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Arguments presented here grew from the deep
input of refugees and aid workers | met in camps
in Kenya and Ethiopia, and elsewhere. | am
thinking carefully on ways of writing with them.!
EEEEEEEEEEThe analytic of migration offers a platform
to pose two arguments. The first is that the
dynamic of a situated and re-situated

perspective is foundational to feminist histories
of architecture. The second is that it performs
the indispensable work of destabilizing
historiographical presumptions of and desires

for fixity at the heart of the architectural
discipline.? In following these arguments, this
essay bolsters a growing body of feminist
historiographical initiatives, which aim to
redistribute power and co-produce solidarity
through collaborative and intersectional

practices that reassess objects and methods
that have long constricted the labor of
architectural history within the humanities and
broader academy.3

EEEEEEEEEEFeminist architectural histories of migration
and mobility may be isolated into two
conceptually distinct, but related streams.4 One
focuses on the vernacular, the folkloric, the
everyday, and the anonymous, by transnationally
mobile, cosmopolitan, modernist figures who
have practiced across nations and continents,
empire and postcolonial space, and borders of
race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, and ideology.
Margarete Schitte-LihotskyOs kindergartens,
Sybil Moholy-NagyOs grain silo, Lina Bo BardiOs
Bahia, Minnette De SilvaOs artisan, Denise Scott-
BrownOs Las Vegas, and Hannah SchreckenbachOs
mud architecture each stemmed from the view of
a stranger, and turned a lens on culture: positing
architecture not as exceptional, but as entangled
with many other forms of cultural production.
Another finds empowering links between

mobility and architectural forms and practices in
narratives of and by migrants whose designs,
built forms, and constructed environments have
not been understood as authored, or in
anonymous objects, illegible within the
frameworks of modern architectural history. The
authority embodied by mobilities B in works such
as camps built by refugees, exhibitions curated
by exiled artists, or urban spaces seized by
protestors, to name a few examples b poses a
challenge to the purported stabilities of the
architectural discipline. Such works have
enacted forms of power predicated upon
migration and mobility (or their mirrors,

restriction and confinement), creating or
unsettling architectural discursivity. Historically,
they may have lacked signature, but not
significance.>



Shamso Abdullahi Farah inside shop, Ifo Camp, Dadaab, Kenya, 2011.
Photo: Anooradha lyer Siddigi.

A feminist architectural history of

migration
An episode from the recent past illustrates this
second category of histories. In it, an emergency
intervention ushered in the social transformation
of a woman and a humanitarian organization.
These, in turn, marked a crucial yet awkward
shift for the surrounding institutional and built
environments.® Between 2007 and 2011, Shamso
Abdullahi Farah, a registered refugee from Bula
Hawo, Somalia, performed work integral to a
shelter initiative in a forced migration and
emergency setting in Kenya.” This work
destabilized an understanding of the OarchitectO
as a figure legitimated exclusively by the state
rather than the standing constructed
environment, and of OarchitectureO as a form of
material and cultural production charged with
representing a distant authority, rather than
enacting a local one. FarahOs narration of events
and experiences of becoming a technical expert
and social organizer recall the emergence of the
Oorganic intellectual® Antonio Gramsci wrote
about in prison.8 Her subjecthood and
subjectivity together offer ways to think about
modernity and the architecturally modern:
whether these are indeed inalienable from the
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nation-state, and precisely how they are linked
to forms of seeing. Historiographically, the
episode suggests that studying a migratory and
emergency environment B with attendant
interruptions of spatiality, temporality, and
historicity B works against essentializing
definitions of normativity and precariousness,
and instead gestures toward other stabilities,
enabling re-narrations that depend upon new
architectural referents, and new narrators.
EEEEEEEEEEVarious theories may help to think through
the elements of this dynamic. Rosi BraidottiOs
nomadic theory works to undermine stabilities
putatively produced by the colonial nation-state,
and suggests subject formation through
embodied multiplicities and the positionality of
migration.® More tangibly, Hilde Heynen reminds
us of the Onomadic identitiesO for which Chantal
Mouffe advocates, which operate under the
condition Othat, since any identity is always
relational and defined in terms of difference, it
can hardly be fixed in some positive essence;
every identity is irremediably destabilized by its
exterior and therefore subject to a process of
permanent hybridization and nomadization.010
The stakes of this, Heynen argues, are the stakes
of modern architecture itself: interiors that offer
the greatest possible flexibility. Farah perhaps
encountered this provocation in the putatively ad
hoc building category of shelter. If FarahOs
position reads as that of a development subject
simply making do with development aid, Saba
Mahmood further reminds us that there are
many ways to read embodied practices: her
study of veiling demonstrated that its
reinscription of religious norms did not
necessarily deny it as an act of agency, as
liberal-secular epistemological frameworks
would suggest.1! Neither should agency (and the
forms of resistance it would mirror) constitute a
desired end, as some deracinated discourses on
humanity fundamental to humanitarian thought
and action demand.12 FarahOs embodied practice
of designing and building and the
epistemological frameworks it summons further
confound when interpreted within the long
history of Somali pastoralistsO relation to colonial
territoriality, which produced the borderland
geography and restrictive refugee camps within
which she stands.13 Thinking with Felicity Scott
that Oarchitecture is one of the most effective
sites through which to enact political claims,0
the following vignette pursues this embodied
practice: of architecture, its labor, and the forms
of authority it potentially produced.14



Aerial image of Ifo Camp, Dadaab, Kenya, 2009. Photo: UNHCR.

EEEEEEEEEEShamso Abdullahi Farah arrived to Kenya
with her extended family twelve years after the
establishment of Ifo camp, the first of several
humanitarian settlements near the village of
Dadaab. The government of Kenya and the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) established the settlements to respond
to the civil war, drought, and famine that had
displaced an estimated 1.7 million people in
Somalia in 1991. The borderland they inhabit
represents the afterlife of a colonial frontier: a
contested territory within the state of Kenya
inhabited primarily by people who self-identify

as pastoralists and/or politically or ethnically as
Somali. This region does not exhibit signs of
development, such as paved highways, but it sits
atop a large aquifer that has supported the
prolonged existence of settlements intended to

be temporary. The Dadaab refugee and migrant
population of one half million is the third largest
grouping in Kenya after Nairobi and Mombasa.
The site is the largest ever administered by the
UNHCR. The state of Kenya confines refugees to
the camps and denies them the right to work. w
EEEEEEEEEEDespite the density of settlement that carg
be seen in the plan view of Ifo camp, it consisted
of an additive architecture: namely, the tuqul, or
agal, mobile dome dwellings common to East
Africa. Tuquls were built by bending green acacia
wood into arches, tying these members together
to form a hemispheric structure, and reinforcing
and cladding the frame with harar mats
handwoven from drying grass. In the camps,
repurposed textiles were used. Whether within or
outside a camp context, this fabrication process
was labor-intensive and bound up with gender
identity. In some communities, girls learned to
build the tuqul as part of coming-of-age rituals

Anooradha lyer Siddigi
Writing With: Togethering, Difference, and Feminist Architectural Histories of Migration

e-flux Architectu

05.08.20/09:51:32 EDT

and ceremonies, which involved a period of self-
sequestering and sharing of oral history, poetry,
and expertise among women. This is to say, for
some of my interviewees, OhomemakingO
included the labor and tasks associated with
domesticity as well as design and construction
of the dwelling.1®> The work of architecture lay in
an enactment of the gendered social field
inasmuch as in symbolism, representation, and
ritual space.

EEEEEEEEEEWithin FarahOs first three years in Ifo, the

milieu of acute emergency was such that shelter
aid assumed paramount importance, equal to
food and water distribution. As one long-term
resident explained to me, refugees in Ifo sorely
mistrusted the motives and competence of
shelter aid programs.16 CARE, the organization
that had been managing the Dadaab camps
almost since their establishment, had
constructed shelters that proved deadly, with
roofs blowing off in heavy winds. The UNHCR
initiated a program of shelter research and
prototype development at its Geneva
headquarters to respond to such problems
globally, and contracted the Norwegian Refugee
Council (NRC) to apply its expertise in shelter
aid.1” The state-supported organization had
integrated into its staff a variety of specialists in
the spatialization of humanitarian operations.
From 2006, when it started work in Kenya, the
NRC employed several project managers trained
in architecture or construction, many holding
degrees from European architecture schools. In
the Dadaab settlements, it built 3,000 shelters in
2007, and 3,500 in 2009, both considered high
volumes of production for shelter aid.18

EEEEEEEEEEThe NRC entered into a world of competing

concerns when it started work in Ifo. The
organizationOs bias toward architectural
expertise resulted in approaches to shelter that
valued the disciplineOs concerns: attention to
design details, the craft of building, and a
rational process of construction. In a context in
which the dwelling unit held high value for the
user and high cost for the aid provider, the
organization circumvented the rationale of the
global market through the largesse of the
Norwegian government. It produced a strange,
carefully detailed and well-made object, which
inserted latent representations of the state of
Norway into I1foOs aesthetic, political,
socioeconomic, and ideological fabric, which was
at once part of Kenyan territory, Somali and other
pastoralist cultures, international political

space, and the social world of refugees and the
stateless.



