in the next chapter I explain how my 

analysis answers my research question. 
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Chapter 5: Analytical Findings 
5.1 Introduction 
Drawing on the empirical, methodological, and epistemological contexts of the oral testimony 

and autophotography projects that I have outlined so far, in this chapter I will show how these 

texts use food talk as an identity resource. In order to do so, I first need to explain what I 

understand the object of my analysis to be and explain how I have chosen to organize this 

chapter. To address both of these concerns, I will return to my research question, which is 

interested in the relationship between discourses of food and identity. In particular, it asks: 

In Shimshal’s context of recent and rapid increases in modernization and mobility, how 
does food operate as a discursive resource for the constitution of Shimshali identity? 

Based on how I have chosen to frame my research question, the main object of my analysis is 

modern Shimshali identity. By this, I do not necessarily mean identity performances where 

people are discussing modernity or claiming to be ‘modern’. Rather, I am referring to identity 

that is constituted in the context of modernization and increasing mobility. Shimshalis are 

modern subjects because they are subjects of modernization discourse and practice, not 

necessarily because they are talking about modernity. Like Wilk (1999), I understand 

representations of ‘tradition’ to be a performance of modern identity as well.  

 

In my analysis, I also understand these discursive representations of identity and food as 

autoethnographic representations: instances in which Shimshali subjects are constructing and 

performing self-identities for themselves as well as for different transcultural audiences. Thus, 

the self-narrations and performances of identity in my texts can be understood more fully by 

considering the transcultural context of their production and reception. My thesis is not 

attempting to discover any ultimate ‘truths’ about Shimshali identity; I don’t know, for example, 

how Shimshalis talk about identity or about food with each other or in other contexts. Rather, I 

am arguing that how food talk is used as an identity resource depends on the context in which it 

is employed; and that by analyzing food talk in these texts, we can gain insight into the 

performance of identity in the particular contexts of the oral testimony and autophotography 

projects.  
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To answer my research question, I need to characterize both (a) the way modern Shimshali 

identity seems to be constituted in my texts and (b) how food is used as a discursive resource to 

support and co-construct these identity tropes. Because any discourse exists only in relation to 

other discourses, identity discourses are in part constituted out of food discourses, and vice versa. 

I have deliberately chosen to discuss my analysis and interpretation of my texts in one chapter 

because I hope this will better allow me to show how discourses of identity are implicated in one 

another, how discourses of food are implicated in one another, how discourses of food and 

identity are implicated in one another, and how discourses of both food and identity are sustained 

or remobilized in different ways across my two texts.  

 

Writing separate chapters on my analysis of each text would have limited my ability to draw 

attention to the latter; one of the main advantages of analyzing these two sets of texts is that they 

take place almost ten years apart from one another, during which time the Shimshal link road 

was completed alongside other social and economic changes. Moving back and forth between 

each text in my analysis allows me to show how certain identity themes within these 

representations are reproduced or reshaped. On the other hand, writing one chapter focused only 

on discourses of identity in the texts and another on how food talk was used to support these 

identity tropes would have created an artificial distinction between food and identity. This is 

particularly obvious when thinking about a trope like agropastoralism, which is both a discourse 

of identity and a form of food talk; it is impossible to talk about one without also talking about 

the other. 

 

Instead, this analysis chapter is divided into four sub-sections, in which I describe the four main 

discourses of identity that emerged in the oral testimonies and autophotography texts: unity, 

agropastoralism and modernity, exceptionalism, and multilocality. The first three of these 

identity tropes are characteristic of both the oral testimonies and the autophotography texts, 

whereas the fourth – multilocality – is an emerging discourse that appears predominantly in the 

autophotography texts. Focusing each sub-section on a different identity theme allows me to 

demonstrate how it is constructed as a preoccupation in the texts. It also lets me trace how the 

same trope is reproduced across both the testimony and autophotography texts, how different 

elements of each trope are emphasized in the testimonies as compared to the autophotography 
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texts, and how food talk is mobilized differently within and between texts to support the same 

discourse of identity. Throughout my analysis I highlight the autoethnographic characteristics of 

my texts by drawing attention to instances where this is particularly clear, such as how the 

empirical context in which each set of texts was created helps to shape representations of both 

identity and food.  

 

Yet, because it is difficult to talk about one trope without invoking another, in each new sub-

section I build on the identity trope(s) discussed in the previous sections to demonstrate how 

these discourses relate to and help to sustain each other, as well as draw out the tensions that 

arise between different identity tropes. The order in which I have chosen to discuss these 

discourses of identity helps to illustrate how they are intertwined: talking about community unity 

leads into a discussion of how collective agricultural and pastoral practices are changing, which 

helps to introduce Shimshal’s historically exceptional degree of agropastoral self-sufficiency 

and, from there, leads into the present circumstances of mobility and multilocality that lead to 

labour shortages within the village. In one sense, multilocality underpins the tensions within each 

of the other identity preoccupations; yet, on the other hand, a sense of multilocal identity appears 

to be the least well-developed of the tropes, as it emerges primarily in the autophotography texts. 

By leaving this theme to the end, I am able to trace how it builds through the other discourses of 

identity as well as conclude my discussion of modern Shimshali identity with a strong focus on 

mobility and multilocality. 

 

In my discussion of these discourses of identity, I show how food talk is used as a resource to 

help support each theme. The following table summarizes the different types of food talk that I 

have identified across both sets of texts, roughly categorized into eight food tropes (Table 1). 

Many examples of food talk fit into multiple categories; for example, a description of a meal 

typically served at a wedding might simultaneously represent tropes of food as ritual, food as 

community, and food as tradition. Not all of these instances of food talk will be drawn on equally 

in my analysis, given the constraints of space in this thesis; instead, I will focus on those 

instances which are the most salient examples of how food talk is employed as a discursive 

resource for the constitution of Shimshali identity.  
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Food Trope Description 

Food as an agropastoral 

mode of production 

Agricultural practices (including types of crops, productivity and yield, old and new 

tools, and the gendered division of labour); livestock and herding practices; collective 

agropastoral labour practices; pasture and land use management; hunting; and the 

relative importance of agropastoralism  

Food as community Collective agropastoral labour practices; sharing food; collective meals; hospitality 

Food as health Medicinal uses of food; strength, health, and purity of food; cleanliness and hygiene 

Food as ‘modernity’ 

Unfamiliar foods; imported foods; food aid; tastes and preferences for non-local foods; 

new crops and agropastoral innovations; changing gender roles; cleanliness and 

hygiene; cooking appliances and implements; eating individually; mechanization; 

commercialization of food 

Food as ritual 
Consumption of food at marriages; consumption of food at festivals; ritual uses of food 

(unconsumed); food as part of nomus (community philanthropic work) 

Food as ‘tradition’ 

Ancestral cooking, farming, and herding practices; ‘traditional’ local foods; tastes and 

preferences for local food; strength and health of local food; ancestral tools for food 

preparation and production 

Food as waste6 Plastic food packaging and non-biodegradable waste 

Food as wealth 
Taxation of food; agropastoral productivity and yield; self-sufficiency; food costs; food 

expenses; commercialization of food 

Table 1. Types of food talk in the oral testimony and autophotography texts 

 

It is important to note that I am not arguing food talk is the only resource for identity constitution 

and performance, nor is it the most important one. Rather, as explained in Chapter 2, I am 

arguing that food talk is one important resource for identity constitution and performance (Cook, 

2008; Del Casino Jr, 2015; Mintz & Du Bois, 2002; Valentine, 1999), particularly in contexts of 

mobility, modernization, and transcultural interaction (Alcalde, 2009; Amilien & Hegnes, 2013; 

Counihan, 1984; Gonçalves, 2013; Gvion, 2009; Haukanes & Pines, 2003; Imilan, 2015; 

Johnston & Longhurst, 2012; Parveen, 2016; Wilk, 1999; Zycherman, 2013). As different 

discourses of identity sometimes draw on the same food tropes, my analysis shows how food talk 

can have the effect of tying together and reinforcing the relationships between these identity 

tropes. In my discussion, I draw attention to particular representations of food that stand out 

 
6 This is a relatively minor type of food talk, only mentioned in one testimony and one autophotography narrative; as 
a result, it does not feature in my analysis.  
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strongly in particular identity themes in order to develop them more fully in one place without 

being repetitive, while also noting how these representations reoccur in many places. 

 

5.2 Unity 
5.2.1 Introduction 

The first main theme that emerges as an identity preoccupation in the both the oral testimony and 

autophotography texts is unity. In many ways, unity feels like the most ‘obvious’ trope to discuss 

because of how often it is referenced. A frequent refrain in the texts is that in the past, Shimshalis 

were more united and had more respect and gratitude for each other, whereas now these values 

are in decline. This loss is often discussed in relation to discourses of increasing modernization 

and mobility. Thus, because of how prevalent this discursive trope is, and because it introduces a 

discussion of how modernization and mobility are creating tensions for Shimshali identity, unity 

offers a useful place to start my analysis. In this section, I will begin to deconstruct this trope by 

showing how ‘unity’ is constructed as a central tenet of Shimshali identity in the past, explore 

how it is constructed as something that is being lost, and highlight alternative lines of thought 

about unity’s continuing importance – variations within the theme that all serve the common 

purpose of valorizing the role of unity as part of a Shimshali identity performance in these texts. 

 

5.2.2 Construction of Unity in the Oral Testimonies 

In the oral testimonies, ‘unity’ is constructed through descriptions of equality within the 

community, respect for elders, maintaining shared goals that benefit all Shimshalis, and 

narratives of how Shimshalis in the past would help each other and take care of each other. Many 

of the transcripts discuss communal work and the sharing of resources, as exemplified by this 

quote from Gulbika’s oral testimony, a woman described as a 65-year-old farmer: “I would say 

that there was much more unity among the people (in olden days). People would sit together and 

would share their happiness with each other. In a family they would live with great unity and 

would share the household activities” (OT 27). By mentioning how “people would sit together” 

– understood locally as a reference to eating together – Gulbika’s transcript also alludes to one of 

the main justifications present in the testimonies as to why Shimshalis were so united in the past: 
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their isolation, inaccessibility, and remoteness.7 Although this inaccessibility is portrayed as 

cutting the community off from others, it also brings them together because they are all in the 

same place.  

 

Several testimonies emphasize the connection between “the reason for cooperation in the old 

days” and Shimshal’s “geographical isolation” (Asmat, OT 3). For instance, Johar Ali’s 

transcript constructs the community as being completely cut off from the rest of the region, 

requiring Shimshalis to help each other in order to survive and flourish: 

Shimshal was, and until today is, an isolated community having no external exposure and 
external assistance. It was only the inter-communal linkages that enabled the community 
not only to survive but to flourish in the course of time. The history of communal linkages 
and voluntary service is very long. The day when Mamusing (the original founder of 
Shimshal) came to the village he was the first person, and then his children (kin) struggled 
to build their society and to have control over their geographical area. (OT 35) 

Given Johar Ali’s representation of Shimshal’s isolation, I suspect that ‘inter-communal’ – 

meaning between two or more communities – is meant to say ‘intra-communal’. Although a 

minor detail, this offers us a reminder of how the production of this narrative has been mediated 

by processes of transcription, translation, and (in this case) transcultural communication in a 

speaker’s non-native language. The co-constructed nature of these transcripts is another reason 

why I approach them as instances of discursive representation rather than, for example, as 

definitive statements about Johar Ali’s beliefs about Shimshali identity as an individual. 

 

A second interesting characteristic of this quote from Johar Ali’s testimony is how it draws on 

Shimshal’s origin story to support its claim that Shimshal’s past isolation and collective unity are 

linked. Citing this well-established discursive representation of the area’s remoteness and 

Mamusing’s settlement of the area (Butz, 1993, 1996, 1998; Hussain, 2015) helps to construct 

unity as a trope that is so integral to Shimshal identity that it originates back to the founding of 

the village itself. The transcript of Laili’s testimony, a 32-year-old farmer and herder, offers 

another, more subtle, example of how the community’s origin story is invoked to represent unity 

 
7 Although “sitting together” implies more than “eating together” (such as conversation, togetherness, and 
camaraderie), locals would be unlikely to use this phrase or its Wakhi equivalent in contexts where food was not 
served and consumed. Moreover, there are few circumstances where family members would sit down together (with 
or without guests) without food (tea and bread, at a minimum) being shared (D. Butz, personal communications, 
February 18, 2021). 
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as a spiritual necessity: “our area is a very sacred place, so we have to live very carefully and 

united together in our pastures. If we don’t then something bad will happen to us” (OT 16). By 

doing so, this transcript represents unity as essential for both a Shimshali audience – reminding 

fellow community members of their sacred responsibility to remain united, with the threat of 

“something bad” if they do not – as well as for a broader transcultural audience. Given the 

context of the community’s ongoing struggle with Khunjerab National Park for control over their 

ancestral pastures at the time of the oral testimony project (Abidi-Habib & Lawrence, 2007; Ali 

& Butz, 2003; Butz, 1996, 1998; Knudsen, 1999), this performance of Shimshali unity can also 

credibly be read to reflect a strategic argument against outside intervention by alluding to the 

potential risks of interference and disruption (Ali, 2009; Butz, 1998, 2002; Butz & Cook, 2018). 

 

Shimshal’s isolation is also linked to representations of unity through the hardships and 

difficulties that people have faced in the past. Qurban’s testimony notes that “it was a very tough 

life at that time. People had to live together in a joint family system to work for themselves and 

for the rulers” (OT 28), suggesting that unity was a necessity in order to survive. Siobhan 

Warrington, the Panos employee who initiated the oral testimony project in Shimshal, is the 

interviewer for another testimony which discusses this topic. When she comments to her 

interview participant, Farman, that Shimshal stands out when compared to neighbouring 

communities because of its relative degree of collective organisation, he responds, “Yes, exactly. 

But it is I think due to their problems, their enormous problems, which have kept them organised, 

which have kept them united” (OT 11). This exchange offers another reminder of the 

autoethnographic nature of the testimonies. Panos initiated the oral testimony project in order to 

amplify the voices of those who are most marginalized (Mountain Voices, n.d.b); thus, Shimshal 

is meant to represent one of the most disadvantaged communities in northern Pakistan. It seems 

likely that Farman is performing a version of Shimshal that will meet Panos’s expectations by 

referencing their ‘enormous problems’. It is also interesting that this quote uses “them” and not 

“us” in describing Shimshal’s problems and unity. I cannot comment about whether this was a 

transcription choice, although the interview seems to have been conducted directly in English. 

However, it does have the effect of positioning Farman, a journalist whose testimony was 

collected in Islamabad, as someone outside of the community – perhaps discursively aligning 

himself with Warrington as a fellow metropolitan outsider. 
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So far, I have mainly focused on establishing unity as a discursive trope in the transcripts 

independently from food talk. However, in addition to drawing on Shimshal’s origin story as a 

discursive resource, the transcripts also rely on food talk to construct and portray unity as central 

to Shimshali life as well as to exemplify its decline. The former includes frequent descriptions of 

communal or collective meals, which are closely tied to agropastoral practices of collective 

labour. Asmat, a driver and retired soldier in his fifties, describes in his testimony how people 

would eat together while helping each other with their agricultural work: 

All the people who belonged to one clan would perform the agriculture activities in a 
cooperative manner… The system of food during the cooperative work was such that the 
person we were labouring for would prepare the food. At that time tea was unknown to us. 
We would prepare moch (local soup) instead of tea. (OT 3) 

Qandoon, a farmer in her late fifties, similarly depicts practices of eating and working together 

while herding livestock at the high-altitude pasture of Lupghar: 

Despite extreme poverty, there was tremendous cooperation and sympathy among the 
people. The cooperation in Lupghar was more than that in Pamir. We would take food 
together; each household would prepare and bring food from their houses to a common 
place where everyone would share the food. We would also graze the cattle jointly from 
morning till evening. (OT 4) 

In both of these examples, food is used as a discursive resource in at least two ways. First, 

drawing on a broad definition of ‘food talk’ that encompasses more than just the preparation and 

consumption of food (Riley & Cavanaugh, 2017), I understand these descriptions of agricultural 

and pastoral labour practices to be discursive representations of food production. In other words, 

talk about food as an agropastoral mode of production is what is being evoked to support the 

trope of unity by depicting the necessity of working together to produce food to meet the 

community’s needs. Second, descriptions of sharing food and eating food together are more 

conventionally understood examples of food talk mobilized in these testimonies, which also help 

to construct unity as a central part of identity by drawing on the trope of food as community. 

 

This trope is also used to perform unity in representations of events like festivals and marriage 

celebrations. Festivals, which are often centered around agropastoral events, are frequently 
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described (and perhaps even defined) in terms of the communal meals which take place8. 

Although the oral testimonies are replete with instances of this kind of food talk, a longer excerpt 

from the transcript of Yeenat’s testimony offers an especially in-depth example of it: 

Interviewer: Sweet sister! Would you like to tell me something about the shogoon 
(festivals)? 
Yeenat: Taj! Regarding shogoon it is such that first of all we celebrate Vichhosh (outdoor 
soup) festival in this festival soup is prepared by each household and is taken to Jamat 
khana, all the community members (men) gather in Jamat khana and they take the soup 
together. The men play games throughout the day. In the evening the youth gather in a 
house, they collect flour and other foodstuff (from all houses) and prepare dishes in a 
house and make funs. 
Then there comes the Kethedith (Spring festival). In this celebration fermented bread is 
prepared and this bread is taken to their relatives and kin’s houses. Then a special dish is 
prepared for the entire family (clan) by each household and the family members are invited 
to the meal. 
After that, there comes the New Year festival. For this celebration, a special meal is 
prepared for the clan, they collectively take the meal in each house turn by turn and all the 
youth enjoy playing different games. 
Thereafter the sowing festival is celebrated. On the day of the sowing celebration mool 
(local dish, paste of wheat flour mixed with butter and qurut) is taken to the house of the 
eldest (senior) in the family/clan and the entire clan members take the food together. The 
next morning women go to the channel and bring water and spray it in rizen (opening in 
roof for ventilation) then part of this water is added to the local sweet dish called seman 
then seman bread is prepared and is taken to the house of senior member in the 
neighbourhood and is taken together. Than the sweet dish seman (in paste form) is taken to 
the sowing field and [they] take the sweet dish together in the sowing field. Than everyone 
returns to their houses and they take seman to the houses of all their kin and relatives. (OT 
26) 

This excerpt highlights how unity is reinforced as an identity trope through repetitive 

descriptions of food as community, instances of which are underlined above for emphasis. Each 

festival is introduced by detailing the particular foods eaten on these occasions, and how they are 

eaten together on a family or community level. Along with collectivity, they emphasize the 

importance of respect for one’s elders. The effect of this food talk – particularly given the 

ambiguity with which it refers to the past or the present at times and the repetition which is 

invoked to describe each festival – is to paint a picture of Shimshalis as unified, working and 

 
8 Of course, representations of agropastoral festivals are also instances of food talk about an agropastoral mode of 
production, but as I discuss that trope in more detail in the section on Agropastoralism and Modernity, here I want to 
focus specifically on the discourse of food as community. 
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eating together as one. Whether or not these practices are still taking place, they are drawn on in 

the testimonies to perform such an identity discursively. 

 

It is important to note that this discourse of unity as idyllic is not universal. Qurban, a 60-year-

old farmer, portrays collective labour as being forced, with penalties imposed if individuals did 

not participate:  

There was a silver plate in which three to four juti (about 4kg wheat as a penalty) was to 
be deposited in the community store. Therefore, people in a fit of fear tried to participate in 
the community works; this had the effect of keeping the people united. Those who could 
afford the penalty had to pay it and could do their personal chores but people like me, who 
could not afford to pay the penalty, had to turn up for community work. (OT 28) 

This representation maintains unity as a central trope for Shimshali identity, but it constructs it 

more negatively as being enforced by punishment and fear rather than – or in addition to – more 

positive roots in kinship, geographic isolation, or sacred duty. By describing how some people 

could avoid doing community work because they could afford to ‘pay’ in grain – a discursive 

trope which constructs food as wealth – Qurban’s transcript also disrupts representations that 

connect unity and equality, such as Aman’s assertion that “in a village everyone is having the 

same standard of living and are living a happy life. They are all from the same class and the 

concept of poor and rich never exists among them” (OT 12). Yet, in other parts of his transcript, 

Qurban’s testimony also expresses deep concern over what is perceived as a modern decline in 

unity: 

Interviewer: You just said that you become perturbed by the modern developments and 
trends. Why do you get worried? 
Qurban: Because there is disunity. In early days whatever the wise and responsible people 
like you said all had to obey and work together. Nowadays no one accepts each other, or 
accommodates or tolerates each other. Even if I ask my own son to do something he too 
will not obey my orders or instructions. And he prefers to go play games instead of getting 
involved in any serious work. Although the time has become very good, the attitude of the 
youngsters and the disobeying of their elders is a matter of concern. (OT 28) 

The juxtaposition of these excerpts, in which the same speaker both disrupts and reproduces 

discourses of past unity, reflects how multiple discursive threads of this identity trope can be 

woven into the same text. 

 

So far, I have established how unity is performed as a central part of Shimshali identity in the 

oral testimony transcripts, with particular reference to the community’s history of inaccessibility 
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and the need to work together in order to survive. Representations of food as community and 

food as a mode of production are used to help construct and support this performance by 

emphasizing the importance of producing and consuming food together. This is only the first part 

of the identity trope that I have identified; unity emerges as such a strong preoccupation in the 

texts not only because it is represented as an important part of being Shimshali, but also because 

it is constructed as being in decline. In terms of the latter, many of the texts express anxieties 

about the modern disintegration of collectivity and rise of individualism. Before I discuss how 

modernization and increasing mobility are seen as creating tensions with the trope of unity, 

however, I first want to turn my attention to how unity is constructed as an identity trope in the 

autophotography texts. 

 

5.2.3 Construction of Unity in the Autophotography Texts 

The autophotography texts don’t discuss past practices and justifications for unity as much or as 

explicitly as the oral testimonies. Instead, they tend to be more preoccupied with the ongoing 

loss of unity. This reflects the different ways in which these two projects were understood by 

community members. The oral testimonies were perceived in part as an opportunity to preserve 

memories of the past and give youth a sense of their history (Butz & Cook, 2018), whereas the 

autophotography project was understood more as an opportunity to figure out how to navigate 

contemporary and future changes, with a particular focus on the importance of the Shimshal link 

road for everyday life (Butz & Cook, 2017). Nonetheless, the autophotography texts also sustain 

certain constructions of past unity that were deployed in the oral testimony texts through 

references to the connection between isolation and unity as well as the need for collective 

agropastoral labour. This has the effect of reinforcing the plausibility of these representations as 

truth claims through their repetition across texts. 

 

In addition, a new representation of unity emerges in the autophotography texts through 

descriptions of construction: both construction of the Shimshal link road as well as constructions 

of buildings. This offers an example of how the trope of unity as an identity discourse sustains 

itself, but the evidence that is mobilized to support it shifts over time and according to context. 

Where the oral testimonies use descriptions of collective agropastoral labour to construct a 

picture of a united Shimshal, the autophotography texts instead tend to use photographs and 
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narratives related to community construction projects to construct this depiction, with the 

construction of the road highlighted as the most important symbol of community unity. For 

instance, four of the autophotography texts include pictures of the ‘compressor machine’ that 

was used in the road’s construction (Figure 6).  

 

 
Figure 6. Barkat Ali Shah’s photograph “Compressor”, an important symbol of community unity during the 

construction of the Shimshal link road (AP 34.4). 

 

The written narratives associated with these images describe the machine, which is now sitting in 

disrepair, as signifying hard work and unity. Without the compressor – and without Shimshal’s 

unity – “the road would not have been possible” (AP 34.4). Its current state of neglect reflects 

“the current state of unity in the village” (AP 37.2), as now that the construction of the road is 

completed, people are described as “following their own self-interests” (AP 37.2). Although the 

oral testimony transcripts frequently reflect on the potential positive and negative changes that 

the link road might bring, they do not tend to discuss the collective nature of its construction. 

Thus, this reflects a new construction of unity, one that is shaped by both (a) the changes that 

have taken place in the community in the approximately ten years between the oral testimony 
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and autophotography projects and (b) the ‘assignments’ that influence how people understood 

and approached each project. 

 

The construction of past unity in the autophotography texts offers an interesting counterpoint to 

the oral testimonies, because food talk is not really being drawn on as a conversational resource 

in this representation. Instead, the material relics of construction are used as evidence of unity. 

This highlights a point I made in the introduction to this chapter: food talk is not the only 

resource for identity constitution and performance, nor is it always the most important one. The 

availability and usefulness of food talk as a discursive resource is shaped in part by the context in 

which texts are produced. In the autophotography project, participants were given cameras for 

only one day (Butz & Cook, 2017); in this context, a more ‘permanent’ object such as a 

compressor would have been much easier to depict than, for example, the communal meals that 

were prepared for road workers, of which no material traces remain. Yet, people still make 

decisions about what to photograph and talk about, and they might have still used the narrative 

summaries to talk about food in ways that could not be visually depicted. Thus, the absence of 

food talk to construct past unity is not entirely related to methodological constraints or 

contingency, but also to what was perceived as important or interesting to talk about.  

 

Although food talk does not seem to play a significant role in helping to construct unity as an 

essential part of Shimshali identity in the autophotography texts, it is an important conversational 

resource for the performances of the decline of unity in both the oral testimonies and 

autophotography texts. In the next two sub-sections, I will show how each of these texts 

construct unity as a valued part of Shimshali identity that is being lost, with attention to how 

food allows people to ‘talk through’ these perceived changes. In both cases, concerns over loss 

of unity are constructed either implicitly or explicitly as resulting from practices and social 

processes which are discursively constituted as modernization, such as mechanization, 

individualization, economic growth, commercialization, and globalization (Benz, 2016; 

Strohmayer, 2009a, 2009b). 
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5.2.4 ‘Loss of Unity’ in the Oral Testimonies 

Many of the oral testimonies talk explicitly about processes of modernization and development, 

often making black and white comparisons between “old times” and the “modern age”. Change 

is a major focus, and the transcripts often emphasize the scale and rapidity of recent changes. 

Interviewers frequently ask respondents to compare the past and present, which helps to 

construct a discrete binary between the past and present; traditional and modern. The pivot point 

for this binary is often left implicit. One testimony associates the beginnings of ‘modern 

development’ with the posting of the Pakistani Army in the region in 1964 (Mushk, OT 22); 

another identifies the construction of the Karakoram Highway in the 1970s as having “liberated 

the people of this area from the clutches of economic backwardness and isolation” (Shogoon 

Muhammad, OT 30), reflecting colonial and developmentalist discourses of remoteness and 

‘backwardness’ (AKF, 1991; Butz, 1998; Dolphin, 2000; Hussain, 2015; World Bank, 1990). 

Through descriptions of the socio-political structures and practices of taxation that took place 

during the Mir’s regime (Kreutzmann, 2015; Sökefeld, 2012), many of the testimonies implicitly 

represent the abolition of the Mir in 1974 as the pivot point between “old times” and “modern 

times”. 

 

In these texts, modernization tends to be represented as being related to education; globalization, 

increasing outside influences, and connections with the broader world; and economic growth and 

increased standards of living. When asked whether the “old times” were better than the present 

time, Asmat’s testimony highlights the individual freedoms, quality of life, and educational 

opportunities of modern times, while also emphasizing the social cohesion of the past: 

Both the eras have their own values. But I submit that, in old times, despite the poverty, the 
people had surplus love, affection and sympathy for each other, as explained earlier. 
Today, we enjoy every facility of life. We have free access to education and other 
opportunities. Prosperity is more than the old time. … We were under the Mirs’ control, 
but now you are free and today’s time is the time of personal freedom. (OT 3) 

This representation portrays modernity and unity in opposition to each other by describing the 

‘values’ of each ‘era’: personal freedom in modern society as compared to sympathy for one 

another in the traditional past. A similar binary is constructed in a story from Inayat’s transcript, 

where he describes systems of collective labour as “breaking down because of education, 

because of migration and because of modern interventions” (OT 2). 
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Thus, in the oral testimony transcripts, the symptoms of modernization, ‘development’, and 

increased mobility and accessibility include a shift towards individualism and a decline of unity. 

This is attributed to several factors: increasing individual prosperity, which creates social and 

economic inequality; changing ideas and values as a result of education and interactions with 

outsiders; and ‘busyness’ as community members are increasingly involved in education or work 

outside of the community. When asked to reflect on the anticipated completion of the Shimshal 

link road, Muhammad Baig’s transcript constructs an ambivalent picture of the positive and 

negative changes that will result from increased mobility and access to opportunity: 

When the road links the village it will bring with it prosperity, opportunities and earning 
sources. Some years back it was a dream for us to reach the destination without fording 
the river but it is a reality today … It will bring prosperity at the cost of disunity and 
destruction of moral values. It will facilitate multiple sources of income and then people 
will not care for each other. (OT 10) 

In this quote, the testimony explicitly makes a connection between access to opportunity, 

individual prosperity, and disunity – a mirror image of depictions of inaccessibility, equality, and 

past unity.  

 

Other transcripts frame the loss of unity in terms of a generational divide, with younger 

generations constructed as acting as if they ‘know better’. Gulshad, a 40-year-old woman, uses 

food talk in her testimony to illustrate the loss of respect for older generations; in the past, when 

food was scarce, the senior women of a household played an important role in managing 

household rations. With increasing access to imported food as construction on the link road 

progresses, respect for elders and collective management of household foodstores is portrayed as 

diminishing: “Whenever a guest comes to the house the juniors of the family according to their 

wish prepare food for the guest without consulting their seniors” (OT 17). Many connect this 

growing disunity with the increasing trend towards education, which exposes children to other 

ideas and cultural values: 

In the Pamir the youngsters are now refusing the elders [i.e., adults from households other 
than their own] by saying that, “you are educating your own children so why should we 
graze your livestock?” I would say that this change is due to the present age, because 
when we were young there was no education at all. (OT 21) 

This quote from Roshan’s transcript, a woman described as a 42-year-old farmer, uses the trope 

of food as a mode of production to highlight the changing value of livestock for younger 

Shimshalis. This generational divide foreshadows the second identity theme I discuss: tensions 
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between an agropastoral identity and modern identity. I return to this example in the next sub-

section to show how identity tensions between pursuing education and maintaining an 

agropastoral lifestyle are closely tied to this identity preoccupation with modernization and loss 

of unity. 

 

Both of these identity tensions are also tied to narratives of increasing ‘busyness’ and absence 

from the community. Shafa’s oral testimony discusses how agropastoral festivals are changing 

because people are not available to celebrate them anymore:  

At present life has become too busy. Most of our young are in pardes (places outside the 
area); some are busy with their education and some people remains busy with trekking. 
Due to that a few people remain available at Pamir and the elders too, do not go to Pamir 
therefore the custom is weakening with the passage of time. … Nowadays life is busy and 
people even don’t know when the Chaneer celebration takes place. (OT 5) 

This decline in the value of ancestral agricultural and herding festivals, as well as a decrease in 

the number of people who are available to herd livestock in the high-altitude pastures at Pamir, 

offers an example of how food talk is used to support a discourse of growing disunity. Because 

tropes of food as community and food as mode of production are used in the testimonies to 

depict local festivals as important performance of unity, as those festivals decline in importance, 

the value of unity becomes unmoored. Where it once reflected a need to work together to 

accomplish agricultural and pastoral livelihoods, as that material need diminishes the value of 

unity shifts towards a more symbolic purpose: sustaining a valued shared identity in the face of 

change. 

 

5.2.5 ‘Loss of Unity’ in the Autophotography Texts 

Unlike the oral testimonies, which frame the distinction between modernity and tradition in 

terms of the abolition of the Mir and the construction of the Karakoram Highway, the 

autophotography texts overwhelmingly use the completion of the Shimshal link road as the 

metaphor, or pivot point, for ‘modern times’ as compared to ‘old times’. In part, this may be 

because of the time that has passed – Shimshalis have had road access for eight years, and the 

changes that have taken place in that time are likely to be on their minds. It is likely also due to 

the framing of the autophotography project, which directly asks participants to reflect on the 

importance of the road for their daily lives (Butz & Cook, 2017). Either way, this shift in framing 

is interesting because its effect is to help associate modernization even more strongly with 
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mobility. The autophotography texts frequently attribute changes explicitly to the road, where 

those same changes were already being described as taking place in the oral testimonies prior to 

the road’s completion. This representation helps to link road construction with discourses of 

modernization, as Mostowlansky (2017) similarly demonstrates in his work along the Pamir 

Highway in Tajikistan. 

 

Although the ‘metaphor’ for modernity is different, preoccupations with unity and identity are 

often similarly framed in terms of a generational divide in the autophotography texts as 

compared to the oral testimonies. The narrative summary for Mohammad Raza’s picture of 

“Young Generation/Our Future” describes how “in the past, before the road, the young people 

used to help their parents with work, but now the new generation hangs around, wasting their 

time in the lady’s shop, instead of working with their families” (AP 55.1). This quote reflects the 

‘before the road’ framing that is characteristic of this set of texts, as well as echoes the 

construction of young people’s problematic lack of collectivity seen in Roshan’s oral testimony 

in the previous sub-section. Photos and narratives in the autophotography project attribute this 

loss of unity to various interconnected factors, including mechanization (where machinery, paid 

for in cash, takes the place of collective labour); multilocality and the dispersion of social and 

family networks; modern ‘busyness’; increasing reliance on outside donors and cash income 

rather than on each other; increasing emphasis on values of individualism and ‘freedom’; and a 

contemporary expectation for payment in exchange for labour rather than what is presented as a 

past ethics of ‘volunteerism’, linking social unity to broader economic processes of capitalism, 

commercialization, and commodification. 

 

Several of these factors build on evidence developed in the oral testimonies to support the 

discourse of loss of unity, such as modern ‘busyness’, the dispersion of social networks, and 

growing values of individualism. This concern is reflected in food talk in several ways. First, as 

in the oral testimonies, texts about agricultural practices play a central role in ‘talking through’ 

changes in collectivity by drawing on tropes of food as a mode of production as well as food as 

modernity.  In reference to Nazar Mohammad’s photograph of a ‘plos’, a woven carpet made of 

yak or goat hair, the narrative discusses how “education has had detrimental impacts on farming 

and herding activities, and has increased the workload of adults/parents” (AP 28.6). Because 



 136 

children are no longer available to help with farming and herding, this work has become harder 

to complete. 

 

 
Figure 7. “Today’s Menu” by Ali Rehmat uses visual depictions of new dishes, eating habits, and types of food to 

reflect on the relationships between collectivity and modernity in Shimshali identities (AP 12.2).  
 

Second, although ‘eating together’ – food as community – was a frequently used trope in the oral 

testimonies, a new discourse of ‘eating individually’ emerges in the autophotography narratives, 

reflecting an emerging trope of food as modernity. This discourse refers to growing desires to eat 

off of separate plates, not necessarily to eat separately from others; nonetheless, it links 

traditional practices of eating collectively from the same dish with being ‘old-fashioned’ and 

unclean. This is exemplified by a photograph entitled “Today’s Menu”, taken by 19-year-old 
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student Ali Rehmat (Figure 7). In this image, a meal of rice and vegetables – the former a 

‘modern’ food which has been imported rather than locally produced – is depicted on china 

serving dishes, with serving spoons and individual bowls for each person eating. The photograph 

is narrowly framed as a close-up of the meal; although individual hands are visible, we cannot 

see the people who are eating, creating an emphasis on the food itself.  

 

The narrative summary for this photo describes how “before the road people used one plate to 

eat off of as a family – but now people use individual plates” (AP 12.2), representing a change in 

eating style. It goes on to construct past practices of eating communally as part of Shimshalis’ 

simplicity, ‘backwardness’, and remoteness, claiming that “people were not aware of how other 

cultures ate” (AP 12.2). Although it acknowledges that some families still eat out of communal 

dishes, it positions young Ali Rehmat and his family as more ‘modern’, cosmopolitan, and 

hygienic through their adoption of individual plates. As a counterpoint, the trope of sharing food 

and communal meals is hardly, if ever, used as a conversational resource in the autophotography 

narratives and photographs the way that it is in the oral testimonies. This is not to say that 

sharing food and communal meals don’t still take place or aren’t important; it is rather to note 

that they do not appear to be drawn on to perform or construct identity in this context.  

 

Mechanization and commercialization are two new thematic elements related to the loss of unity 

that emerge in the autophotography texts, reflecting material and economic changes that have 

taken place since the link road was opened to motor traffic. Didar Ali’s photograph of “Tractor: 

Sign of Progress” is used to reflect on the importance of mechanization to facilitate agricultural 

practices as people are increasingly busy and have less time to spend on farming. The tractor is 

constructed as a symbol of modernity, but also a symbol of growing economic and class 

differentiation, reflecting a loss of community unity: “not everyone can afford it, but all WANT 

it” (AP 42.2). This example also illustrates how mechanization is linked to commercialization; 

where collective agricultural labour in the past is depicted as ‘free’ volunteer work in the 

autophotography texts, the use of these new machines costs money. Yet, in the oral testimonies, 

collective work is not portrayed as ‘free’. Rather, it is exchanged for food, through the communal 

meals that are provided for labourers. This is an important subtlety to highlight because it draws 
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attention to a discursive construction of food as wealth in the past, which is evolving as cash 

income plays an increasingly important role in the community.  

 

 
Figure 8. Shaheen Karim’s photograph of “Amir Baig’s Shop” illustrates the increasing accessibility of imported 

and packaged foods in the community; making up the background of this image, these foods are depicted as 
commonplace and taken for granted. Instead, what is foregrounded in the shot is the financial transaction taking 

place, which illustrates the shift towards cash-based wealth instead of productive wealth discussed in Chapter 3 (AP 
41.3). 

 

A new form of ‘food talk’ that appears in the autophotography texts is that of local shops selling 

goods transported from outside, including food. Like the changing trope of food as wealth, this 

discourse of food as a commercial good is linked to the role of cash income in the community. 

The commercialization of food reflects the interplay between economic changes and social unity; 

for example, Shaheen Karim’s photograph of “Amir Baig’s Shop” (Figure 8) is used to depict a 

shop owner selling supplies to his own sister rather than ‘sharing things’. This obviously staged 

image foregrounds the economic transaction taking place, as money is passed from one person to 

another, against a background of imported, packaged foods. The narrative uses this image to put 
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forward an argument about increasing individualism, suggesting that “people have become 

individualistic…they earn for their own families” (AP 41.3). Rather than borrowing from one 

another, exchange relations even within extended families are represented as being transformed 

into financial transactions. The effect of this commercialized representation of food is to 

reproduce connections made elsewhere in the autophotography texts between modernization, 

mobility (in this case, of goods), and a growing sense of disunity. 

 

5.2.6 Continued Role of Unity 

Having shown how the loss of unity is constructed in the texts through frequent refrains 

emphasizing past unity and expressing concerns over its decline, I also want to highlight two key 

examples of other discursive threads relating to unity in the texts. First, I look at representations 

of Khunjerab National Park and Shimshal Nature Trust as an example of how ongoing 

community unity is performed in the oral testimonies. Second, I examine a photograph and 

narrative summary from the autophotography project that reflects on how mechanization has 

restructured and reshaped social relations into new patterns of collectivity. Both of these 

examples reflect discursive constructions that seem to contradict the overarching narrative of 

growing disunity that predominates in the texts. Yet, I show how they also serve to support the 

overall identity preoccupation with unity.     

 

To begin with the oral testimonies, Chapters 3 and 4 set out how this project took place during a 

time when carefully governed collective representation was an important part of Shimshal’s 

struggle with Khunjerab National Park for control over its ancestral territories (Ali, 2009; Butz, 

1998, 2002; Butz & Cook, 2018). The potential negative effects of this national park and the role 

of Shimshal Nature Trust in community-based environmental conservation and cultural 

preservation efforts are discussed in 14 out of the 35 transcripts; always by men, many of whom 

are educated professionals, living outside of the community, and/or involved in Shimshal Nature 

Trust in some leadership capacity. “The community” is described as being opposed to the 

national park, often using a universalizing “we”. This has the effect of presenting the community 

as collectively united in their opposition; even those transcripts that don’t explicitly discuss the 

conflict help to support this argument through extensive descriptions of their ancestral herding 

practices and material and symbolic connections to the land.  



 140 

 

The performance of a community-led decision to stop hunting in the oral testimony transcripts is 

an excellent example of how collectivity is constructed using the trope of food as a mode of 

production. Although many testimonies depict hunting as a historically important source of both 

food and pride, everyone in the community is portrayed as coming together to support a ban on 

hunting in order to protect wildlife. Several testimonies emphasize how the government’s 

attempts to ban hunting failed, whereas community-led decisions made internally were 

successful: 

Secondly the government tried to ban hunting with all its might and incentives (in 
Shimshal) but failed (for lack of community participation). But when SNT made the 
community realise their obligation towards their environment and reminded them of the 
songs that reflected their connection with the wildlife the community responded positively 
to SNT’s appeal and without any use of force and without incentives the community banned 
hunting completely. (Johar Ali, OT 35) 

By presenting Shimshalis as rational, responsible subjects who are capable of making decisions 

to protect their environment without external force or incentives, this quote intervenes in 

metropolitan discourses of villagers as reckless and irresponsible environmental stewards who 

are only motivated by short term material concerns, a representation which is used to justify and 

normalize outside intervention in the area (Butz, 1996, 1998). To do so, it draws on and 

reproduces discourses of community-led and participatory development seen in AKRSP’s (1983) 

intervention model. 

  

This is an interesting example of how unity is performed as an identity trope in the oral 

testimonies, because it helps to show the autoethnographic character of these texts. On the one 

hand, Shimshalis are performing themselves as ‘losing’ culturally valued unity as a result of 

increasing outside intervention. On the other hand, they also are trying to perform themselves to 

outsiders as a united community capable of taking care of the environment. Even if the 

community is less united about this issue behind the scenes, the testimonies present a united front 

to a transcultural audience, as well as remind community members of how they need to work 

together. Both of these representations – loss of unity and continued unity – reinforce the 

importance of unity for Shimshali identity and appear to be used strategically to advocate for 

collective self-determination. 
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Figure 9. “Threshing Machine”, taken by student and autophotography archive research collaborator Shamshad 

Begum, situates the threshing machine in front of an agricultural field. The focus in this picture is on the machinery 
itself, which is represented as transforming social relations in both positive and negative ways (AP 4.7). Material 

artefacts and objects are often used as convenient visuals to discuss social processes, which has the effect of 
emphasizing the relationship between material objects and social changes. Looking at all the pictures of tractors and 
threshing machines makes it feel like they are the most important factor in these changes, perhaps at the expense of 

more intangible factors.  
 

A second example of how the discourse of loss of unity is complicated in the texts is reflected in 

narratives of the more subtle restructuring of social relations brought by mechanized farming 

equipment. Photographs of threshing machines taken by Shamshad Begum (Figure 9) and 

Qurban Karim9 – a student in her twenties and a farmer in his seventies – are used to discuss how 

mechanized threshing has increased collectivity between extended families and neighbours, as 

compared with traditional threshing practices oriented around collectivity within a single family. 

 
9 Qurban Karim also participated in the oral testimony project; in section 5.2.2, I described how excerpts from his 
testimony reflect multiple discursive threads related to the trope of unity, including the discursive connection 
between unity and the hardships of isolation; the role of fear and punishment in collective labour; and concern over a 
perceived decline in unity. In the context of the autophotography project, Qurban Karim is the father of one of the 
Shimshali research collaborators, which gives his commentary here an extra dimension of “instructing the youth” as 
well as perhaps a more easy, relaxed, and detailed character than most (D. Butz, personal communication, February 
18, 2021).  
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Both narrative summaries acknowledge how community relations are changing in complex ways 

that are not as straightforward as a ‘loss of unity’. Loss of unity is still a component: as the 

testimonies describe, when threshing was done by hand, the community “celebrated in one 

place, ate special food and had special words” (Qurban Karim, AP6.5). Because people can now 

thresh quickly and independently, these ceremonies are being skipped and there is a “loss of 

community connection at a large scale” (Qurban Karim, AP6.5). In addition, because livestock 

are no longer needed for this work, the narratives express a growing sense of separation between 

the village and the pastures. However, the narrative summaries for these images also portray new 

constructions of unity by describing how threshing by hand was done by single families working 

alone. With the new machine, extended families and neighbours work together to accomplish 

this task collectively, creating unity – or at least cooperation – between larger family groupings 

and those living close together in new ways. 

 

Along with reflecting on the nuances of unity as an identity preoccupation in Shimshal, this 

example helps to introduce the next identity trope that I will discuss: the tension between an 

agropastoral identity and a modern identity. It does so in two ways: first, by noting the changing 

relationship between the village and its high-altitude pastures, which reflects a changing 

connection to a pastoral identity. Second, by striving to present a ‘balanced’ evaluation of 

changes to collectivity in Shimshal, these narratives perform Shimshalis as modern, educated 

subjects who are capable of seeing both sides of a situation (Linehan, 2009). The next section 

will explore these identity tensions in greater detail. 

 

5.2.7 Conclusion 

In this section, I have shown how unity is performed as an identity preoccupation across both 

sets of texts. As an ‘assignment’ understood to be an opportunity to preserve Shimshal’s history 

and pass it on to the next generation as well as to communicate self-representations to outsiders, 

the oral testimonies in particular emphasized the importance of past unity and the necessity to 

work together because of the isolation and hardships the community faced. In these texts, tropes 

of food as a mode of production and food as community are used to help construct an image of 

everyone working and eating together. On the other hand, the autophotography texts tended not 

to use food talk to construct past unity, although food-related discourses did provide an 
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important conversational resource to show the decline of unity. Instead, these texts tended to 

draw on the discursive tropes of road construction to support arguments about past unity. This 

shows how the mobilization of food talk as a conversation resource for identity constitution 

depends on context: the framing of the representational ‘assignment’ and what its goals are 

understood to be; the affordances of the medium through which representation is mediated; and 

changing relationships with food over time, as food is used in different ways and takes on 

different meanings. 

 

Both the oral testimonies and autophotography texts are preoccupied with loss of unity and 

connect this loss to discourses of modernization. However, they take different points in time as 

the metaphor for the transition from tradition to modernity: the abolition of the Mir (1974), 

construction of the Karakoram Highway (1976), or establishment of an army outpost in Shimshal 

(1966) on the one hand, as compared to the opening of the Shimshal link road to motorized 

traffic (2003) on the other. This shows how the trope of unity – and, in particular, the loss of 

unity – is sustained over time and across different texts, but the justifications and evidence used 

to support the trope change. In one set of texts, loss of unity is attributed to the opening up of the 

region in the 1970s, and in the other, it is attributed to the completion of the road in 2003. I’m 

not interested in arguing that one of these representations is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’; rather, I have 

shown how this discourse of identity continues to be reproduced over time, across two instances 

of transcultural representation, with the help of changing forms of food talk.  

 

The conflict between traditional values of collectivity, now unmoored from the material need to 

work together to survive, and new values of individualism represented as resulting from 

education, modernization, and increasing mobility are often presented as a generational divide. 

The oral testimonies use food talk to illustrate the younger generation’s lack of respect for 

ancestral practices of collective household management or livestock herding, whereas the 

autophotography texts draw on new tropes of eating individually, the mechanization of 

agricultural production, and the commercialization of food. The texts have fairly stark 

differences in terms of how the former represents food as a form of wealth in and of itself, as 

compared to the latter, in which food is represented as a commercial good and wealth is 

understood in terms of money. The emergence of these tropes helps to draw out changing social 
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and economic processes that have taken place in the approximately 10 years between the oral 

testimony and autophotography projects. 

 

Finally, this section considered two examples from the texts that offer representations of the 

continued role of unity in Shimshal. These examples reflect alternative discursive threads to the 

‘loss of unity’ which nevertheless further cement unity as an overall preoccupation. Throughout 

my discussion, the relationship between unity and how practices of agricultural and pastoral 

labour are changing as a result of increasing mobility and multilocality has continued to crop up, 

as education and wage income leave fewer people available to help with previously collective 

farming and herding work. This helps to introduce the next identity preoccupation that I will 

discuss: the tension between agropastoralism and modernity. 

 

5.3 Agropastoral versus Modern Identities 
5.3.1 Introduction 

Building on my discussion of unity as an identity preoccupation in both the oral testimony and 

autophotography texts, in this section I will further explore the tension between a commitment to 

an agropastoral identity versus embracing a ‘modern’ identity, which is constructed through the 

pursuit of education and wage labour. How do agriculture and herding fit into people’s identities, 

lifestyles, and livelihoods in the context of a modernizing, mobile world; and what is the 

relationship between livelihoods and identities? In many ways, this identity preoccupation is at 

odds with the trope of unity, as unity is associated with an agropastoral past and modernity is 

associated with a disunified present and future. Yet, both of these identities are performed as 

being valued (often by the same narrators), leaving Shimshalis with the challenge of how to 

navigate the tension between them. In this section, I will explore how agropastoralism is 

represented as a key part of Shimshali identity and examine how the oral testimony and 

autophotography texts construct agropastoralism as both in decline and of continuing 

importance. Next, I will consider how these texts construct Shimshalis as modern and educated 

individuals, before exploring the tension that is performed between these two identities.  
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5.3.2 Agropastoral Identity in the Oral Testimonies 

Agropastoralism as a mode of production and subsistence is represented as a key part of 

Shimshali identity in the oral testimonies through detailed descriptions of local practices and 

ancestral skills related to herding and farming. As I note in Chapter 3, around the time of the oral 

testimony project Shimshal was represented as “one of the few communities remaining in 

Pakistan’s Northern Areas that grows enough agricultural produce to feed itself” (Ali & Butz, 

2003, p. 111). Quotes such as “our livelihood circles around agriculture and pastoral life” (OT 

29) and “nowadays we the Shimshalis are agriculturalists and herders” (OT 12) present 

agropastoralism not only as an identity that was valued in the past, but as one that is ongoing. 

This is supported by the descriptions of farming and herding practices – examples of the trope of 

food as a mode of production – which are woven throughout the transcripts. The effect of these 

detailed descriptions is to make it seem like farming and herding is a significant part of life for 

Shimshalis. In effect, it becomes almost unimaginable to think of being Shimshali without being 

involved in agropastoralism. 

 

Muhammad Baig’s testimony emphasizes the importance of pastoralism in particular by 

describing livestock as “the reference of prestige and honour for us” (OT 10). Shimshal’s origin 

story and the construction of Mamu Shah and Sher’s identities as expert herders and farmers 

helps to understand this representation of ‘prestige and honour’ (Butz, 1993, 1998). Just as unity 

continues to be symbolically valued as an important part of Shimshali identity despite becoming 

disconnected from the material necessities that once justified it, processes of modernization that 

lead to increased wage labour are creating tensions between the declining material need for 

agropastoralism for subsistence and its continued symbolic importance for identity. Because 

farming and herding has been so woven into everyday life in Shimshal – influencing the 

construction of space, relationships with the environment and landscape, relationships with each 

other, spiritual rituals, and so on (Hussain, 2015) – the changing role of agropastoralism is not 

merely a question of livelihoods, but also involves grappling with its broader effects on 

understanding one’s identity. 

 

This is exemplified by the close relationship between agropastoralism and social relationships 

that are reflected in the identity trope of unity. As discussed in section 5.2.2, descriptions of 
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festivals drawing on tropes of food as community and food as a mode of production are used to 

center agriculture and herding in community life even though these practices may be declining. 

Many narrators describe a strong attachment to the landscape and the environment, including 

nostalgia for the pastures when away from Shimshal: “for example, if you are in Karachi you 

should talk about your studies but when we used to get together we start talking about the 

pastures... about the yaks and riding yaks… and the other things [laughter]” (OT 1). This 

excerpt from Khaliq’s oral testimony performs agropastoralism as a central preoccupation even 

when pursuing ‘modern’ goals of education; it also reflects the ‘touristic sensibilities’ that 

Hussain (2015, p. 159) describes in young Shimshalis, reproducing metropolitan representations 

of Western explorers, doctors, and tourists that constructed Shimshal as a place of remoteness, 

authenticity, and freedom throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. However, although this quote 

shows the continued importance of agropastoralism as an identity trope for multilocal 

community members, the testimonies also depict the increasing number of Shimshalis who are 

studying or working outside of the community as a central reason for the decline of 

agropastoralism. 

  

Many transcripts describe how the growing trend towards forms of cash employment, such as 

working with tourists, leaves little time or labour to care for crops properly. For instance, 

Hussn’s testimony suggests that “nowadays, the men have to spend most of the time outside the 

village earning an income for their families” (OT 19) and Qurban’s transcript describes how 

people “have abandoned livestock herding” (OT 28) in favour of tourism. This narrative 

connects increasing mobility and livelihood diversification to a loss of both agropastoralism and 

unity, constructing community members pursuing wage income as becoming oriented towards 

the goals of their own household rather than those of a joint family system. The changing role of 

agriculture in Shimshal is also closely linked to changing gender roles: because “many young 

people have left the village (for studies and work) and more men go with tourists” (OT 28), the 

burden of agricultural work has shifted to women on top of their other responsibilities. 

 

In addition to the growing role of wage income, a new emphasis on the importance of pursuing 

education poses a challenge to maintaining an agropastoral identity and lifestyle. Hussn’s 

testimony describes how she has concentrated on education because it is “the need of the current 
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age” (OT 19), presenting the future of her kids as depending on education rather than on 

livestock. As a 31-year-old female teacher who is being interviewed by another teacher in 

Shimshal, it seems likely that Hussn’s testimony represents both a form of ‘type casting’ meant 

to perform an example of an educated, modern woman to a transcultural audience as well as 

lecture on the importance of education for fellow community members. Although many 

testimonies – including Hussn’s – insist that agropastoralism will continue to maintain its 

importance in Shimshal, they also concede when questioned further that education is ultimately 

the highest priority for their children, reflecting a sense of tension, confusion, and perhaps 

cognitive dissonance between these two goals.  Others position education as something that will 

in fact help their children to become better farmers, attempting to resolve this tension by bringing 

the two preoccupations together. 

 

A farmer in her fifties, Mushk’s testimony reflects a sense of loss as her life’s work is 

represented as no longer being valued by the next generation: 

There are changes in the nature of work. There are changes in the nature of work 
[repeating]. Our sons and daughters are making development. Some are studying, some 
are working on handicrafts. [Noises of children from the background.] Some are working 
for agriculture. These are the changes. Then it was not like that. People were busy with 
their farming. And stock farming and those sorts of things. Now these things are in, these 
things working… yes. Today’s young generation now no longer value qadeema aql 
(ancient wisdom). They tell us that this is crazy old mind. They call us like that. (OT 22) 

Despite these changes, Mushk’s testimony goes on to argue that farming will continue to be of 

central importance in Shimshal because it provides sustenance/self-sufficiency:  

But I will say farming will never lose its importance. Farming will never lose its 
importance and whatever you do with your hands that benefits maximum. Stock farming 
too is very valuable, very, very valuable. You work hard, make good [fertilisers] from your 
livestock and give it to the agricultural land. Then you get good yield, which feeds you, 
richly. (OT 22) 

As this example illustrates, herding and agricultural work are described as essential sources of 

food and prosperity in many testimonies. Other transcripts present agricultural work as a reliable 

and essential source of sustenance, with tourism income portrayed in contrast as seasonal, 

irregular, and dependent on socio-political circumstances. Several testimonies predict that even 

after the completion of the road, development will focus on agriculture; for instance, by opening 

up new areas of land for agriculture and enabling community members to sell potatoes and 

livestock at markets outside of the community like other villages in Gojal. Once again, the effect 
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of this production-oriented food talk is to portray as unimaginable a future in Shimshal that is not 

oriented around farming and herding. 

 

5.3.3 Agropastoral Identity in the Autophotography Texts 

 
Figures 10 & 11. By depicting agricultural production, both of these images represent a form of visual food talk that 

emphasizes the importance of agropastoralism for Shimshali identity. On the left, farmer and local representative 
Nadir Shah’s image of “Barley Crop” foregrounds a field of this crop, which is used in the narrative to discuss 

changing food preferences, tastes, and agricultural practices in connection to the completion of the road as well as 
the Attabad landslide (AP 21.5). On the right, a photograph entitled “Women’s Expanding Workload”, taken by 40-

year-old housewife Hakim Sultana, is used to discuss how women are taking on a ‘double duty’ of farming work 
and household reproductive labour (AP 9.6). The woman in this image is depicted holding a shovel rather than with 
‘modern’ agricultural machinery which is typically photographed on its own or with men, reflecting the relationship 

between modernization and gender roles.  
 

The autophotography texts continue to present agropastoralism as an identity trope that is both 

declining and still valued – and the decline as cause of concern, given how many people 

photograph ‘grass’10 or old tools and buildings in disrepair. Visually, these photographs help to 

construct a strong image of agriculture’s importance to the community, with at least twelve 

pictures of agricultural fields (Figure 10), three of people engaged in agricultural activities (such 

as winnowing wheat or holding a shovel; see Figure 11), seven of old agricultural tools (Figure 

12), and twelve of new agricultural machinery, including tractors, cultivators, ploughs, and 

threshing machines (Figure 13). The photographs and narratives about old tools emphasize how 

 
10 Before the road, barley and peas were grown for human consumption; thus, these crops were allowed to ripen 
before they were threshed (Butz & Cook, 2015). With the link road facilitating access to foods brought in from 
outside the community, barley and peas are increasingly used as animal feed. Rather than being allowed to ripen, 
they are harvested early and cut like grass before they are ripe (Butz & Cook, 2015). Thus, photos of ‘grass’ reflect 
the declining importance of these locally grown crops for subsistence in Shimshal.  
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deeply rooted and well-established agropastoralism is in Shimshali lives and livelihoods, while 

images representing new investments and innovations in agriculture and herding – such as new 

agricultural machines, new crops and breeds of livestock, and new veterinary services – 

construct the continuing importance of this mode of production. As in the oral testimonies, these 

instances of food talk have the effect of (re)producing an identity that is rooted in the land and in 

an agropastoral mode of production, perhaps as a way of educating younger generations of its 

importance.  

 

 
Figures 12 & 13. Examples of old farming tools and new agricultural machinery. On the left is Mohammad Khyal 

Baig’s photo “Thishpor”, which shows a type of plough that is declining in use against the backdrop of several fields 
(AP 14.9). Pictures of machinery, such as Mohammad Khyal Baig’s “Tractor and Wagon in Shimshal” (AP 14.5) on 
the right, often “feel” less agricultural because they are centered on large, eye-catching pieces of machinery rather 

than on the crops or foods themselves. As viewers, we are immersed in a discursive field that constructs 
mechanization and modernization in opposition to ‘natural’ processes like farming, which influences how these 

images are understood by their audience. Machinery is also less convenient to move in order to frame an image in a 
particular way, which means it is often photographed against non-agricultural backgrounds.  

 

The autophotography texts contain fewer visual representations of pastures, herding, and 

livestock, with only one photo of cattle, one of a new animal hospital, one of animal manure, and 

another of animals being unloaded from a jeep as a wedding gift11. This imbalance has to be 

understood in the context of the project, where participants only had cameras for one day and 

would have, for example, been unable to take pictures of livestock at high altitude pastures 

outside of the permanently settled village. Thus, the lack of photographs of herding as compared 

to agriculture does not necessarily reflect a decline in value for the former; rather, it highlights 

 
11 See Figure 15 (in this section) and Figure 24 (in section 5.4.3) for examples of visual representations related to 
livestock.  
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the constraints of the transcultural interaction within which these texts were produced. Often, 

photographs that were visually unrelated to any kind of representation of herding were used to 

talk about changes in pastoralism in the narrative summaries. For instance, the narrative 

summary of Nadir Shah’s photograph of a “Model Home” (Figure 14) examines, among other 

things, the decline of agropastoralism in relation to changing markers of wealth and questions 

what will happen to farming in the future as livelihoods and incomes are increasingly coming 

from outside the community (AP 21.6). This shows how food talk – broadly defined, in this case, 

to include food as a mode of production – can be mobilized as a conversational resource in a 

wide range of contexts. Just as visual representations of food can act as jumping-off points to 

explore issues of social change, so too can textual narratives about food be used to connect 

seemingly unrelated images to questions of an agropastoral identity.  

 

 
Figure 14. Visually, Nadir Shah’s photograph “Model Home” (AP 21.6) appears to have nothing to do with food, 
agriculture, or pastoralism. Yet, the narrative summary uses this image to reflect on changes in wealth and status 

symbols in the community, which quickly leads into a discussion of the value, status, and economic viability of local 
agropastoral production. The fact that ‘food talk’ is closely bound up with a seemingly unrelated photograph helps 

show how food can act as an identity resource in a broad range of everyday situations.           
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Narratives discuss how some people have reduced the number of livestock they raise, turning 

their focus to ‘downcountry’ and money making instead; how productive farmland is being used 

for new houses and other buildings; and how agricultural knowledge (as well as the prestige of 

agropastoralism as a livelihood and identity) is lost as young people increasingly spend more 

time out of the village and dream of ‘modern’ careers. Reiterating many of the same discursive 

threads as the oral testimonies, autophotography narratives describe how more people are living 

outside of the village, causing those who remain to reduce the number of livestock they raise 

because of labour shortages. For instance, Jahan Peri’s narrative summary for a photograph of 

animal manure (Figure 15) – used as organic fertilizer for crops and vegetable gardens – 

describes these agropastoral labour shortages:  

“…they used to make a lot of fertiliser before the road because they had more animals and 
had lots of labour – but now with more people living outside, they have reduced the 
number of animals they raise because they cannot manage them – therefore they cannot 
produce as much manure – so they use less organic and end up buying chemical fertiliser 
from outside.” (AP 32.3) 

Although the photograph itself is not very revealing, the narrative summary uses this image to 

explore the relationships between multilocality, pastoralism, agricultural practices, and the 

mobility of goods like chemical fertiliser. It demonstrates how talk about food as a mode of 

production is closely intertwined with talk about changing livelihoods and the movement of 

people and goods. 

 

Nadir Shah’s narrative summary for a photograph of “Local Carpets” also speaks of a growing 

dependence on modern, imported goods. He suggests that peoples’ priorities have shifted 

towards making money downcountry as opposed to “reaping the resources in Shimshal” (AP 

21.2). This framing portrays Shimshal as a rich source of wealth, but a form of wealth that is 

discursively constituted in terms of agropastoral production rather than in terms of money; in 

other words, drawing on the trope of food as wealth. The narrative suggests that this kind of non-

monetary wealth is no longer being valued as it should be. By attempting to understand farming 

and herding as a kind of wealth that still holds (or deserves to hold) value in Shimshal, perhaps 

this self-representation is a way to validate Nadir Shah’s own identity as a farmer. 
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Figure 15. Jahan Peri’s photograph of “Dathart”, or animal manure, is one of a few instances of visual food talk 
related to livestock in the autophotography archive (AP 32.3). It does so through an absence of livestock in the 
image, which reflects the narrative summary’s description of declining numbers of animals in the community. 

 

Many of the autophotography narratives reinforce the theme of a generational divide, as children 

are represented as having no interest in agriculture and even as feeling ashamed about having 

farmers for parents. The narrative attached to Gul Nasab’s photograph of children’s toys argues 

that rather than learning to irrigate crops, make bread, and milk cows, kids are “learning to be 

modern with these toys” (AP 13.5), suggesting a loss of agricultural knowledge and expertise. 

Instead of looking to their parents as role models, children are portrayed as dreaming of futures 

that they see in downcountry areas and on TV. As a 20-year-old student, Gul’s narrative 

exemplifies the competing tension that exists between aspiring towards a ‘modern’ identity as 

opposed to maintaining connections to a more traditional agropastoral identity. Having 

demonstrated how the oral testimonies and autophotography texts construct and perform 

agropastoralism as an important part of Shimshali identity through talk about food as a mode of 
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production and food as wealth, in the next sub-sections I will show how the texts also construct 

Shimshalis as modern, educated, and forward-thinking subjects.  

 

5.3.4 Modern Identity in the Oral Testimonies 

In parallel to the importance of agropastoralism to Shimshali identity, across both sets of texts 

there seems to be a desire to represent Shimshalis as progressive and educated people who are 

keeping up with – and embrace aspects of – modernity. Many of the oral testimonies describe the 

importance of ‘keeping pace with the times’ and changing in accordance with ‘present day 

needs’, performing Shimshali identity as dynamic and flexible rather than stuck in the past. In 

part, this is done through the emphasis on education I describe in section 5.3.2, where formal 

education is represented as a priority for Shimshalis because it is seen as necessary for the 

contemporary era. As I have discussed, this creates a tension between pursuing education and 

maintaining an agropastoral lifestyle because education is taking people out of the village and 

away from traditional farming and herding practices. Similarly, I have also shown how the 

transcripts construct an educated and modern identity through narratives of banning hunting as a 

community, something which had once been a source of pride, honour, and self-sufficiency. 

 

Shimshalis also perform themselves as modern subjects in the oral testimonies in various other 

ways, including representations of ambivalence towards modernity, performances of being more 

‘modern’ than downcountry areas, constructions of former innocence or ‘backwardsness’, and 

food talk that presents community members as forward-thinking. First, narratives of questioning 

and ambivalence about modernity offer a way of performing oneself as a critical thinker, able to 

see both sides of a situation (Linehan, 2009). For instance, Inayat’s reflections on modernity in 

Japan12 perform a ‘self’ that is cosmopolitan and globally connected, familiar with ‘modern 

society’, and able to think for oneself about both its good and bad aspects: 

We can see that in Japan they have achieved a very good, what you will see, they are a 
very modern society. They have achieved whatever they dreamed of economically - a very 
comfortable life. But now the young are questioning what’s ahead, what to do, what is the 
task now for us, what to achieve now? (OT 2) 

 
12 Hideki Hamochi, a Japanese photojournalist affiliated with Nihon University, organized several visits to Shimshal 
for Japanese students, as well as an exchange program through which Inayat had the opportunity to visit Japan in the 
early 1990s (OT 2). 
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This narrative also performs young people as looking forward to what is coming next, echoing 

Therborn’s (2003) theorization of modernity as representing a time orientation “looking forward 

to this worldly future, open, novel, reachable or constructable” (p. 294). Testimonies by younger, 

educated professionals like Inayat, Farman, Muzaffer, Johar Ali, and Aman emphasize the need 

for local self-determination – drawing on modern developmentalist discourses about the value of 

indigenous knowledge as well as participatory research and development frameworks, such as 

those employed by AKRSP (1983). This connects back to Therborn’s ‘entangled modernities’ as 

well – in one sense, modernity is discursively constituted in terms of Westernization, 

development, mechanization, and industrialization; but in another sense, modernity can also be 

discursively constituted in terms of the ideals of Indigenous-led community-based development. 

As Therborn argues, these different conceptualizations of ‘entangled modernities’ can co-exist 

and co-construct one another. 

 

Other testimonies by older farmers, such as Roshan and Gonik, try to construct representations of 

Shimshal as being more ‘modern’ in some ways than other urban or downcountry areas in 

Pakistan. Roshan, whose testimony describes her as having lived for several years in Karachi for 

the sake of her son’s education, reflects on how poverty exists in the city too:  

We are saying that we do not have a road to our village and that is why we are backward, 
we don’t have any source of income here in our village. By seeing those people there then 
we can say that they are having all the facilities but they are not better than us. (OT 21)  

To support this argument, Roshan notes how “backwards areas of the city” do not have 

electricity, whereas Shimshalis have their own powerhouse (a small hydroelectric generator) as 

well as access to a tractor, thresher, and plough. Like the example from Inayat’s transcript, this 

excerpt performs a cosmopolitan and reflexive identity that offers a ‘modern’ critique of 

modernization, echoing representations of ‘happy healthy Hunza’ which argue that 

modernization has failed to bring about its promised benefits (Hussain, 2015). 

 

Still other narratives construct Shimshalis as being backwards, unsophisticated, and unmodern. 

Although this might seem like a contradiction to the performance of a ‘modern’ identity in the 

previous examples, in a sense, it actually has the effect of reproducing it because the ‘unmodern’ 

is discursively constituted: it only exists in relation to an awareness of modernity. Thus, part of 

becoming a modern subject is recognizing the past as unmodern; or, perhaps, recognizing oneself 
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as unmodern (see Ferguson, 1999). For example, driver and retired soldier Asmat describes how 

“our people were so backward” (OT 3); by recounting in detail the story of his first journey to 

Karachi, he constructs his past self (and by extension, the selves of other Shimshalis) as ignorant 

of the outside world. This construction mobilizes food talk through an anecdote of not knowing 

how to eat an orange ‘correctly’ because he had never seen one before:  

The vendors came with oranges, I saw people buying oranges. I too bought some oranges 
but I didn't know how to eat them as I had never seen oranges before. I took an orange and 
bit it with my teeth like we eat an apple, but the taste was sour. I looked at the people down 
from the berth, they were peeling the orange, and then I came to know that the actual fruit 
is inside the cover. (OT 3) 

Given the broader arc of Asmat’s testimony, this anecdote about food reflects his representation 

of a journey from being a ‘backwards’ villager towards a more modern identity: moving from 

ignorance of unfamiliar conventions, to seeing what others have and aspiring towards it himself, 

to fluency in these modern, metropolitan conventions. Wafa’s oral testimony reflects a similar 

construction of the ‘backwards’ villager trope by describing how increasing numbers of outside 

visitors to the community after the opening of the link road will create challenges for community 

members because “we are limited and our thinking is also limited” (OT 15). It is important to 

contextualize both of these excerpts within the discursive history I outline in Chapter 3, in which 

Shimshalis have been frequently characterized by outsiders as backwards, naïve, or otherwise 

ignorant of modernity. Situated in this context, Asmat and Wafa’s narratives reproduce colonial 

discourses that constructed the region as being inhabited by backwards ‘savages’, perhaps 

reflecting the internalization of these long-standing discursive representations (Dolphin, 2000; 

Hussain, 2015). Yet, they also resist this representation of ‘backwardsness’ by demonstrating an 

awareness of how Shimshalis are seen by metropolitan outsiders. 

 

Finally, Shimshalis also perform themselves as forward-thinking through stories of the 

introduction of new crops like potatoes and fruit trees, drawing on a discursive trope of food as 

innovation. Some of these narratives also reflect developmentalist discourses, where outside 

intervention by AKRSP is represented as having “taught” villagers to plant trees and other new 

crops. However, Qandoon’s testimony describes at length how her family was the first to grow 

potatoes in Shimshal (a narrative which several different families lay claim to): 

There was no idea of growing potatoes in Shimshal. My father sent me potato and 
vegetable seeds from Passu and advised me to grow potato and other vegetables … My 



 156 

father was an educated person he studied various books. On his advice, I kept on growing 
potato and with the passage of time the production increased. (OT 4) 

By taking the initiative to bring new ideas and foods to the village despite the initial resistance of 

other community members, Qandoon’s narrative about food production helps to position herself 

and her family as modern, educated individuals. 

 

In many ways, the preoccupation and tension between a traditional agropastoral lifestyle and 

modernization seems well-represented by a reoccurring discussion that appears in at least five 

transcripts over the benefits of tea versus moch, a traditional soup. Speakers express a preference 

for tea because it is described as more comfortable and convenient, yet position local and 

traditional food like moch as better because it is much healthier and stronger – reflecting 

ambivalence and multiple attachments. Shafa’s transcript illustrates how the prompting of his 

unnamed interviewer shapes his representation of these foods (underlined for emphasis): 

Interviewer: Presently tea is used as popular drink. Do you also use tea excessively? 
Shafa: At present I use tea excessively. In the morning I take only tea. 

Interviewer: How do you view, is the use of tea good or bad? 
Shafa: If tea is used with fresh milk it is good but it is not good with dried milk powder. 

Interviewer: Shafa janab I think in our society, tea is not good. What is your impression? 
Shafa: I am also of the same opinion that tea is not so good. It would be nice if we 
practiced our traditional moch instead of tea. If we regularly use moch it would be good 
for health. 

Interviewer: Would you like to tell what were the reasons for good health in former times? 
Shafa: The reason for good health was that they would use moch in excess. The use 
of moch made their body strong and healthy. 
Interviewer: Do you also use moch frequently? 
Shafa: I use moch frequently. Mostly I consume qurut and meat in moch and I noticed that 
it keeps me quite healthy. (OT 5) 

This kind of food talk addressing tradition and modernity is not limited to tea and moch, either, 

but also appears in discussions of taste and quality: some positioning ‘modern’, urban, or 

imported foods as tastier and more comfortable, and others arguing that nothing tastes as good – 

or is as good for you – as locally produced food. This reoccurring example of food talk reflects 

the multiplicity of valued identities that can be held within individual texts, as well as across the 

set of texts as a whole. It also illustrates how the texts may be used by various speakers to 
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educate younger generations about their past and attempt to construct an identity and future for 

Shimshalis that encompasses the elements of both modernity and tradition that are understood to 

be valuable.  

 

5.3.5 Modern Identity in the Autophotography Texts 

As in the oral testimonies, performances of balanced reflexiveness, the importance of education, 

and local innovations help construct Shimshali identity as modern and progressive in many of the 

autophotography texts. Narratives position speakers as rational subjects, capable of seeing both 

sides of issues; typically, this is reflected in frequent refrains that ‘modernity is easier, more 

efficient, and more comfortable; and it is also more expensive, creating inequality’. There are 

also several new representations of food talk that support a construction of modern identity, 

including narratives that advocate for a ‘return to tradition’ and others that emphasize modern 

ideals of cleanliness and hygiene. 

 

Although the idea of ‘seeing what people had outside and wanting to be like them’ comes up 

frequently, there is also somewhat of a recurring narrative of ‘returning to tradition’ or ‘returning 

to one’s roots’ that is present in the many of the autophotography narratives and photos – a 

trajectory of tradition, to modernity, and then to reclaiming tradition again. In terms of food talk, 

this is performed through arguments in favour of old ways of doing things (such as baking bread 

in traditional ovens instead of electric ones or grinding flour in local mills rather than mechanical 

ones) because they are of superior quality in terms of both taste and health. Muhammad Razi’s 

(AP 48.2) photos of ‘modern’ and ‘old’ cooking systems (Figures 16 & 17) portray Shimshalis as 

early adopters of modern technology, describing how 15 households have the new oven despite it 

only having been available in Shimshal for three months and in Gilgit for five or six months. 

Yet, the narrative also positions traditional ways for making bread as superior, describing the 

taste of bread cooked in a wood stove as far better than in the electric oven: “he’s had the oven 

for one month and already his kids are agitating for bread to be cooked the old way” (AP 48.2). 
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Figures 16 & 17: Muhammad Razi’s “Cooking Systems” (AP 48.2) is a pair of two photographs, contrasting a 

woodfire hearth used for cooking with a new electric oven. Many of the autophotography images use this kind of 
‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ pairing, which helps to solidify the construction of this binary. Although it is not 

discussed in the narrative summary, the left photograph illustrates the non-biodegradable packaging that comes with 
imported foods as well as food aid, traces of which are alluded to by the Chinese language characters visible on old 

food bags. Some of this package appears to be repurposed as ground coverings, but some of it is pictured in the 
hearth itself – suggesting that even ‘traditional’ cooking systems are changing in subtle ways because waste 

packaging is being burnt (as a fire starter or for disposal) in cooking hearths.     
 

Shaheen Karim’s photograph of “Civil Supply in Khizerabad” is used to argue that in the future, 

“people may reject civil supply as an inferior source of food and reinvest in local agriculture - it 

may cost more, but those rich enough may prefer a better food source for the long run” (AP 

41.4), suggesting that non-local relief and civil supply wheat13 may seem like a cheap and easy 

solution in the short term, but that people need to consider the long-term effects of this imported 

food, particularly in terms of their health. At least six other participants in the autophotography 

project reproduce similar narratives, echoing the representations in the oral testimonies of locally 

produced foods like moch as being preferred to ‘modern’, imported foods like tea because of 

their health value. As Haukanes and Pine (2003) note, discourses of healthiness are often linked 

to ideas of modernization and Westernization, with subsistence farming understood as more 

‘natural’ than industrially produced goods. These ideals are echoed in the discourses of health, 

purity, and freedom from the ‘harms’ of modern industrial society seen in representations of 

‘happy healthy Hunza’ (Dolphin, 2000; Hussain, 2015), where the commercialization and 

industrialization of food is constructed as decreasing its tastiness and nutritional value (Wrench, 
 

13 As I describe in Chapter 3, civil supply wheat is subsidised wheat grown downcountry, which residents of Gilgit-
Baltistan are entitled to. Prior the completion of the link road, this wheat was not accessible in Shimshal because it 
couldn’t be transported. After the road opened to motorized traffic, this wheat has been trucked into the village and 
is available for sale, which has implications for the amount of grain people are deciding to grow themselves (Butz & 
Cook, 2015).  



 159 

1938). Thus, as Wilk (1999) argues, the performance of the value of ‘traditional’ foods is itself 

“a performance of modernity and sophistication” (p. 247).  

 

Modern Shimshali identity is also constructed through discourses of cleanliness and hygiene, 

including food talk about individual plates, ‘clean’ eating environments, and water taps that 

allow people to wash hands before eating, wash more dishes, and drink cleaner water. This is 

seen in Ali Rehmat’s photo of individual plates, discussed in section 5.2.5 in relation to unity; his 

photo offers an example of how food talk draws different identity tropes into conversation with 

one another, as changing eating practices are used to reflect how modern identities are often 

associated with loss of unity. These instances of food talk also help to (re)produce the modern 

discourses of cleanliness and hygiene that Steinberg (2011) suggests transnational Ismaili 

institutions mobilize to help constitute their members as modern developmental subjects. 

 

 
Figures 18 & 19. Sher Ali’s “Nuzat Fatimah” (AP 22.3) pictures a young girl drinking from a ‘modern’ aluminum 

cup and washing fruit on the left, as compared to the same girl drinking from a ‘traditional’ lota on the right. In both 
pictures, Nuzat Fatimah is sourcing the water from a ‘modern’ water tap.  

 

Another example is found in Sher Ali’s photographs and narrative of “Nuzat Fatimah” (Figures 

18 & 19), which construct an image of a “modern girl” who is using a modern water tap but 

drinking from a lota, a round metal pot with a spout, “to remind herself of her past” (AP 22.3). 

This narrative summary attempts to resolve the tension between modernity and tradition by 

integrating both values into the identity of the image’s subject. It also links the desire to dress in 

clean clothes, wash fruit before eating, and drink from clean water sources to the road and to 

interactions with outsiders, noting that “Shimshalis watch others and copy them – but also now 
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they want to appear ‘representable’ when outsiders come to visit the village” (AP 22.3). Other 

narratives construct cleanliness as an imported notion that arises from cultural interactions while 

travelling outside of Shimshal, where people see different houses and standards of living. Thus, 

discourses of cleanliness are linked to increasing mobility, aspirations for ‘progress’ and wanting 

to be like others.  

 

The tension between agropastoralism and modernity is also exemplified by the relationship 

between food and cooking implements or appliances. Many of the photos in this set of texts are 

focused on old and new cooking implements (Figures 20 & 21), with narratives describing how 

‘modern’ imported foods, like dahl (i.e., lentils or beans cooked in sauce), do not ‘fit’ old 

cooking implements; in other words, the old cooking implements are ill-suited for cooking this 

new type of food (AP 15.7). This also implies that the new cooking tools and appliances may not 

be particularly well suited for cooking local traditional foods, as in the earlier discussion in this 

section of some Shimshalis’ aversion to bread baked in electric ovens. The relationship between 

local and non-local food, and the constraints that old and new tools create, reflects broader 

questions of how to make sense of traditional practices in a modern context and how to negotiate 

the constraints that each places on the other. 

 

 
Figures 20 & 21. Daulat Amin’s “Kitchen Utensils” (AP 15.7) offers another example of a traditional/modern 

pairing of photographs. ‘Traditional’ foods are described as being eaten out of the ‘old wooden bowl’ on the left, 
which is now broken, symbolizing its loss of value and declining importance for both food and identity. Imported 

foods like dahl and rice are served on ‘modern’ dishes like china plates (right). 
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Finally, I want to highlight how constructions of modern Shimshali identity in the 

autophotography texts can reflect multiple modernities. In Azizullah’s photo of “Contemporary 

Fashion”, the narrative describes how “he was also a ‘modern’ man in his time, but not like this” 

(AP 33.2), criticizing the young men in the image for valuing fashion and cleanliness over hard 

work. This text claims a ‘modern’ identity while at the same time it is criticizing a younger 

generation’s construction of ‘modernity’. In fact, the narrator’s authority to make these criticisms 

may be derived in part from this positioning of himself as ‘modern’, rather than as a ‘backwards’ 

person who can be dismissed as ignorant. 

  

5.3.6 Conclusion 

In this section, I have shown how agropastoralism and modernity are performed as identity 

preoccupations across both sets of texts. Both the oral testimonies and the autophotography 

images and narrative summaries construct farming and herding as a central concern for 

Shimshali identity, drawing in particular on food talk about agropastoral production. This kind of 

food talk – which includes narratives about past practices, images of old and new agricultural 

tools, depictions of agricultural fields in the landscape of Shimshal, and descriptions of new 

innovations related to livestock and farming – works together to depict Shimshali identity as 

being deeply rooted in agropastoralism, with the effect of making farming and herding seem like 

an essential part of being Shimshali. My analysis of the construction of agropastoral identities in 

the autophotography texts has also shown how visual and textual food talk can be mobilized in a 

range of different ways; for instance, images of food can be used to discuss topics that seem to 

be unrelated to food in the narrative summaries, and vice versa.  

 

I have also shown how both sets of texts also strive to represent Shimshali identity as 

progressive, educated, and forward thinking, reflecting Therborn’s (2003) conceptualization of 

modernity as a time orientation looking to the future. Food talk is mobilized in the oral 

testimonies to construct ‘backwardness’ through the trope of eating unfamiliar foods, which 

allowed the speaker to position himself as modern by demonstrating an awareness of how 

Shimshalis have been seen by outsiders.  Both sets of texts draw on discourses of food as 

innovation to perform Shimshalis as modern and progressive individuals, as well as to construct 

the ongoing importance of agropastoralism. This is an example of how the same instance of food 
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talk lends itself to the construction of multiple competing identity discourses. They both mobilize 

discourses of health – tied to locally produced food, subsistence farming, and connections to the 

land – as part of a ‘modern’ identity which uses the ‘traditional’ as part of a critique of 

modernization.  

 

I have also identified two new types of food talk which emerge in the autophotography texts as 

compared to the oral testimonies: (a) cleanliness and hygiene, as seen in representations of water 

taps and individual plates, and (b) ‘modern’ cooking technologies, which have complex 

relationships with the kinds of foods people are able to make and eat. New appliances may save 

time and allow people to continue making ‘traditional’ foods despite increasing demands on their 

time and energy, but they also change the nature and range of foods that can be prepared, 

reflecting the overarching tension involved in trying to make sense of past practices, values, and 

identities in modern contexts. 

 

My focus on food talk has also highlighted how across both sets of texts, people draw on 

different constructions of wealth to illustrate what is, or what should be, valued. These values are 

closely tied to the changing material importance of agropastoral productivity in Shimshal. Food 

talk that constitutes agropastoral products as wealth in and of themselves tends to be associated 

with an agropastoral past and is mobilized more frequently in the oral testimonies. Despite the 

growing trend towards off-farm livelihoods, many testimonies still perform herding and 

agricultural work as essential sources of prosperity and sustenance, even understanding 

‘development’ in agricultural terms (as promoted in early AKRSP discourse; see AKF, 1991; 

AKRSP, 1983, 1985). In the autophotography texts, the construction of wealth tends to be in 

much more monetary terms, with new discourses of commercialized foods and other goods. I 

understand this discursive shift to reflect, in large part, the rapid changes which were taking 

place in Shimshal during the nearly ten years between the two projects, including the completion 

of the link road, increasing access to wage labour, and the growing accessibility of imported 

goods (Butz & Cook, 2015; see also my discussion of AKRSP’s constructions of wealth in 

Chapter 3). Thus, the changing representations of food and wealth across the two sets of texts 

helps to show how the use of food talk as a conversational resource (a) can illustrate social and 

economic changes and (b) is itself mediated by these changes.  
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Finally, visual and textual food talk about farming and herding has also helped to illustrate how 

the preoccupation with an agropastoral identity is closely tied with concerns about loss of unity. 

As the previous sections have shown, tensions for Shimshali identity exist both within and 

between identity tropes. Both sets of texts represent the ‘modern’ pursuit of education and wage 

labour outside of the community as taking people out of the village and away from traditional 

farming and herding practices, creating a sense of loss for an agropastoral identity as well as for 

community unity as people are no longer able to partake in collective labour practices or 

seasonal festivals. The challenge implied by these texts is to figure out if, and how, both values 

can be maintained at once, such as by using formal education to ‘improve’ agriculture or passing 

on ‘traditional’ values and practices to children as well as giving them a ‘modern’ education. In 

the next section, I will examine how an agropastoral identity is also closely tied to discourses of 

Shimshal’s exceptionalism and uniqueness, which further complicates the tensions between these 

identity preoccupations. 

 

5.4 Shimshali Exceptionalism 
5.4.1 Introduction 

The third major identity concern apparent in the texts relates to exceptionalism and Shimshal’s 

uniqueness, which is tied to the community’s agropastoral self-sufficiency, remoteness, and lack 

of road. If Shimshali identity is defined in part by this specialness, then an implicit question in 

the oral testimonies is: what will remain of this identity (or specialness) once the road is 

completed? The autophotography texts reflect how the distinctiveness of Shimshali identity – 

and how Shimshal is positioned in relation to other places – continues to be a concern eight years 

after the link road opened to motorized traffic, both in terms of increasing homogenization (and 

thus, decreasing exceptionalism) as well as in terms of continued cultural uniqueness. In this 

section, I will explore how the oral testimony and autophotography texts characterize Shimshali 

identity as exceptional, a discourse which is tightly bound to representations of an agropastoral 

identity, as well as how these texts represent a loss of distinctive identity through speculations 

about the completion of the road, declining self-sufficiency, and increased reliance on outside 

goods. By doing so, I will explore the changing significance of food talk as a resource for 
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identity constitution in a context where the importance of food as a mode of production is also 

changing.  

 

5.4.2 Exceptionalism in the Oral Testimonies 

Although Shimshal in the past is sometimes described disparagingly as ‘backwards’ or ‘ignorant 

of modernity’ – perhaps reflecting developmental discourses (Dolphin, 2000; Hussain, 2015; 

World Bank, 1990) – it is also represented with pride: as a sacred place because Shams had 

passed through; as being relatively wealthy during the time of the Mir; and as being self-

sufficient. The former of these, representations of Shimshal’s sacredness, help to tie discourses 

of exceptionalism to discourses of unity. This was seen in the quote from Laili’s transcript in 

section 5.2.2, as well as in the following quote from Qandoon, who was born in Passu and 

married into Shimshal: “My father had advised me to behave with the people with respect and 

politeness, as Shimshal was a sacred place because Shams (a saint) had passed through this 

village” (OT 4). These representations implicitly reference Shimshal’s origin story – which 

constructs the community as a distinctive “place of safety, abundance, and religious 

significance” (Butz, 1993, p. 129) – to justify both why Shimshal is unique and why community 

members should treat each other with respect.  

 

Shimshal’s self-described exceptional degree of self-sufficiency and relative prosperity during 

the Mir’s regime are performed through representations of food as wealth. Testimonies use 

comparisons between Shimshal and other Gojali communities to demonstrate their community’s 

unique position: 

On the way to Wakhan, he had an overnight stay at a house in Gojal that was not 
economically a stable family whereas the people of Shimshal were very well off at that 
time. Shimshalis would take the best and balanced food. (OT 8) 

Johar Ali’s transcript expands on this representation in much more detail, contrasting Shimshal 

with the rest of Hunza, which is described as having insufficient agricultural land to grow 

enough food grain for their population: 

Upper Hunza which is called Gojal was in a better position, and Shimshal was even better 
than the rest of Gojal, in terms of agricultural and livestock products. Therefore it was 
called ganj khana (the home for livestock products; treasure) of Hunza. From that point of 
view Shimshal was not a poor society; rather, it was a self-sufficient community. It was a 
common proverb about Shimshal that it is a place of “butter and meat”, the place of 
wealth. And people were inspired by that. And many of the elite in Gojal got their 
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daughters married in Shimshal – it was for the reason that they deemed Shimshal safe and 
comfortable for their daughters. They thought that their daughters would be safe and 
comfortable in terms of foodstuff in Shimshal. In this way many arbob [village leaders 
from prominent families] from Gojal got their daughters married in Shimshal, they were 
inspired from Shimshal. Almost all the supply of livestock products, such as qurut (local 
dried cheese), wool, meat, butter and animal hides as raw material for making shoes, were 
made in Shimshal. The only supply we would import from the down valley (refers to Hunza 
and Gojal) was the dried fruits. Salt ore was also supplied from Shimshal to the whole 
Hunza state, so, as a whole, Hunza and Gojal were dependent on Shimshal for some of the 
essential supplies such as salt and dairy products. (OT 35, emphasis added) 

This testimony situates Shimshal as unique within Gojal, which itself was unique within Hunza, 

due to its agricultural and livestock products. In particular, this wealth is represented as “butter 

and meat”, almost all of which is described as being produced in Shimshal. The narrative seems 

to take pride in Shimshal’s self-sufficiency, and the fact that the only imported food in Shimshal 

was dried fruit. From this quote alone, you would not get the impression that the agropastoral 

products and salt ore that Shimshal supplied to the rest of Hunza were punitive taxes that were 

taken under threat (Butz, 1993; Kreutzmann, 2015; Sökefeld, 2012). Rather, it seems to depict 

Shimshal as a benevolent donor, a well-positioned community offering help to the rest of 

impoverished Hunza. This has the effect of (re)constructing Shimshali identity with pride rather 

than as a marginalized community that was oppressed by the imposition of heavy taxes. 

 

When asked to describe the disadvantages of Khunjerab National Park, Wafa’s testimony uses 

food talk about agropastoral production to demonstrate Shimshal’s exceptionalism: 

The reason is that Shimshal is famous for its pasture (Pamir) because it is said that 
Shimshal is the place of butter and meat, and these things in such a large quantity cannot 
be found elsewhere in the area. And the mutton and beef of Shimshal is famous for its taste. 
(OT 15) 

This testimony uses Shimshal’s self-described unique position as the producer of the most (and 

the best) butter and meat as a justification to resist outside intervention. By doing so, it almost 

has the effect of constructing Shimshal as an endangered species itself, just like the wild 

ungulates the park is ostensibly designed to protect (Abidi-Habib & Lawrence, 2007; Ali, 2009; 

Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 1996, 1998; Knudsen, 1999). The community’s agricultural products – 

and, by extension, their livelihood, culture, and identity – cannot be found anywhere else in the 

area, which seems to make them particularly valued.   
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While most examples of food talk used to perform exceptionalism are tied to Shimshal’s 

agropastoral identity, representations of salt ore are an interesting example of food as wealth 

because they are not. This kind of food talk further connects Shimshali exceptionalism to their 

ancestral territory, which encompasses what are described as the only salt mines in the area: 

At that time salt was extinct elsewhere in the area and it was only supplied in the market 
from Shimshal. It was so precious that when we would give a piece of salt to the people 
from down valley, they would first kiss it and then would take it. (OT 6) 

This testimony portrays Shimshal’s wealth as not only pastoral, but also mineral: derived from 

within the land itself. Yet, Baig Daulat’s transcript goes on to represent modernity as having 

eliminated this element of exceptionalism: “Now the era has come for comfort and prosperity. 

Salt is available everywhere in the market nobody cares for it” (OT 6). As increases in the 

mobility of goods facilitate the accessibility of these food products from other areas, their 

importance and specialness diminish. 

 

Shimshali exceptionalism is also constructed through representations of the consumption of 

locally produced foods. ‘Traditional’ Shimshali foods, such as moch, molida, beth, chilpindok, 

and patock, are described frequently and sometimes in detail – positioning them as central to 

being Shimshali. Women in particular are asked to describe what kinds of food are made in the 

village, and how these dishes are prepared. In this kind of food talk, the emphasis is on foods that 

are made with locally produced ingredients: no one in the testimonies describes how to make 

‘downcountry’ foods like rice or dahl. Once again, this reflects how the ‘assignment’ of the oral 

testimony project was understood as a way to preserve cultural knowledge about the past. 

However, it also has the effect of making it seem like imported foods are not being consumed in 

Shimshal at this time, even though speakers make passing references to imported goods like 

vegetable oil, rice, and tea on occasion. 

 

These descriptions of ‘traditional’ food are also interesting because of how they are defined by 

the use of locally produced wheat, qurut, and butter. Locally produced food can be understood as 

a marker of distinctiveness because it ties identity to a particular place and to particular foods 

which are not available elsewhere. Thus, it helps to define identity through what sets one apart 

from people downcountry, in other parts of Gilgit-Baltistan, or even other areas of Gojal. Yet, if 

Shimshali identity is defined in part by the production and consumption of local foods, and if the 
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frequency and importance of that production and consumption is decreasing with the shift away 

from agropastoralism and an increased reliance on imported goods, this echoes the previous 

theme on the tension between an agropastoral and modern identity: what is the role of tradition in 

a changing world? And what will make Shimshali identity distinct from other communities in 

Gojal, once they have the same access to mobility and goods? 

 

These are identity concerns raised within the oral testimonies, with several transcripts 

performing uncertainty and ambivalence about whether Shimshal will be able to maintain a 

distinctive identity after the link road is completed. Discussing the implications of the road, 

Mushk notes that “right now we feel no one is like us and we are always prominent where ever 

we go but then it would be very difficult for us” (OT 22). Similarly, Muzaffer’s testimony speaks 

to the perceived loss of distinctiveness that is tied to the increase in accessibility that will be 

facilitated by the road: 

But once this road gets there the community will get to a new challenge of competition and 
the most serious challenge for the community will be redefining our identity. So we will 
have quite a lot of adjustments to make. I feel the next five or six years will be hard for the 
community - a sort of crisis of identity. We will have no more distinctions now. We were 
geographically distinct but now many people and things will come in, so things would 
require a lot of adjustments. (OT 29) 

By focusing on the road as a vector of change, these testimonies help to equate geographical 

isolation and inaccessibility with social and cultural distinctiveness. Like the autophotography 

texts, which construct the completion of the road as the pivot point between modernity and 

tradition, this has the effect of linking road construction and mobility with modernity and the loss 

of a valued identity. 

 

5.4.3 Exceptionalism in the Autophotography Texts 

Whereas the oral testimonies tend to focus on the construction of Shimshal’s exceptionalism, the 

autophotography texts tend to emphasize the loss of distinctiveness. Although traditional 

Shimshali foods are frequently used as a conversational resource in the oral testimonies to paint a 

picture of a unique local identity, they are rarely drawn on in the autophotography texts. Rather, 

narratives of declining self-sufficiency through increased reliance on food aid and imported food, 

as well as the trope of ‘wanting to be like others’, seem to portray Shimshal as increasingly less 

unique.  
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Many texts discuss how Shimshal used to be self-sufficient, with people working to meet their 

needs through subsistence farming, but now people are dependent on imported foods. For 

example, the narrative summary of Nazar Mohammad’s photograph of his potato field describes 

how, after the completion of the road, people began growing potatoes as a cash crop. This is 

represented as resulting in shortages of animal feed as well as increased reliance on subsidized 

wheat: “now relief has come and there is increased reliance on wheat grown outside the village 

– no longer subsistence farming” (AP 28.4). As predicted in the oral testimonies, then, the 

completion of the road is constructed as eroding Shimshal’s distinctiveness because there is no 

longer a material need for self-sufficiency through subsistence farming.  

 

In addition to the road’s impact, changes in agricultural production are also attributed to the 

increase in food aid brought by the Attabad disaster (Butz & Cook, 2015; Sökefeld, 2012, 2014, 

2020). This is illustrated by Sakhawat Ali’s photograph of “Attabad Tragedy’s Impact on Life in 

Shimshal” (Figure 22): 

Before Attabad, people were growing potatoes as a cash crop because the road allowed 
them to be exported – but with the disaster, people cannot use the road this way anymore – 
so people have stopped growing potato cash crops – now they are relying on foreign aid 
and not growing as much of their own food. (AP 1.4) 

This photograph and narrative reflect the context in which the autophotography archive was 

created, as the consequences of the landslide accelerated changes in agriculture and food 

consumption that were likely to be on people’s minds (Butz & Cook, 2015). Although not 

discussed in the narrative summary, the photograph illustrates the globalization of food in 

Shimshal, with logos of USAID, Saudi Arabia’s contributions to the World Food Program, and 

products with Chinese-language labels visible. This instance of visual food talk offers a 

somewhat stark comparison to the oral testimony’s descriptions of meals made with local 

ingredients, which made Shimshali food ‘unique’ to Shimshal. Imported ingredients, donated to 

the community as part of food aid, seem to make food in Shimshal the same as ‘everywhere 

else’. 
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Figure 22. “Attabad Tragedy’s Impact on Life in Shimshal”, taken by student and autophotography research 
collaborator Sakhawat Ali, depicts a storeroom filled with food relief delivered to Shimshal after the Attabad 

landslide (AP 1.4). The labels on these food products show their global origins. 
 

Ali Rehmat’s photograph of individual dishes, described in sections 5.2.5 and 5.3.5, also 

discusses the relationship between food aid, what kinds of meals people are eating, and people’s 

tastes: 

…dahl was here before – now people are eating it because it was part of the Chinese relief 
– therefore Attabad is also changing the diet – if people like dahl, their tastes may change 
– or when dahl relief is finished, people may not eat it again. (AP 12.2) 

This narrative summary acknowledges that these imported foods were consumed in the village 

prior to Attabad but constructs the disaster as having accelerated changes in food consumption 

due to the influx of food aid. It ends on an uncertain note, leaving the question open as to 

whether Shimshalis’ tastes will have changed to embrace foods like dahl or if they will retain a 

preference for the taste of ‘local’ food. Yet, by focusing only on tastes and emergency food 
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relief, it neglects how food choices are also shaped by the broader role of agropastoralism in the 

community in relation to other livelihoods, the availability and price of foods, the growing 

demands on peoples’ time and ease of cooking, and so on. In other words, this representation of 

food and identity does not reflect that whether people continue to eat dahl after food relief ends 

is likely to be shaped by a much wider social, political, and economic context; I will return to 

this relationship between identity, food tastes and preferences, and social change in more detail 

in my discussion of the fourth identity trope, mobility and multilocality. 

 

In connection with the road, there is also frequent discussion of adopting outside ideas, 

innovations, practices, and material goods – in terms of agriculture, livestock, food consumption 

and preparation, as well as non-food related realms – which are enabled and accelerated by 

greater connectivity. This is presented ambivalently, at times embraced as development and 

progress, and in other instances with concern for the loss of traditional local knowledge and the 

importance of preserving local culture. Concerns over the loss of local culture reflect another 

example of how loss of distinctiveness is performed as an identity concern in the texts, as 

Shimshalis become more like other villages. Muhrban Ali attributes new preferences for wheat 

as compared to barley and peas to the desire to be like other communities in Gojal:  

Why do people prefer wheat vs. barley and peas with the coming of the road? Mostly 
people saw in down areas that people do not use peas and barley for human food – in 
almost all Gojali homes they saw only wheat – they used barley and peas only for animals 
– Shimshalis have adopted this practice. (AP 45.1) 

New varieties of wheat, which are described as tastier and having higher yields, are imported 

from outside of the community, which further complicates the question of what counts as ‘local’ 

or ‘traditional’ Shimshali food. Yet, even in the oral testimonies, speakers were constructing 

wheat as superior in taste and quality to peas or barley, reflecting a construction of wealth in 

which wheat is for people who were well off and peas are for poor people. This reflects another 

example of how the autophotography texts overwhelmingly attribute changes that were already 

occurring prior to the road to its construction, equating mobility to modernization. 
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Figure 23. Nadir Shah’s “Semn [sic] and Boqla” (AP 21.4) shows a plate of torn up bread and a bowl of black peas, 
which are described as ‘daily foods’ that people were dependent on in the past. This is one of very few pictures of 

actual ‘food’ that is ready to be consumed in the autophotography archive, and the only picture of ‘traditional’ 
foods.  

 

The relationships between self-sufficiency, locally produced food, and a unique Shimshali 

identity are discursively constituted with reference to tensions between agropastoral and modern 

identities in the autophotography texts. Noor Khan describes how wheat is understood as “a 

more ‘refined’ grain in people’s mind, more modern” (AP 27.3), but argues that people will 

become weaker with this change in diet. Dependence on imported food from downcountry 

Pakistan is constructed in negative terms by linking it to disease and unhealthiness in many of 

the narrative summaries, reflecting concerns over Shimshal’s loss of distinctiveness and self-

sufficiency as well as concerns over the negative impacts of ‘modernity’. Nadir Shah’s photo of 

seman and peas (Figure 23) depicts these ‘traditional’ subsistence foods as very healthy and free 

from chemicals, whereas a modern loss of self-sufficiency creates dependence on outside areas 

and less healthy food: “…but today, the diet has changed – we are dependent on downcountry 

food that is less healthy and we are not self-sufficient – our food is now longer organic, therefore 



 172 

there is more disease than in the past” (AP 21.4). By constructing barley and peas as offering 

health benefits, some of the autophotography texts may be performing a new and emerging 

construction of Shimshali exceptionalism – one that is distinct because it embraces a return to 

‘traditional’ foods.  

 

Continued distinctiveness at varying scales is also constructed through examples such as the 

Northern Areas having distinct kinds of flour mills or the value that Shimshali livestock still 

holds as a wedding gift throughout Gojal. The former offers a narrative that sets Shimshal apart 

from the world, reflecting a sort of global consciousness that performs selves as ‘modern’: 

“Northern Areas has very distinct kind of flour mills – turn horizontally vs. vertically – you do 

not see this in other places of the world – this is more energy efficient and uses less water” (AP 

14.10). Local mills are constructed as superior to electric mills by drawing on discourses of taste 

seen in critiques of modernization: “people were keen to try the machine grind (for about 2 

years), but they did not really like it and went back to local mills to get a better taste” (AP 

14.10). Thus, Muhammad Khayal Baig’s photograph of a local flour mill also weaves the 

importance of agropastoralism into this identity performance, describing these mills as central to 

Shimshali life because it is “necessary to grind wheat to sustain life” (AP 14.10). In doing so, 

Shimshalis are also represented as creating unique innovations through their connection to the 

environment, which allows them to excel in the modern ideal of efficiency. 

 

Where the previous example set Pakistan’s Northern Areas (i.e., Gilgit-Baltistan) apart from the 

rest of the world, Mirza Aman’s photograph of “Gift for Marriage” (Figure 24) sets Shimshal 

apart from other communities in Gojal. The narrative performs Shimshalis as continuing to be 

renowned throughout the region for their livestock, even after the completion of the road, noting 

that “Gojal relatives expect animal wedding gifts from Shimshal especially … Shimshalis receive 

lots of invitations, even from distant relatives, especially to get the animals. Otherwise wedding 

gifts are blankets or tea sets” (AP 53.2). In this example, the road enables the continued 

construction of Shimshal’s exceptionalism relative to the rest of Gojal, because it allows people 

to take live animals as wedding gifts through the use of motorized transportation. It also has the 

effect of constructing the continuing importance of agropastoralism for Shimshali identity, 
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because it depicts Shimshalis as still being known for their livestock and still raising enough 

animals to give some of them as wedding gifts.  

 

 
Figure 24. Mirza Aman’s “Gift for Marriage” (AP 53.2) is one of two pictures that depict livestock in the 

autophotography archive. In this image, the driver is unloading several animals from the top of his jeep, which have 
been transported from Shimshal as a wedding gift. 

 

However, these are two relatively uncommon examples of how food talk is used to construct 

exceptionalism as an identity trope in the autophotography texts; more commonly, food talk in 

these texts performs the loss of Shimshal’s unique agropastoral self-sufficiency. It may be that as 

food is changing from primarily locally produced towards increasingly imported, and as 

agropastoralism is declining as a mode of production, ‘food talk’ becomes a less useful resource 

for constructing and performing a distinct identity. This isn’t necessarily to say that 
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distinctiveness isn’t possible, but rather that other discourses or tropes may be more effective 

conversational resources. 

 

5.4.4 Conclusion 

In this section, I have examined how Shimshali exceptionalism is performed as an identity 

preoccupation across both sets of texts, showing how the relationships between self-sufficiency, 

locally produced food, and a unique Shimshali identity are closely bound to tensions between 

agropastoral and modern identities. Echoing previous themes, the oral testimonies tend to focus 

on Shimshal’s past exceptionalism, whereas the autophotography texts are oriented more towards 

representations of tensions between the loss of distinctiveness and its ongoing construction in 

new and old ways. Both sets of texts draw on food as a discursive resource for this identity 

preoccupation through talk about agropastoral production, ‘traditional’ and local foods, imported 

foods, and changing tastes. By doing so, they help to weave together different identity 

preoccupations, as well as foreground the relationships between modernization, mobility, and the 

tensions within and between identity tropes.  

 

Distinctiveness is constructed in the oral testimonies through narratives about the community’s 

recent history of agropastoral and mineral wealth, which positions Shimshal as unique within 

Gojal and Hunza, as well as through references to the community’s origin story and religious 

significance. It is also performed through detailed representations of ‘traditional’ foods, which 

are prepared from locally produced ingredients. In these identity performances, Shimshal’s 

distinctiveness is constituted through its inaccessibility and its large ancestral territory, both of 

which allowed the community to remain relatively self-sufficient in the context of regional food 

scarcity (Ali & Butz, 2003; Butz, 1996, 1998). By constructing social and cultural distinctiveness 

as connected to geographical isolation and inaccessibility, the testimonies raise questions about 

the role of exceptionalism and uniqueness for Shimshali identity after the link road is completed. 

 

The autophotography texts explore these same questions eight years after the link road has been 

opened to vehicular traffic, using food talk about increased reliance on non-local foods and 

declining self-sufficiency to construct a loss of distinctiveness. Other texts employ narratives 

about peoples’ changing tastes in food to depict them as becoming increasingly homogenized 



 175 

with other areas. Yet, modern discourses of the health and purity of traditional and local foods 

(Haukanes & Pine, 2003) may offer new justifications for the constitution of a distinctive 

Shimshali identity – a construction of exceptionalism that nonetheless remains rooted in 

agropastoralism. In addition, photos and narratives of local flour mills and livestock being taken 

as a wedding gift perform Shimshal’s distinctiveness in both global and regional contexts, as 

well as further reinforcing the continued importance of farming and herding in the community.  

 

In all three of the identity preoccupations that I have discussed so far – unity, agropastoralism 

and modernity, and exceptionalism – I have reflected on how tensions arise in large part because 

Shimshalis are attempting to understand and maintain the symbolic importance of these identity 

tropes despite their declining material importance. Increasing modernization and mobility – 

including access to education and employment opportunities outside of the community, more 

rapid flows of new ideas and influences, and greater accessibility of imported goods within the 

community – have reduced the role of subsistence agropastoral production for Shimshalis, which 

once justified the importance of community unity, provided an identity as master herders and 

farmers, and constituted the community as uniquely positioned in terms of their productive 

wealth. In the chapter’s last section, I turn my attention to a new identity trope that is emerging 

in relation to increasing modernization and mobility: a preoccupation with a multilocal identity. 

 

5.5 Multilocal Identity 

5.5.1 Introduction 

In this section, I will explore how navigating identity in a mobile, multilocal world emerges as an 

increasing anxiety in the autophotography set, as compared to the oral testimonies. Mobility and 

multilocality have been an undercurrent running throughout my discussion of identity tropes in 

both sets of these texts, as the construction of the link road has helped facilitate increasing 

numbers of community members studying, working, and living much of the year outside of 

Shimshal (Butz & Cook, 2017; Benz, 2014b). I now want to draw attention to the constitution of 

a multilocal identity in the autophotography texts, which I understand as distinct from the 

process of multilocality itself. To explain this, I will first show how mobility and multilocality 

are represented differently in the oral testimonies and autophotography texts. In the former, 

narratives of long-distance mobility do appear relatively frequently, but they are positioned as 
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examples of exceptional or unusual life stories. In the latter, long distance mobility is performed 

in an increasingly commonplace and everyday manner.  

 

Next, I will explore how the autophotography texts construct multilocal identities and reflect on 

the more subtle ways in which food talk is employed to support this construction. As this seems 

to be an emerging discourse of identity, this section is by definition less well-developed than the 

other three identity tropes I have examined so far, which represented fairly well-worn 

preoccupations for the community (as evidenced by their repetition across both sets of texts). 

Instead, it offers an important possible direction as to how performances of Shimshali identity 

will continue to change as a result of increases in modernization and mobility. 

 

5.5.2 Mobility and Multilocality in the Texts 

As previous sections have demonstrated, the increasingly multilocal nature of peoples’ lives 

plays an important role in identity preoccupations about unity, agropastoralism, and 

exceptionalism even in the oral testimonies. Transcripts describe how traditional festivals and 

agropastoral labour practices are declining as more and more people are spending time outside of 

the community for education or work. It is clear that even before the link road was completed, 

community members were increasingly moving back and forth between Shimshal and other areas 

of Pakistan. In his testimony, Johar Ali describes how young people who are pursuing education 

outside of the village remain closely connected with the community: 

Anyone who migrates from Shimshal to the cities, they get their inspiration from the 
village, they frequently visit the village to keep alive the attachment and connection with 
the village. One example of attachment of people to their village is that they never think to 
build property in other cities, their ultimate destination is the village… (OT 35) 

This illustrates Benz’s (2013b) argument that Gojalis living outside of the region “remain firmly 

embedded in translocal social structures stretching to their place of origin” (p.  268). However, 

and importantly to my argument in this section, Johar Ali’s portrayal of multilocality in this 

transcript does not construct this new mobility constellation as an identity concern. Rather, it 

offers a fairly clear-cut and straightforward narrative that community members living outside of 

Shimshal nonetheless retain a strongly Shimshali identity. 
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In addition, long-distance mobility is presented as an exception rather than the norm in these 

texts. Quite a few of the testimonies are given by people who were either currently living outside 

of the village at the time of the project – eight out of 35 testimonies were recorded outside of 

Shimshal – or who had spent significant periods of time in the past living elsewhere. This is 

partly explained by the fact that many of the participants are “individuals who are frequently 

called on to represent the community” (Butz & Cook, 2018, p. 33) to outsiders, particularly in 

the context of Shimshal Nature Trust and the community’s efforts to represent themselves to a 

transcultural audience. In addition, people who were educated, well-positioned, living outside of 

the community, or considered to have special experiences are overrepresented in the testimonies 

because they were considered to have something ‘important’ to say (Butz & Cook, 2018). Thus, 

the very inclusion of highly mobile people in the testimonies helps to construct mobility and 

multilocality as something unusual (and perhaps indicative of an expected future) because it is 

worth recording.   

 

In contrast, multilocality is frequently mentioned in the autophotography texts, and is often 

referenced as something commonplace. This helps to create a representation where long-distance 

mobility and multilocality has become much more normalized. Many of the photographs depict 

people who spend most of the year living outside of the community. Narratives touch on how 

multilocality has changed the timing of weddings to accommodate the summer holidays of non-

resident villagers; how the road allows people to come back and forth for visits more easily and 

quickly; and how a new satellite phone system allows Shimshalis to stay connected with family 

members living elsewhere. Yet, other texts specifically highlight how this sharp increase in 

multilocality is creating new preoccupations in terms of identity, including discussions about 

cultural fluency, the ability to perform different identities in different contexts, and a growing 

concern for how to keep people in the village. The latter anxiety offers a counterpoint to Johar 

Ali’s construction of multilocality in the oral testimonies, which seems to project a confidence 

that young people will always want to return to the community. In the next sub-section, I will 

develop this new construction of multilocality as an identity concern in the autophotography 

texts in more detail. 
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5.5.3 Multilocal Identity in the Autophotography Texts 

Cultural fluency represents one example of the tensions of multilocal identity in these texts. On 

one hand, some (young) people present themselves as having cultural fluency, able to perform 

different identities in different settings. Several narratives describe how Shimshalis wear 

different clothes and use different social behaviours in the city as opposed to in the village. Gul 

Mohammad, a teacher in his mid-thirties, argues that prior to the road, peoples’ minds were 

limited to what they were exposed to within the village; as people are increasingly exposed to the 

outside world, “people can now be socially fluent in many places and social situations” (AP 

52.3). Javed Shafa’s photograph of “Sohail Playing Rubob” shows a young man who studies in 

Islamabad most of the year (Figure 25). The narrative describes how Shimshalis wear “different 

kinds of clothes in Hunza, Gilgit and Islamabad” (AP 3.3), demonstrating an ability to move 

between different cultures. Sohail, the student featured in the image, is described as being “very 

familiar with downcountry music and listens to it while he’s away – but he reconnects with 

traditional music here in the village” (AP 3.3.). Thus, this image represents a performance of 

Shimshali identity that attempts to integrate both ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’. 
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Figure 25. Javed Shafa’s “Sohail Playing Rubob” (AP 3.3) draws on the idea of cultural syncretism to argue that 
Sohail is a “modern guy living in Islamabad” who likes to “reconnect with his traditional culture” when he returns 
to Shimshal. In some ways, the image and narrative have the effect of deconstructing the modernity/tradition binary 
by attempting to integrate elements of both into Shimshali identity. Yet, in other ways, the narrative reinforces this 
binary by implicitly locating ‘modernity’ in the city and ‘tradition’ in the village. The photograph also reflects how 
talk about clothing or music may be drawn on as identity resources rather than (or in addition to) talk about food.    

 

However, other narratives argue this is only one-way, with younger generations gaining cultural 

fluency outside of the village but losing their traditional identity. Chiragh Ali (aged 59) uses a 

photograph of Shimshal’s Central Jama’at Khana (the Ismaili religious meeting hall) to 

exemplify the decline of unity in the community by positioning young people as forgetting 

Shimshali cultural norms and values because they are adopting habits from the cities instead: 

“elders are saying that youngsters don’t greet them anymore – may come from living in big cities 

where you don’t know people so you don’t develop the habit of saying hello” (AP 24.5). Javed – 

one of the young Shimshali assistants for the project, and the photographer of “Sohail Playing 

Rubob” – intervenes in this narrative summary to argue that: 

…some youngsters have learned that the way they behave in Karachi is not the way they 
need to behave in Shimshal – they know enough to change habits depending on location 
and context. (AP 24.5) 

This debate illustrates the co-constructed nature of the autophotography archive, as multiple 

speakers help to shape a single narrative summary. It also reflects the alternative lines of thought 

within this discourse of identity, with a particular emphasis on generational divides: both 

speakers are constructing multilocality as part of young Shimshalis’ identities, but in different 

ways. By positioning Shimshali values of respect and unity in opposition to more individualistic 

urban norms, the narrative also illustrates the tension that exists between the identity tropes of 

unity and multilocality. 

 

Similarly, Azizullah’s photograph of “Contemporary Fashion” – referenced as an example of the 

construction of multiple modernities in section 5.3.5 – also argues that “when kids live in 

Karachi they need to ‘fit in’ with the environment there, but in Shimshal, they don’t change 

back”, suggesting that this transition is a “one way” adaptation (AP 33.2). This narrative binds 

discourses of unity, modernity, and multilocality together to construct a loss of ‘traditional’ 

Shimshali identity among younger generations. In doing so, it also suggests a loss of 

distinctiveness, as this generation becomes assimilated into the culture of urban areas 

downcountry. 
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How this is reflected in food talk is somewhat less clear than previous identity tropes. One 

example is the way that tastes for food have changed, which a few people hint at. For example, 

preferences for wheat instead of barley are attributed to the road and the access to subsidized 

wheat that it brought. Although this doesn’t necessarily reflect human multilocality, it does 

reflect increasing cultural fluency and the mobility of food. Another narrative from a young 

person who has spent most of his life outside of Shimshal performs an urban identity through his 

description of food in Shimshal as unpleasant and difficult to eat. Obaid Akram, a 19-year-old 

student, moved to Karachi at the age of seven or eight, before the link road to Shimshal was 

completed, to live with his uncle’s family after his father died (D. Butz, personal communication, 

February 18, 2021). The narrative summary for his photograph of “Barley and Peas” (Figure 26) 

notes that he has been back to the village three times, all after the completion of the road. 

 

 
Figure 26. Obaid Akram’s “Barley and Peas” (AP 30.5) focuses tightly on these plants, which are cut and drying 

against a wall. Once used as an important source of human food, barley and peas were more commonly being used 
as animal fodder when the autophotography archive was constructed. 
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Obaid’s narrative positions himself as an outsider to Shimshal through food talk, describing how 

“he found it hard to eat here – the food’s a bit better now with new types, but still he has 

difficulty” and “he dislikes most of the food – likes boiled peas, but does not eat barley chapattis” 

(AP 30.5). Unlike narratives which attempt to reclaim barley and peas as a part of a modern 

movement towards healthiness and local food, Obaid uses these foods as a conversational 

resource to perform an identity that reflects his urban life in Karachi, showing how the same kind 

of ‘food talk’ can be mobilized as a resource for different identity tropes. This identity 

performance also implicitly helps to support Azizullah and Chiragh Ali’s arguments that cultural 

fluency through multilocality among young people is a ‘one-way’ adaptation. 

 

More subtly, cultural fluency and multilocal identities may be reflected in the way non-local 

food is described in a fairly routine way in these texts. In the oral testimonies, debates over the 

benefits of tea are frequently performed, and a story about encountering an unfamiliar food like 

oranges for the first time is used to exemplify Shimshal’s isolation (see section 5.3.4). In the 

autophotography set, although there are debates over wheat and barley and the relative 

‘healthiness’ of food, tea isn’t questioned at all. Photos and narratives reference imported 

‘downcountry’ foods like biscuits, soft drinks, chips, and dahl relatively unceremoniously, 

suggesting they have become part of the everyday through the increasing mobility of food as 

well as the experiences of multilocality for many Shimshalis.  

 

Obaid Akram’s photograph of a local shop is used to describe shopkeepers as “providing only 

what people are using in everyday life – vermicelli, biscuits, etc.” (AP 30.4). This construction 

implies that imported foods like vermicelli and biscuits, which are not at all mentioned in the 

oral testimony transcripts, are now a basic necessity. Indeed, a note appended to this narrative 

summary by a member of the research team observes that these foods seem like extravagances, 

representing “a new sense of ‘everyday need’” (AP 30.4), but perhaps reflect the perspective of a 

multilocal Shimshali who has lived mainly outside of the village.  

 

Another narrative describes how tea and biscuits were available before the road, but now many 

more items are available in the village and “people think it is important to have these daily items 

accessible” (AP 44.4). ‘Cold drinks’ are described as now very common in the village (Figure 
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27), as people are “familiar with brands from outside or on TV” (AP 44.4). This example, 

although brief, weaves together how food and food talk is entangled with multiple forms of 

mobility: the movement of people between Shimshal and other areas, bring them into contact 

with new foods and tastes; the movement of imported foods and other goods, which are 

increasingly available and accessible in the community due to the ease of transportation 

facilitated by the link road and the cash income earned through off-farm employment; and the 

movement of ideas, tastes, and preferences, which travel through telecommunications 

technology, word of mouth, and individuals’ mobilities (Sheller & Urry, 2006). The narrative 

summary’s reference to brands on TV or seen outside of the community echoes Appadurai’s 

(1996) argument that electronic media and mass migration are central to the constitution of 

modern subjectivities. 

 

 
Figure 27. Imtiaz Ahmed’s photograph of “Aziz Karim’s Shop (Adventure Food Centre)” focuses on a close-up of 
store shelves lined with bottles of ‘cold drinks’, which were once a novelty in Shimshal but are now described as 
being “very common”. The drinks themselves are unrefrigerated, and thus not actually cold, which reflects how 

perceptions of foods are shaped by popular representation (AP 44.4). 
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In the context of this mobility, how to keep people in the village seems to be a new 

preoccupation in the autophotography texts. This is represented both in terms of the importance 

of keeping children in Shimshal for their early education for the sake of their cultural and moral 

development, as well as concerns over a lack of skilled labour and jobs in Shimshal. Several 

narratives describe the importance of educating young Shimshalis within the community instead 

of sending them to other areas, suggesting that this will “guide their moral development” (AP 

38.1) and ensure they “deeply understand their culture and tradition and keep it” (AP 40.5). 

These narratives illustrate how mobility and multilocality are performed as creating deep 

anxieties, particularly for older generations, over a perceived sense of loss of cultural values that 

are represented as important tenets of a Shimshali identity.  

 

Finally, it is worth reflecting on how the framing of the project and the affordances of 

autophotography as a method shape how food talk is used as a conversational resource for the 

construction of multilocal identity tensions. For instance, these photographs and narratives 

cannot show us how food talk is used as an identity resource outside of Shimshal, which is an 

important component of a multilocal identity. In addition, the photographs in particular are 

shaped by what kinds of food-related subject matter are available during the short window of 

time in which each participant had a camera. Nonetheless, as I discuss in section 5.2.3, people 

still make choices about what topics are raised in both the images and the narratives – the latter 

of which offer an opportunity to discuss issues that could not be photographed.  

 

5.5.4 Conclusion 

In this section, I have traced representations of mobility and multilocality across both sets of 

texts to show how the increasingly multilocal nature of peoples’ lives underlies concerns about 

the role of unity, agropastoralism, and exceptionalism in Shimshali identity performances. I have 

shown how these representations change across the oral testimony and autophotography 

archives, with long-distance mobility and multilocality appearing to be much more normalized 

parts of everyday life in the latter. As a result, navigating the constitution of a Shimshali identity 

in a mobile, multilocal world emerges as a new trope in the autophotography texts. This 

emerging discourse of identity is often performed by using images and narratives related to 

clothing and fashion, rather than food. As I mention in section 5.4.3, this may reflect how as food 
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and identity are changing in parallel, ‘food talk’ becomes a less useful resource for constructing 

and performing particular Shimshali identities. However, there are still several examples of how 

food is mobilized to reflect multilocal identities in the autophotography texts through depictions 

of changing tastes, the normalization of non-local food, and the intertwined mobilities of people, 

food, goods, and tastes. 

 

Finally, this identity trope represents a departure from the previous three discourses of modern 

Shimshali identity that I have discussed, which were all constructed as past values that people are 

grappling with sustaining now that the material justification for these values has receded – the 

perceived loss of unity, which was once so important for collective survival and sustenance; the 

declining importance of agropastoralism, formerly central to Shimshalis’ livelihoods and sense 

of pride; and uncertainty over what remains uniquely Shimshali, as increases in accessibility 

hasten these losses and bring the community on par with its neighbours. The emergence of a 

multilocal identity may offer one way in which younger generations are attempting to resolve 

these identity tensions: by constructing an identity which is able to maintain connections to a 

multiplicity of competing values and attachments.  

 

5.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have used discourse analysis of the oral testimony and autophotography texts to 

answer the research question of this thesis, which asks: 

In Shimshal’s context of recent and rapid increases in modernization and mobility, how 
does food operate as a discursive resource for the constitution of Shimshali identity? 

To answer this question, I identified four discourses of modern Shimshali identity in the texts – 

unity, agropastoralism and modernity, exceptionalism, and multilocality – and traced how food 

talk was used in various ways to help construct and perform these identity tropes to community 

members and to a transcultural audience. I found that the types of food talk that were particularly 

salient as identity resources in these texts were talk about food as an agropastoral mode of 

production, community, health, ‘modernity’, ritual, ‘tradition’, and wealth. In doing so, I have 

shown how identity-related food talk is not merely limited to talk about the preparation and 

consumption of food, but also includes talk about agricultural and pastoral production; the 



 185 

acquisition and sharing of food; the importance of food as a form of wealth; and the associations 

of particular foods, or types of foods, with tradition and modernity. 

 

I have demonstrated how different types of food talk are used to construct the same discourse of 

identity, which has the effect of reifying and solidifying these discourses as truth claims. For 

instance, talk about food as a mode of production, through descriptions of collective farming and 

herding practices, comes together with talk about sharing food and eating together (examples of 

food as community and food as ritual) to construct the pervasiveness of unity as an identity trope 

in the oral testimonies. I have also demonstrated how the same types of food talk are used to 

construct different discourses of identity, or even different threads within the same identity trope, 

the effect of which is to help to weave together the interdependencies between these identity 

tropes. 

 

I have also shown how the use of food talk as an identity resource is shaped in complex ways by 

the context in which it is employed, including the perceived aims of the representational 

‘assignments’, the communicative intentions of the texts, the affordances of narratives and 

images, and the symbolic and material changes of food itself. This reflects the autoethnographic 

nature of these texts, as sets of self-representations produced in specific contexts of transcultural 

communication and shaped by the contingencies of those contexts. As I have argued, these 

characteristics need to be attended to in order to understand talk about food and identity 

productively.  

 

Finally, by examining two sets of transcultural self-representations produced before and after the 

Shimshal Road’s construction, I have shown how the relationship between food talk and identity 

has changed as well as how it has been maintained across a period of rapid increases in mobility 

and multilocality. The former is reflected in the emergence of multilocality as a new discourse of 

identity in the autophotography texts; in terms of the latter, I have also demonstrated how the 

overarching identity tropes of unity, agropastoralism and modernity, and exceptionalism are 

sustained across both sets of texts, which has the effect of solidifying these identity 

preoccupations as well-established concerns. Yet, my analysis shows how new discursive threads 

within these three tropes are highlighted in the autophotography texts as compared to the oral 
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testimonies. In part, this is achieved through the use of new forms of food talk that emerge in the 

autophotography text; however, it is also achieved through the absences of types of food talk that 

were used in the oral testimonies. By highlighting the changing use of food talk as an identity 

resource, I have also acknowledged its limitations as a conversational resource in these contexts 

by identifying instances in which other discursive resources – such as talk about construction or 

clothing – are more prominent resources for identity constitution.  
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Chapter 6: Concluding Thoughts 
6.1 Introduction  
In this thesis, I have analyzed two instances of transcultural identity work in order to answer the 

following research question: 

In Shimshal’s context of recent and rapid increases in modernization and mobility, how 
does food operate as a discursive resource for the constitution of Shimshali identity? 

To do so, in Chapter 1 I began by introducing the empirical context of my case study, as well as 

my personal connections to Shimshal. This helped to unfold the situation of ‘recent and rapid 

increases in modernization and mobility’ which frames my research question. In Chapter 2, I 

explained how I conceptualize each of the elements which make up my research question – 

modernization, mobility, multilocality, food, identity, discourse, and autoethnography – which I 

understand as being closely interconnected to one another. In Chapter 3, I demonstrated how the 

relationships among these conceptual elements have been woven together both materially and 

discursively in Shimshal, with sensitivity to the autoethnographic characteristics of 

representations. In Chapter 4, I examined the methodological and epistemological characteristics 

of the two sets of texts I analyzed for my thesis and explained the process of discourse analysis 

which I used to do so. Finally, in Chapter 5, I brought each of these chapters together through my 

discussion of my analytical findings, which highlighted four main discourses of modern 

Shimshali identity in the texts and used an autoethnographic sensibility to explore how different 

types of food talk are mobilized to help construct, support, and weave together these identity 

tropes. 

 

Although Chapter 5 – the previous chapter – answers my research question, it leaves another, 

more implicit question unaddressed. After all, Chapter 5 is very tightly focused not only on 

Shimshal, but also on the specific texts that I have analyzed. Part of my answer to my research 

question is that how food talk is used is highly situational: shaped by the specific contexts of 

different instances of transcultural communication. What are the implications of this research 

beyond the context of the two sets of texts that I have analyzed, or even beyond the context of 

Shimshal, a small village that receives relatively little attention from the rest of the world? 
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Over the past two years of working on this thesis, I have found myself increasingly aware of how 

food and food talk are used to perform meaning in many aspects of everyday life, far removed 

from the context of Shimshal. As I write this in the spring of 2021, a year into the COVID-19 

pandemic, I think of how my course instructors over the past year have begun our last classes by 

saying that in ordinary times, we would have shared a meal together to end the course – a kind of 

‘food talk’ that attempts to provide a proxy for eating together in person by mobilizing the trope 

of food as community – and of how debates over whether restaurants and fast-food chains 

constitute ‘essential services’ in the context of lockdowns and worker benefits reflect complex 

discourses about the health, production, cost, and accessibility of food. While my thesis offers 

important insights into how Shimshali are mobilizing food talk to help work out identities as 

modern subjects in the specific contexts of the transcultural interactions that I analyzed, it also 

offers valuable insights that extend beyond these contexts. 

 

To conclude this thesis, in this chapter I want to reflect on the broader implications and 

contributions of my research at a variety of scales. I begin with a narrower focus on my 

contributions to the regional literature on northern Pakistan, before stepping back to assess the 

contributions I have made to the literatures on (a) multilocality and (b) food and identity, beyond 

the context of northern Pakistan. Finally, I also consider the epistemological and methodological 

contributions my work has to offer. 

 

6.2 Regional Contributions 
My research builds on an existing body of regionally specific literature on road construction, 

mobility, development, modernization, and multilocality in northern Pakistan by expanding it to 

include a focus on identity and food. Since the opening of the Karakoram Highway, northern 

Pakistan has been a focal point for research on the relationships among road construction, 

mobility, development, modernization, and multilocality (Benz, 2013a, 2013b, 2014a, 2014b, 

2016, 2018; Butz & Cook, 2016; Emadi, 2018; Hussain, 2015; Karrar & Mostowlansky, 2018; 

Kreutzmann, 1991, 1993, 1995, 2004, 2012), scholarship which I draw on in Chapter 1 to 

provide an empirical introduction to the region. However, very little of this research has 

addressed issues of identity (although see Bolander, 2016; Dryland & Syed, 2011; Karrar & 

Mostowlansky, 2018 for scholarship related to identity in various parts of northern Pakistan). In 
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addition, food has only been discussed in the regional scholarship in relation to changing modes 

of production, household livelihood strategies, food security, and the potential effects of climate 

change on agricultural production (Adhikari et al., 2017; Hussain et al., 2021; Spies, 2017, 2018, 

2020). There has been little attention to the embodied experiences, representations, and meanings 

associated with food (although see Butz & Cook, 2015), nor to the relationships between identity 

and these experiences and representations of food. 

 

By focusing my research question and analysis on the articulations of identity and food in my 

texts, my thesis expands this body of regional literature to include attention to (a) the identity 

implications of mobility and multilocality and (b) the ways in which food is changing both 

materially and symbolically in the context of social change brought by modernization, mobility, 

and multilocality; the latter of which includes people’s changing relationships with food and how 

it can be used as a discursive resource for working through tensions of identity. This helps to 

advance the literature on mobility, modernization, and multilocality in northern Pakistan in two 

ways. First, it enriches understandings of these processes as contemporary social experiences by 

helping to reflect how discourses and practices of modernization and multilocality are lived, 

experienced, and (re)constructed by individuals in the context of everyday life. Second, it also 

contributes to a shift away from research on northern Pakistan with a developmentalist 

orientation towards a socio-cultural approach that offers a more conceptual analysis. 

 

6.3 Contributions to Multilocality 
By broadening the scope of the regional literature, my thesis simultaneously helps add nuance to 

the literature on multilocality as a household livelihood strategy beyond the context of northern 

Pakistan. In Chapter 2, I describe how this body of research tends to focus on economic drivers 

and household or community-level dynamics (Dame, 2018; Dick & Reuschke, 2012; Dick & 

Schmidt-Kallert, 2011; Kuiper, 2020; Naumann & Greiner, 2017; Parsons, 2017; Porst & 

Sakdapolrak, 2018; Rockenbauch et al., 2019; Schmidt-Kallert, 2009, 2012; Thieme, 2008). As 

with the regionally specific literature on northern Pakistan, there is relatively little attention to 

the issues that multilocality raises for the constitution and performance of identity (although see 

Malikov, 2018; Moskal, 2015; Schröder & Stephan-Emmrich, 2016; Sun, 2010).  
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My thesis helps to attend to the implications of multilocality for identity work; some of the 

participants in both the oral testimony and autophotography projects can be well-described as 

multilocal, living much of the year outside of Shimshal, yet maintaining a close connection to the 

community and to a Shimshali identity. Yet, even those participants who are described as living 

year-round in Shimshal are performing and constituting identities in the context of multilocality, 

as the absences of family or community members have implications for labour practices, 

agropastoral production, social relations, and the flows of ideas, tastes, and goods. Many of the 

texts I analyze in Chapter 5 speak to this directly. 

 

I note that I have only looked at identity performances in particular contexts: ones which are 

framed as identity performances at least in part to the rest of the community and, to varying 

degrees, on behalf of the rest of the community. Chapter 5 discusses how the texts I am 

examining cannot necessarily show us how food talk is used as an identity resource in other 

representational circumstances a multilocal individual may encounter or engage with. As I have 

emphasized by focusing on the autoethnographic nature of food and identity talk, how someone 

uses food talk as a resource to articulate a Shimshali identity in the context of multilocality in the 

formal transcultural representational assignment of the oral testimonies may be different from 

how, for example, a Shimshali student living in the city uses food talk as a resource to articulate 

identity to their downcountry peers. These are not only different identity performances, but also 

likely to draw on different types of food talk in different ways. Nonetheless, by attending to the 

implications of multilocality for identity in my thesis, I’m able to draw some attention to how 

multilocality is lived and experienced by members of these households and communities. As 

with the previous contribution, this allows us to understand multilocality in a more nuanced way, 

which reflects not only the economic processes involved but also the social and cultural 

implications.   

 

6.4 Contributions to Food and Identity 
As I initially outlined in Chapter 2, my thesis offers contributions not only to the literature on 

multilocality, but also to the literature on food and identity. It does so in three ways: (a) 

examining food talk as an identity resource in the context of multilocality rather than long-

distance migration; (b) focusing primarily on food talk rather than material practices; and (c) 
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expanding the typical definition of ‘food’ talk to include talk about agricultural and pastoral 

production as well as the transportation, sharing, and purchasing of food. 

 

First, most of the research on food and identity in contexts of mobility looks at identity 

constitution in contexts of transnational migration, often framed in terms of maintaining 

connection to a heritage cultural identity and/or assimilating to a new culture (Abbots, 2016; 

Chapman & Beagan, 2013; Gonçalves, 2013; Imilan, 2015; Johnston & Longhurst, 2012; 

Parasecoli, 2014; Parveen, 2016; Sterling & Pang, 2013; Vallianatos & Raine, 2008; Weller & 

Turkon, 2015). Yet, as I have argued, this focus on primarily permanent, one-way, and 

transnational mobility neglects important contexts of regional, back-and-forth mobility between 

multiple different places. Challenges of identity constitution are not just encountered when 

moving across national borders, but also within them; food, too, may vary just as much or more 

within nations as between them. My research on food talk in Shimshal helps to draw attention to 

identity constitution and food talk in this latter context of multilocal mobility, which better 

reflects the contemporary contexts in which many people are living, especially in the Global 

South (Schmidt-Kallert, 2009; Schmidt-Kallert & Franke, 2012; Sueyoshi, 2017; Thieme, 2008). 

Furthermore, I am also examining food talk in the context of a community that has historically 

been oriented towards agropastoral subsistence production, where virtually all households 

continue to be involved in the production of food. This context represents very different sets of 

relationships surrounding food and identity, as compared to the sort of urban, migratory setting 

more commonly studied by scholars of food and identity.  

 

Second, in Chapter 2 I showed how most of the literature on food as an identity resource – 

particularly in contexts of mobility, modernization, and migration – focuses primarily on the 

material practices of cooking and eating (e.g. Counihan, 1984; Johnston & Longhurst, 2012; 

Parveen, 2016; Vallianatos & Raine, 2008; Weller & Turkon, 2015), with relatively little 

attention to ‘food talk’ as an identity resource in its own right (although see Appadurai, 1988; 

Benford & Gough, 2006; Karrebæk, 2012; Marra et al., 2014; Sneijder & te Molder, 2009). 

Throughout this thesis, I have argued that how people think and talk about food is an important 

part of how food is used as an identity resource. This is illustrated in Chapter 5, where I highlight 

the various ways in which both visual and textual talk about food is bound up with identity work 
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in the oral testimony and autophotography texts. As I suggest in Chapter 2, talking about food 

reflects an especially important identity resource in contexts of modernization and increasing 

mobility of people and goods, where access to locally produced and/or historically valued foods 

may be changing.  

 

However, expanding the literature on food as an identity resource to include a greater focus on 

the discursive role of food talk not only offers a lens through which to study contexts of rapid 

social and material change. It also allows us to understand food as an identity resource in a much 

broader range of everyday situations, rather than limiting it to the kitchen, restaurant, or dining 

table. In Chapter 5, I show how both visual and textual representations of food can be used as 

jumping-off points to explore seemingly unrelated questions of material and social change. 

Similarly, as I mention in the introduction to the chapter, recognizing talk about food as a way of 

articulating meaning helps to magnify how deeply this conversational resource is woven into 

everyday conversations about issues such as online learning and public health policy, among 

other things.  

 

Third, the existing literature on food talk as an identity resource focuses primarily on talk about 

cooking and eating food (e.g. Benford & Gough, 2006; Karrebæk, 2012; Marra et al., 2014). This 

thesis helps to expand the definition of ‘food talk’ to include talk about agricultural and pastoral 

production; the purchasing, marketing, and sharing of food; the role of food as a form of wealth; 

and the associations of particular foods, or types of foods, with tradition and modernity (Riley & 

Cavanaugh, 2017). This is important in part because my case study is of a farming and herding 

community, where individuals are still involved in the production of food. Yet, I argue once 

again that talk about food beyond its preparation and consumption is an important discursive 

resource in a wide variety of contexts, including in urban and industrialized settings. Indeed, the 

absence of food talk about the production of food in most research to date perhaps reflects a kind 

of identity performance in itself, one which (re)produces a distance between the production and 

consumption of food and constructs a modern and urbanized identity through a lack of food 

production talk.  

 



 193 

6.5 Epistemological and Methodological Contributions 
So far, I have discussed the empirical and conceptual contributions of my research, which has 

focused on the literatures on northern Pakistan, multilocality, and food as an identity resource. 

By grounding my research in an autoethnographic sensibility, my thesis also offers an important 

epistemological contribution. Throughout this thesis, I have argued that understanding 

transcultural food talk and identity work meaningfully requires an autoethnographic sensibility, 

which recognizes articulations of food and identity as self-interested, self-conscious self-

representations produced in particular contexts for particular audiences. This is particularly 

important when considering food talk as a resource in formal representational interactions such 

as the oral testimony and autophotography projects, the kinds of representational interactions that 

make up academic research. I suggest that scholarship on both food talk and identity work in 

transcultural interactions requires sensitivity to the way that the context of their production and 

their communicative intent shapes the identity issues that are discussed, and the ways that food 

talk is mobilised to discuss them. 

 

Approaching my texts with an autoethnographic sensibility is not only a valuable contribution to 

the literature: it also has important political effects for Shimshalis and their discursive projects. 

In Chapter 2, I defined ‘autoethnography from below’ as instances in which those who are 

usually the objects of research produce self-representations that are meant to intervene in the 

dominant discourses that outsiders have constructed about them (Butz & Besio, 2009). In 

Chapter 3, I went on to illustrate how Shimshalis have been historically objectified by outsiders, 

often with problematic material consequences. Approaching my texts with a sensitivity to their 

autoethnographic characteristics is an important way of recognizing Shimshalis not as objects of 

research, but as transcultural subjects who are self-consciously participating in representing 

themselves to a global audience. While I don’t expect (or intend) for my thesis itself to have any 

particular emancipatory effects for Shimshalis, I argue that texts such as the oral testimonies and 

autophotography archive need to be more widely understood through an autoethnographic 

sensibility in order to recognize and respect the epistemic dignity of people like Shimshalis and 

take their discursive interventions seriously.  
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Finally, I hope that my thesis provides an example of how existing, publicly available visual and 

textual artefacts can be a rich and productive source of qualitative data. As I describe in Chapter 

4, and develop in my analysis in Chapter 5, using two existing sets of publicly available texts – 

the oral testimony transcripts and autophotography archive – allowed me to examine shifts and 

continuities in the relationship between food talk and identity across a longer period of time than 

I would have be able to study had I conducted fieldwork as originally planned. Using these two 

sets of texts also allowed me to examine two different sorts of transcultural interactions, which I 

would not have been able to do on my own either. As I mention in Chapter 4, neither the oral 

testimony project nor the autophotography archive were designed with a particular focus on food 

or food-talk in mind, yet food talk was a recurring feature throughout both sets of texts. Using 

these sources for my thesis offered me the unique ability to look at how people choose to talk 

about food in circumstances where they have not been directed or asked to do so. Drawing 

attention to this element of the texts allowed me to contribute a new perspective to existing 

research on these materials, highlighting how research artefacts can be valuable resources to help 

answer new research questions.  

 

Thus, rather than understanding my use of these existing texts as some kind of ‘lesser’ substitute 

to conducting first-hand fieldwork, I see them as rich sources of qualitative data in their own 

right, offering a distinctive set of affordances for conducting research. In particular, I suggest 

that existing research artefacts – in combination with an autoethnographic sensibility – offer 

great potential for those interested in studying how formal representations are shaped by 

transcultural interaction, because they can help construct more nuanced conceptualizations that 

integrate the different contexts, affordances, and audiences of representational assignments. 
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