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ABSTRACT

Following discussions, interactions and reflections during the 2024 Royal Geographical Society (with IBG) conference ‘Map

Room Conversations’ sessions, this paper examines archival maps in relation to diaspora through an affective lens. Using an

auto-ethnographic epistolary praxis of letter-writing and the therapeutic prompt “‘What came up for you?’, it aims to bring out mar-
ginalised narratives and enable diasporic subjects to reclaim agency over their histories and identities. As a medium for the per-
formativity of memory, letter-writing enables affective engagement with maps of ‘Hindustan’ and ‘Himalaya’, facilitating access to
suppressed emotions and genealogical narratives, shifting away from viewing maps as merely colonial artefacts and repositioning

them as ‘mediators’ of diasporic affect and agency, thus animating them as sites of remembering, reconnecting and healing.

Discussing the diaspora raises questions about migration, iden-
tity, home and belonging (Kalra et al. 2005). In Foucauldian
terms, diaspora is a genealogical category based on shared
histories and memories, not on fixed, essentialised origins
(Brah 2022), whereby a key aspect of the diasporic condition
is the pursuit of genealogical accounting, seeking answers to
the question: how did we get here? (Quayson 2013, 151). Much
of the literature has viewed maps as visual representations of
geographical space, in which power relations shape dominant
ways of seeing and visualising the world, where archival maps
often reflect an imperial, Eurocentric imagination rooted in ex-
ploration and extraction. Maps from British imperialism repre-
sent colonial space-making practices that project socio-political
relations onto geographical space through racialised encoun-
ters, population dispersal and territorial borders that continue
to haunt diasporic subjects (Quayson 2013, 144). Aitken (2009,
2) describes colonial maps as ‘God-Tricks’, striving for a dis-
embodied, universal and objective perspective that erase local,
subjective geographic knowledges. However, as Oslender (2021,
4) argues, geographies can also be reimagined through a ‘car-
tographies otherwise’ rooted in subaltern worldviews that can
challenge dominant imaginaries.

Although earlier literature emphasised the politics of rep-
resentation, recent scholarship has shifted towards a post-
representational, particularly performative and affective
understanding of mapping (Perkins 2009). Through this lens,
maps are infused with creative power, performed through tac-
tical and bodily actions and emotions, thereby invoking hidden
memories and re-centring marginalised diasporic narratives
(Awan 2016). Within the affective turn, emotions are understood
not merely as biological responses but as a socially situated sense-
making process that informs understandings of place and subjec-
tivity (McGrath et al. 2020). Zavala Guillen (2023) highlights how
affective cartographies shape diasporic identities by channelling
suppressed memories that are often alive and present within the
bodies of those with genealogical ties to colonial maps. This can
create new imagined geographies shaped by memories or the em-
bodied, unstructured recollections of the past that dwell in the
affective body. These memories are invoked through emotional
mapping that traces the past and present, where emotions extend
back in time to articulate diasporic identities within current so-
cial and political formations (Balkenhol 2014). As such, archival
maps can operate both as mechanisms of colonial domination
and as sources of creative resistance and agency.
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Building on the Royal Geographical Society with Institute of
British Geographers (RGS-IBG) 2024 Annual Conference ‘Map
Room Conversations’ sessions, this paper examines the rela-
tionship between maps and diaspora through an affective lens.
We employ an autoethnographic epistolary method, utilising
the therapeutic prompt “What came up for you?’ to respond to
the two chosen maps. We focus on archival maps of ‘Hindustan’
and ‘Himalaya’ produced during British colonialism in South
Asia in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, currently
housed in the RGS-IBG archives. We undertake a ‘symptomatic
reading’ (Asoni 2025, 3), adopting a critical approach to archi-
val maps by reading against the grain (Stoler 2008). Our auto-
ethnographic letters focus on ‘aftermaths’ (Cooppan 2019, 408),
connecting the colonial past to the postcolonial present as a
theoretical-political-methodological space that enables remem-
bering and resilience. The paper's key interventions centre on
two elements: maps and letters, which work in tandem to write
back to colonial maps through affective registers. We argue
that while maps act as ‘mediators’ (Awan 2016, 120) of dias-
poric affect and agency, letter-writing functions as the primary
medium, enabling the performativity of memories through
action-based modes of remembering. To reach this conclusion,
the following section outlines the background and explains the
epistolary method. It then presents the two maps and their cor-
responding letters written by the authors, followed by a the-
matic discussion that synthesises three core elements: tracing
genealogy through memory work; exploring embodied and af-
fective responses; and asserting diasporic imagination through
cartographies otherwise. In doing so, the paper repositions ar-
chival maps from static colonial artefacts into dynamic sites of
remembering, reconnecting and healing.

1 | ‘Map Room Conversations’: Preparation,
Interaction and Reflection

On 30 August 2024, both authors participated in a ‘Map Room
Conversation’ session themed ‘Maps and Diasporic Communities’

at the RGS-IBG annual conference. The event aimed to connect
diasporic communities with archival maps, serving as a site of in-
teraction and dialogue between the authors and audiences. The
two authors spoke as the primary speakers, while a small group
of academics, researchers and practitioners formed an active audi-
ence, engaging with insights and questions (Figure 1).

Our extensive prior work with specific diasporic communities
and institutional archives informed the preparation for the Map
Room Conversations. For Igbal, this stemmed from his decade-
long career at The National Archives, focusing on bringing to-
gether diasporic communities and archival resources through
creative practices. Igbal previously devised projects for the 70th
anniversary of the Partition of British India (2017) and the 80th
anniversary of the Second World War (2025), which involved
outreach workshops in London and regional UK diasporic com-
munities. Within this context, official records, often biased to-
wards state and imperial viewpoints, clash with communities’
fragmented memories of migration and displacement, leading
to what Salman Rushdie calls partial or incomplete understand-
ings (Giri 2005). But for Igbal, rather than attempting to resolve
this dissonance, creative practice provides a vital space to em-
brace the fragments. Rohini's contribution to the Map Room
conversations stemmed from her British Academy-funded
project, Indigenising the Himalayas (2023-2024), developed
with the Royal Geographical Society (with IBG). The project
collaborated with three UK-based Himalayan Indigenous di-
aspora community organisations (Kirat Yakthung Chumlung,
Kirat Rai Yayokkha, World Newah Organisation UK Chapter),
and involved a participatory workshop featuring archival re-
captioning, re-mapping, dancing and storytelling activities. This
created a space for community members to engage with archival
maps and photographs of the Eastern Himalaya (Nepal, Sikkim,
Darjeeling) through memory, embodiment and dialogue. Thus,
through participatory and creative engagement, we transitioned
from ‘experts’ to ‘collaborators’, transforming colonial maps into
sites of critical social thought that prioritise embodied knowl-
edge (Worthen and Weatherall 2024).

FIGURE1 | Image of Igbal from the map room conversation session reproduced with permission of the RGS-IBG.
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We worked with two distinct cartographic representations, se-
lecting the maps that emotionally ‘stood out’ to us. For Igbal,
this was the map titled ‘India-Pakistan boundaries as fixed by
the Boundary Commission 17 August 1947, which illustrated
competing visions of Punjab in the wake of the formal end of
the British Empire in South Asia, with the red lines representing
contestation over whether it should be part of a new Pakistan,
a united India or an ‘Azad Punjab’ (Jalal 2002, 425). However,
drawing on their dual Sikh (maternal) and Muslim (paternal)
heritage, which speaks to diasporic families navigating the bor-
ders of India and Pakistan, Igbal envisioned dialogues around
the ‘Hindustani belt’, a large landmass in present-day Northern
India and Pakistan, where Hindi and Urdu evolved. The term
‘Hindustan’ raises contested questions of identity and belonging,
particularly in the post-Partition period, as Hindi is increasingly
associated with Hindus and Urdu with Muslims in South Asia
and its diaspora (Lunn 2018). During the Map room conversa-
tion, Igbal expressed feeling ‘out of place’, echoing their father's
feelings, as they explored maps from their father's formative
years, triggering discussions about their own practice of util-
ising creativity to explore ancestral voices and resonances. A
key question concerned how they connected with the past, for
example, through genealogical research. Igbal responded by
highlighting how bordering practices constrain mobility and
connectivity for individuals with ties to both sides. Instead,
they connected with their father's memories through music and
poetry.

For Rohini, the chosen map titled, ‘Sikkim & Parts of Darjeeling,
Nepal & Tibet. Col. Tanner's Sketch Map, 1886’, exemplified the
role of imperial geography in military and mountaineering ex-
peditions in the Himalayan region, constructing and adminis-
tering it as a strategic frontier of the British Indian Empire in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Pradhan 2020). The map
illustrates how colonial border-making practices fragmented
the culturally continuous landscapes inhabited by diverse com-
munities in Sikkim-Darjeeling (India) and Nepal, turning them
into ‘buffer zones’ marked by the yellow and blue lines. Such im-
positions of new boundaries disrupted Indigenous spatialities,

> —

obscuring local cosmologies within imperial narratives, with
lasting effects on postcolonial identities, particularly following
Sikkim's ‘Merger’/annexation within India in 1975. For Rohini,
engaging with the map evoked issues of identity crisis during
the Map Room conversation, where a key question centred on
the notion of ‘absence’ concerning what was not represented
in the maps and thus silenced from dominant discourses. As a
Nepali-speaking, Kirati Indigenous scholar from Sikkim based
in the United Kingdom, the author drew on their great-great-
grandfather's oral narratives to reimagine the region through
the concept of diasporic indigeneity. This challenges colonial as-
sumptions that Indigenous identity requires absolute geographic
or cultural fixity, asserting instead that indigeneity is a mobile,
processual identity that can be maintained even after migration
within diasporic settings (Aikau 2010). The Map room session,
therefore, elicited bittersweet reflections for both the authors
and the audiences, which influenced the next stage of analysis
(Figure 2).

In the months following the Map Room Conversations, we em-
ployed an auto-ethnographic epistolary approach to explore our
affective insights into the maps (Gergan et al. 2024; McGrath
et al. 2020). Following Reed-Danahay (2017), this approach dis-
solves the ‘insider-outsider’ binary, revealing tacit knowledge
to uncover oppressive structures, linking theory with praxis,
thereby claiming embodied knowledge through the researchers'
participation as narrators and actors within social and historical
contexts (Dutta 2018). Drawing on Scott (2017), the epistolary
method seemed most appropriate: a means of having conversa-
tionswith our families and those who have passed, with ourselves
in our heads and with each other, asking questions and making
observations about the emotional aftermaths of archival maps.
Building on Igbal's prior experience of using archival records to
devise a therapeutic methodology that could address both ‘facts’
and the ‘feelings’ of archival encounters, letter-writing allowed
us to externalise our feelings, powerfully expressing the concept
of ‘chosen trauma’ (Singh and Lu 2025, 229-230; Volkan 1997).
This can be described as the unconscious selection of shared
memories of significant historical events that continue to shape

(7
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FIGURE2 | Image of Rohini from the map room conversation session reproduced with permission of the RGS-IBG.
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a group's collective identity, such that the chosen maps represent
our chosen trauma. Reflective letter-writing, therefore, served
as a collaborative technique, generating data on emotional and
sensory aspects of maps, with the letters acting as field texts for
analysis (Pithouse-Morgan et al. 2012). The letters are personal
and public, addressed to one another and to readers, serving as a
space to reconnect with emotions and memories and to generate
a deeper understanding of maps, affect and diaspora.

1.1 | ‘What Came Up for Us?’

Building on the Map Room Conversations session, this section
presents our letters and the two corresponding maps, exploring
how diasporic subjects engage with, resist and reinterpret colo-
nial space-making thro ugh memory, emotion and imagination.
This is explored through three interconnected themes: tracing
genealogy through memory work, exploring embodied and emo-
tional responses and asserting diasporic imagination through
cartographies otherwise (Maps 1 and 2).

1.2 | The Search: Tracing Genealogy Through
Memory Work

Engaging with archival maps through an epistolary approach
highlighted the theme of tracing genealogical and ancestral
linkages. Balkenhol (2014) states that traces are rhizomatic,
connecting the past and present through memories and emo-
tions, and can be found in cultural artefacts, such as archival
maps. Genealogical tracing involves ‘memory work’ (Lohmeier
and Pentzold 2014, 778), such as recalling ancestral stories and
family histories, in which the authors memorialise their father
and forefather through the letters. Igbal traces genealogical
ties to the chosen map by reinterpreting it through his father's

e Sty Sntia = 7

memoir, written years after migration, first from the newly
formed India to Pakistan, and then from Pakistan to post-war
England,

Like so many, you were torn between here and there.
Born in 1931 in British India, in Badaun, you always
fondly recalled those formative years there, before
Partition and your first migration across the new
border in 1955. You joined the rest of your family in

Pakistan, and then in 1960, you came here, to the UK.

Mapping biographical journeys can be understood as a form
of creative practice, linked to the idea of deep mapping, in
which migrants and diasporic subjects, particularly those
who have genealogically experienced displacement and exile,
elicit memories of home and journeys through maps (Murrani
et al. 2023). Similarly, for Rohini, genealogical tracing links
visual maps to oral narratives, involving acts of remembering
ancestral stories based on fluid indigenous spatial concep-
tions that were overshadowed by imperial cartography (Zavala
Guillen 2023),

this map reminds me of my father's stories about
my great-great-grandfather, whose name we don't
remember, except that he was called Cheptey Bijuwa,
or the ‘flat shaman’ for reasons lost to memory. They
say that he was the youngest among three brothers,
who left our ancestral land or ‘Kipat’ in the indigenous
Khambuwan territory of present-day Eastern Nepal,
and journeyed eastward to Sikkim.

Rohini's act of remembering highlights how oral stories
act as mnemonic maps, providing diasporic indigenous

MAP1 | India-Pakistan boundaries as fixed by the Boundary Commission on 17 August 1947, RGS-IBG, rgs537838, mr India S.2. Image repro-

duced with permission of the RGS-IBG.
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Dear Dad

Like  so many Y were porn between here
and  there . Bovw in 1930 in Bahsk India , in
Badaun, yom alweys {—md{j recalleod  those formafive
yenes therc, bepure Packfon and yme fnst mig s
acmst the new bavder in 1955 . Vac Jn'nu( the M~
of your fqvmly m Pakishan , and fhew o 190 o
came here, +o the Uk |

I ko am me again omfuhmg o farkhan
map, o map punchured by fines i red chagen
as part 6} my map Mom convercabod. The fines
in red ,y,,m,'c of fur incalewlable blooet splt,
and fis eotless millions qf lives fumad perte ol wn.
but alto, Ines flat indicake how fempovary & o
provisvonal lines G cwisan b5 immediakely anst
3,7,.4,“,1!\»/ l’(.c.ame, pemanent and immovable

Mj eflestrons I yae eare ?lwu‘,x Migeof. fwwlé/
o made Yowr peace wh aming here, but [ canndr

foger haw pam fut o wo [y b ferd geparabed
froan anwstasL lands Y had  Gff behnol A your ﬁn[‘

home , Indie. Yo abways hadt a map of India onst Pafersam_

oF waa on your botlehelf , and if o Gt noetedt kb
explain your many ACh and vaned ke, Yo woul oL
mvaricbly rthom fo the moe .

These were vo mmu;j plact f yon, and when ue 1973
we visid Mdia s a fumily , b was tha frat- Hme yon ha
rehormed affev 13 104 years awasy . In yrus memorr,
withen Many years faferv , yra N H

Letter 1 by Igbal.

I T
COLONEL TANNER'S SKETCH MAP

- i .
wes like o film ranming in My mind i ol memerves

Wt\ passed Ho Fort, tre Alada mAqre , we came b aur house
Where we spimb qur besr Ame .
all He people frm the locatity
atking abock all ofher fam
very wald
These were fuc places fhat you felk mnereasingly

eailed fram ag the PUHCs OF the Subimmbinept’s Partibin
Pl ok long affer 1947 . Somewhere. [ expect yaur deeis o
ko marry Mum? a Sich woman g Mok on B ship “oming h .
Lowdow jn 1960, was an ack ff definnce | [ echng thr Al
ot occured in Thive fabepid years 1

;

I've been askeot : how oo ] 1y and fucther cmnect with

your Stoey 7 Rv me I reum b The music tha loved,
h ! + so what
15 SRl codled Hndustrni  clatsiont MH,;E,MZWM P W,,::zer/{ul

Offshests . I loe Iukmiry P e Jhazat, i,

. qawali, fhe geet
fne bhajan, and GF Wine the det appa beautrit nasel
o &an.f. rray df beauttfut /umw:

The sk in wnking o Glier like i it fhaf F veers inb he |
Seppy @nd tax mrsbotyic, buk 1 hope iF afio convess wifh, ;

Some SePAANELS What gpenin a map and (0Tkmg ol place .
ace
names can evoke J g 4

1 goF down fom tie car..
ar onee /\ujm'u.o( me
1y mmbers wihom Phee know

T S0k crgmg, ieeing 4 driphio o Packfien Uillug
& fhe k«jc wphealal 1k Was foo do many millions . somethiy
T con ol think haS an ks pensraRosid gustify | T fing?
iF dsfpels B Jook ot Freie mops . far ang Lngfl G tme, e
ar o feminder of The duitims fhat ook place in 1947 %
and alto the bense T ko feel of exite, oluploement and foed

T have wol here, there , fand , feoms fhaf are Jenene
i gpecifics because defore all the namel changed and m;
bovoler come crihing Aown | fier exriked o Hinetuasbang_ ;g
place bon- ima incol and feal, where peopl did cmrs g :
Ciider and lwe and play fogethor . |

| |

SIKHIM AND PARTS OF DARJEELING, NEPAL,

TIBET AND BHUTAN [ % S

& st

ke — ke

MAP2 | Sikkim & Parts of Darjeeling, Nepal & Tibet. Col. Tanner's Sketch Map, 1886, RGS-IBG, K32492.

communities with a foundation for establishing and legiti-
mising connections to their land and ancestors after migra-
tion (Aikau 2010). Through memoirs and oral stories, both
letters invoke post-memories by tracing the routes of journeys
they have not experienced firsthand, but through familial,
intergenerational and genealogical narratives that disrupt co-
lonial cartographies (Balkenhol 2014). In genealogical trac-
ing, both letters allude to nostalgia marked by an inability to
connect with a place or time that no longer exists. However,
nostalgia is linked to the experience of longing itself, rather
than to the recovery of a lost origin (Hirsch and Miller 2011),
such that diasporic nostalgia involves the aestheticisation

of memories, allowing remembering to unfold as a counter-
practice (Quayson 2013).

1.3 | The Response: Embodiment and Affect

Within the postcolonial condition, the past keeps coming back
to haunt the present and affect allows us to ‘host the ghost’
(Cooppan 2019, 398). Tracing genealogy involves affective en-
counters, in which letter-writing captured emotional and physi-
cal responses to colonial maps, yielding insights that arose from
the body and emotions rather than simply the mind (McGrath
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Deasr Readess,

o co-euielng teulnple placa,
W Tels , OF M somd

Londou and  Sikdoun

I open deeam

U e Puiwatagas amd  fug Baske!
vaamy , porea L

pom My wh
S50 e, o e s g deget TTITL
atad s

. G baliy yeE, & Me RS
ob A @ aoage fove

o

Aanind . of by B
Mme S
arovg? e AL s
o 151686 ckelth map L
o Nagal , Toel” and Bhulan
'&WM?%DMEM‘M%. , skt
T 0 Lo ond Sk U
Cmia . T fpet ek
coleural MLy fvern Jan >
ta.:qw L o Senw =3 purpose - Lo Wdo L,u_j
Coutzgrapt and colovand Mnd and relMogike
Ju-e Mi&d My gage el ow B yelso, blue,
- Wi doworealing e Bulhial
boUmolanies bRl Jhe Bochde Udaa Ewaplic oud

s Hoatayan Kingeaws Ww\lmﬁ] it
Chogin, Tows = T wolieh W argur sics o S wop &
P‘“-““—“"j Jolande | Wil FUNEXPLORED  warithi dun bildl
(Unecplorad ' for pabow 7D wondel refiealing on b
Aote of colowd Tk M oankee g Getigwaus
Coleuti Gt thak Wirogih duiscovered” by tue wesk |
Like My swon

Letter 2 by Rohini.

et al. 2020). For Igbal, this involved confronting feelings of dis-
placement, loss and grief linked to the violence of Partition that
the map triggered,

Istartcrying, seeing a description of Partition violence
or the huge upheaval it was for so many millions,
something I can only think has an inter-generational
quality. I find it difficult to look at these maps, for any
length of time, they are a reminder of the divisions
that took place in 1947, and also the sense I too feel of
exile, displacement and loss.

Igbal's affective response to the map highlights ‘chosen
trauma’ (Singh and Lu 2025; Volkan 1997), where the map
reflects the inner turmoil of those who made the journey
and those left behind, transforming ‘old ways of belonging’
(Zamindar 2007, 13). Here, connections to ancestral lands
were so strong, and displacement so unsettling, causing peo-
ple to recall intergenerational attachments to specific places
long after Partition (Pandey 1999). For Rohini, the affective
responses involved anger and unease caused by silences and
erasures of indigenous identities and worldviews through co-
lonial bordering practices,

I notice that the right side of the map is partially
blank, with ‘UNEXPLORED’ written in bold.
‘Unexplored’ for whom? I wonder, reflecting on
the role of coloniality in the erasure of Indigenous
identities that were discovered by the West, like my

own.

Here, the violence is affective and psychological, arising not from
a specific event but from historical absence, the condition of being
a ‘background’ in master narratives, showing how archival maps
operate through the logic of selective memories that create identity

Deapul e eHAPUL, Kna MAP reaugds ML g My Pt
shiles about My guat - guaol - grandfanes , uelose Lot
We deut aemamiat. , except MOX W Wwad callad * teeploy
Bijuwa’ or i Hat suowmau! [PA maeow Lot To :

] 8 Mok Mo taas L ajougeel oau 11{1147 %
Tw m aus auctahral uxb“?; Y pal ’d; tﬁ:;(
o v o x = L
:\v\d,ifuun,u Ko butea Yoty PH‘-M day
Ne qﬁ o jousratjed contward Yo S, m(:: :Le
wf’ edet fwemwa of Lugalion ma:r eﬂ.:»( e)cr; .
Qa Jauheids > perhaps beearies T i ;Wj
3 Mﬁm uid Loadsagio e 40:‘.;’ =
and  Wolion- elaks wiehe e‘:awowﬂuxa«m Y g
anaalens a2 ' ranio

~ granafali,
- glant- granaahus,
e MMl Kiddle abeut M\:‘imvm& whoo died o G

4
exeopt That ke 0ol a W‘;‘s""] clocest malcek tHOR —

nd ccafl 5 ROKUY ancias Tt tesain
k\wdg s (e pandat that WW oo doeand 4
].8w»ﬁrw =
Peraps . Wy I+ berdais, ek Mke T olotoday.
: 3 Js: s~ 61 MOING

L deap sense Q idenlily =
A aw o w7’ Mhos
2 ol aneupt & loale

wy = ANa;
Mo o 2
Sikkow oW gwaue‘m \; ‘*w,b‘u W was tndepen dent

meuted .
¥ AL looth, ' Utolg emous ond u‘f“"“‘{]’m“,
wwou:; e D skere Ly aperiene g\
‘Xt ¢ a»mqw'»-w’ wodlic s .wm&d, C%i“fo
St o v 2w Dl reaticaliow «

w MO Ol peace

crises, primarily experienced by Indigenous communities, who
are subsumed within larger ethnic, racialised and national cate-
gories (Delugan 2010). The letters evoke a symptomatic reading,
focusing on archival omissions to uncover historical erasures and
ongoing exclusions (Asoni 2025, 3). However, confronting maps
with intergenerational significance also enabled the release of
suppressed emotions, the processing of unprocessed thoughts and
the externalisation of feelings, which supports self-assertion. This
transformed the maps into ‘memoryscapes’ (Murrani et al. 2023,
1306), or psychological spaces of recovery, shifting the narrative
from victimisation to ownership and restoration.

1.4 | The Reimagining: Diasporic Agency
and Cartographies Otherwise

The affective activation of genealogical memories sparked imag-
inations of cartographies otherwise (Oslender 2021), where dias-
poric subjects assert agency and actively challenge routine ways
of mapping the world. This prompts us to unsee and reimagine
spatial possibilities beyond Eurocentric narratives, employing
embodied, sensory and emotive practices, such as art, poetry,
dance, music, stories and dreams (Cooppan 2019). For Igbal, this
involves genealogical remapping through the lens of syncretic
Hindustani musical traditions,

For me I return to the music that you so loved, what
is still called Hindustani classical music, and all its
wonderful offshoots. I love listening to the ghazal, the
gawali, the geet, the bhajan, and of course the rich
array of beautiful Indian film songs.

Igbal's reimagination of a region shaped by violent bordering
practices that formed India and Pakistan is articulated through
a vision of oneness stemming from fluid music traditions, sym-
bolising the ‘heteroglot’ world in which their father grew up,
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specifically the Hindi-Urdu heartlands (Rai 2001, x). Here, the
meaning of ‘Hindustan’ is not derived from colonial or nation-
alist spatialities but from the hybrid ‘Hindustani’ music, rooted
in multiplicity and vernacular cosmopolitanism (Kapuria 2017).
For Rohini, the affective engagement with colonial maps led to a
geographical reimagination rooted in interconnectedness stem-
ming from her dreamscape,

I try to trace his imaginative routes on this map,
wondering what these borderlines would mean
for him, for he was only traversing the landscape,
crossing manufactured lines, just like the birds and
red pandas that wander the terrain. Perhaps my great-
great-grandfather, too, dreamt of landscapes without

borders, much like I do today.

Rohini's reimagination highlights that Indigenous mapping often
merges the tangible and spiritual, where dreams guide the carto-
graphic process, revealingwhat Hirt (2012, 6) calls the ‘Indigenous
depth of place’. This highlights indigenous cosmopolitanism, or a
worldly ideal defined not by stereotypical notions of ‘native fix-
ity’ but by diasporic worldviews shaped by contact, encounters
and interactions (Delugan 2010). This creates new forms of inclu-
sive belonging grounded in a relational ontology that transcends
the colonial-national borders imposed on Indigenous lands,
reformulated through the fluid term ‘Himalaya’ that no single
nation-state can contain. Thus, by reimagining ‘Hindustan’ and
‘Himalaya’, we perform an act of ‘re-membering’, or ‘putting to-
gether again’ (Oslender 2021, 4), alternative geographical imagi-
nations and new political horizons, which disorient the dominant
cartographic gaze and re-centre multiple diasporic worldviews.

2 | Conclusion

Following the Map Room Conversations session, this paper
examined maps and diaspora through an affective lens. Using
archival maps of ‘Hindustan’ (1947) and ‘Himalaya’ (1886), we
showed how colonial space-making practices and their post-
colonial articulations continue to shape diasporic subjectivi-
ties (Quayson 2013). By posing the therapeutic prompt, “What
came up for you?’, we as diasporic subjects adopted an auto-
ethnographic epistolary method to write back to colonial repre-
sentations through embodied and affective engagements. These
elicited suppressed memories, expressed difficult emotions, and
asserted agency through alternative geographical imaginings.
By bringing together two diasporic subjects and two distinct car-
tographic representations in conversation, we propose key inter-
ventions centred on two elements: maps and letters. We show that
maps are not merely visual representations but active mediators
that translate marginalised memories, emotions and imagina-
tions (Awan 2016). Through creative engagements, maps act as
‘go-betweens’ by bringing diverse bodies and emotions together,
translating conversations and catalysing action among diasporic
subjects. If maps are mediators, we argue that letter-writing is
the primary tool for this mediation, enabling the performativity
of memories through action-based modes of remembering. The
letters convey the visceral and affective experiences of engag-
ing with archival maps that hold genealogical significance for
diasporic subjects. By releasing difficult emotions and recalling

ancestral memories, the epistolary approach can also serve as
a therapeutic tool for restoration and reclamation of margin-
alised identities (Murrani et al. 2023). Thus, we highlight the
performative and affective dimensions of engaging with archi-
val maps, which may enable diasporic subjects to acknowledge
their fragmentation and articulate complex, contested identities.

Funding

This work was supported by the British Academy, SHAPE Involve and
Engage.

Data Availability Statement

The data that support the findings of this study that include historical
maps are available from the Royal Geographical Society—with the
Institute of British Geographers. Restrictions may apply to the avail-
ability of these data, which may be under licence. Data are used by the
authors with the permission of the Royal Geographical Society—with
the Institute of British Geographers.

References

Aikau, H. K. 2010. “Indigeneity in the Diaspora: The Case of Native
Hawaiians at Iosepa, Utah.” American Quarterly 62, no. 3: 477-500.
https://doi.org/10.1353/aq.2010.0014.

Aitken, S. C. 2009. “The Emotional Life of Maps.” In Proceedings of the
24th International Cartographic Conference.

Asoni, E. 2025. “Migration, the Archive, and the Map.” Geography
Compass 19, no. 7: €70040. https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.70040.

Awan, N. 2016. Diasporic Agencies: Mapping the City Otherwise. 1st ed.
Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315577029.

Balkenhol, M. 2014. Tracing Slavery. An Ethnography of Diaspora,
Affect, and Cultural Heritage in Amsterdam.

Brah, A. 2022. Decolonial Imaginings: Intersectional Conversations and
Contestations. MIT Press.

Cooppan, V. 2019. “Time-Maps: A Field Guide to the Decolonial
Imaginary.” Critical Times 2, no. 3: 396-415. https://doi.org/10.1215/
26410478-7862533.

Delugan, R. M. 2010. “Indigeneity Across Borders: Hemispheric
Migrations and Cosmopolitan Encounters.” American Ethnologist 37,
no. 1: 83-97. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1425.2010.01243.x.

Dutta, M. J. 2018. “Autoethnography as Decolonization, Decolonizing
Autoethnography: Resisting to Build Our Homes.” Cultural
Studies< Critical Methodologies 18, no. 1: 94-96. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1532708617735637.

Gergan, M., P. Gupta, L. Lookabaugh, C. McMillan, S. Smith, and P.
Vasudevan. 2024. “Desirable Futures: Write Me a Letter.” Acme 23, no.
2:91-106. https://doi.org/10.7202/1111240ar.

Giri, B. P. 2005. “Diasporic Postcolonialism and Its Antinomies.”
Diaspora 14, no. 2-3: 215-235. https://doi.org/10.3138/diaspora.14.2-
3.215.

Hirsch, M., and N. K. Miller, eds. 2011. Rites of Return: Diaspora Poetics
and the Politics of Memory. Columbia University Press.

Hirt, I. 2012. “Mapping Dreams/Dreaming Maps: Bridging Indigenous
and Western Geographical Knowledge.” Cartographica 47, no. 2: 105—
120. https://doi.org/10.3138/carto.47.2.105.

Jalal, A. 2002. Self and Sovereignty: Individual and Community in
South Asian Islam Since 1850. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/97802
03186244.

Area, 2026

7 of 8

85UB01 7 SUOWWOD BAITRID 8|t (dde 8y} A peuseno aJe Ssjpie YO 8sn Jose|nl 1o} Ariq1T8UlUQ A8]1M UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SWLIBIALIOD" A3 1M AlRIq Ul |UO//SdNy) SUORIPUOD Pue sWwie 1 8y} 89S *[9202/20/50] Uo Ariqiauliuo A8|im ‘AiseAlun punig Aq 8600, 88e/TTTT 0T/10p/w0d As | Areiqul|uo Ba-sby/sdny woy pepeojumoq ‘0 ‘29, vS. 7T


https://doi.org/10.1353/aq.2010.0014
https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.70040
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315577029
https://doi.org/10.1215/26410478-7862533
https://doi.org/10.1215/26410478-7862533
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1425.2010.01243.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708617735637
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708617735637
https://doi.org/10.7202/1111240ar
https://doi.org/10.3138/diaspora.14.2-3.215
https://doi.org/10.3138/diaspora.14.2-3.215
https://doi.org/10.3138/carto.47.2.105
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203186244
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203186244

Kalra, V., J. Hutnyk, and R. Kaur. 2005. Diaspora and Hybridity. 1st ed.
SAGE Publications Ltd.

Kapuria, R. 2017. “Music and Its Many Memories: Complicating 1947
for the Punjab.” In Partition and the Practice of Memory, 17-42. Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64516-2_2.

Lohmeier, C., and C. Pentzold. 2014. “Making Mediated Memory
Work: Cuban-Americans, Miami Media and the Doings of Diaspora
Memories.” Media, Culture and Society 36, no. 6: 776-789. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0163443713518574.

Lunn, D. 2018. “Across the Divide: Looking for the Common Ground
of Hindustani.” Modern Asian Studies 52, no. 6: 2056-2079. https://doi.
0rg/10.1017/S0026749X1600069X.

McGrath, L., S. Mullarkey, and P. Reavey. 2020. “Building Visual
Worlds: Using Maps in Qualitative Psychological Research on Affect
and Emotion.” Qualitative Research in Psychology 17, no. 1: 75-97.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2019.1577517.

Murrani, S., H. Lloyd, and I. C. Popovici. 2023. “Mapping Home,
Memory and Spatial Recovery in Forced Displacement.” Social &
Cultural Geography 24, no. 8: 1305-1323. https://doi.org/10.1080/14649
365.2022.2055777.

Oslender, U. 2021. “Decolonizing Cartography and Ontological Conflict:
Counter-Mapping in Colombia and “Cartographies Otherwise”.”
Political Geography 89: 102444. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2021.

102444.

Pandey, G. 1999. “Can a Muslim Be an Indian?” Comparative Studies
in Society and History 41, no. 4: 608-629. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010
417599003072.

Perkins, C. 2009. “Performative and Embodied Mapping.” In
International Encyclopedia of Human Geography, vol. 8, 126-132.
Elsevier.

Pithouse-Morgan, K., M. Khau, L. Masinga, and C. van de Ruit. 2012.
“Letters to Those Who Dare Feel: Using Reflective Letter-Writing
to Explore the Emotionality of Research.” International Journal of
Qualitative Methods 11, no. 1: 40-56. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094
0691201100104.

Pradhan, S. 2020. “Subject and Citizen: The ‘Sikkim Subject’ in Indian
Democracy.” Asian Ethnicity 22, no. 2: 290-309. https://doi.org/10.1080/
14631369.2020.1771171.

Quayson, A. 2013. “Postcolonialism and the Diasporic Imaginary.” In
A Companion to Diaspora and Transnationalism, 139-160. Blackwell
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118320792.ch8.

Rai, A. 2001. Hindu Nationalism. Orient Longman Private Limited.

Reed-Danahay, D. 2017. “Bourdieu and Critical Autoethnography:
Implications for Research, Writing, and Teaching.” International
Journal of Multicultural Education 19, no. 1: 144-154. https://doi.org/
10.18251/ijme.v19i1.1368.

Scott, D. 2017. Stuart Hall's Voice: Intimations of an Ethics of Receptive
Generosity. Duke University Press.

Singh, I., and K. Lu. 2025. “Bearing Witness to the Historical Record:
A Psychosocial/Psychodynamic Method for Working With Archival
Materials.” In Archives and Emotions: International Dialogues Across
Past, Present, and Future, 1st ed., 221-242. Bloomsbury Academic.

Stoler, A. 2008. Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and
Colonial Common Sense. Princeton University Press. https://doi.org/10.
1515/9781400835478.

Volkan, V. 1997. Bloodlines: From Ethnic Pride to Ethnic Terrorism.
Westview Press.

Worthen, H., and C. Weatherall. 2024. “Watery Archives: Reflections
on Doing Participatory Archival Research for Climate Action and
Audience Engagement.” Area 57: €12985. https://doi.org/10.1111/area.
12985.

Zamindar, V. F. Y. 2007. The Long Partition and the Making of Modern
South Asia: Refugees, Boundaries, Histories. Columbia University Press.

Zavala Guillen, A. L. 2023. “Feeling/Thinking the Archive: Participatory
Mapping Marronage.” Area 55, no. 3: 416-425. https://doi.org/10.1111/
area.12869.

8 of 8

Area, 2026

85UB01 7 SUOWWOD BAITRID 8|t (dde 8y} A peuseno aJe Ssjpie YO 8sn Jose|nl 1o} Ariq1T8UlUQ A8]1M UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SWLIBIALIOD" A3 1M AlRIq Ul |UO//SdNy) SUORIPUOD Pue sWwie 1 8y} 89S *[9202/20/50] Uo Ariqiauliuo A8|im ‘AiseAlun punig Aq 8600, 88e/TTTT 0T/10p/w0d As | Areiqul|uo Ba-sby/sdny woy pepeojumoq ‘0 ‘29, vS. 7T


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-64516-2_2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443713518574
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443713518574
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X1600069X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X1600069X
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2019.1577517
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2022.2055777
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2022.2055777
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2021.102444
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2021.102444
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417599003072
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417599003072
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940691201100104
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940691201100104
https://doi.org/10.1080/14631369.2020.1771171
https://doi.org/10.1080/14631369.2020.1771171
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118320792.ch8
https://doi.org/10.18251/ijme.v19i1.1368
https://doi.org/10.18251/ijme.v19i1.1368
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400835478
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400835478
https://doi.org/10.1111/area.12985
https://doi.org/10.1111/area.12985
https://doi.org/10.1111/area.12869
https://doi.org/10.1111/area.12869

	Maps and Diaspora: Affect, Agency and Epistolary Praxis
	ABSTRACT
	1   |   ‘Map Room Conversations’: Preparation, Interaction and Reflection
	1.1   |   ‘What Came Up for Us?’
	1.2   |   The Search: Tracing Genealogy Through Memory Work
	1.3   |   The Response: Embodiment and Affect
	1.4   |   The Reimagining: Diasporic Agency and Cartographies Otherwise

	2   |   Conclusion
	Funding
	Data Availability Statement
	References
	Short Abstract


