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What does a refugee camp teach us

about making a commons?






Let us think with the multigenerational refugee camps near the town of Dadaab,
Kenya. Established in 1991 in lands crossing present-day Kenya, Somalia, and
Ethiopia, the Dadaab refugee camp complex has been one of the UNHCR’s
largest and longest running establishments, currently engaged in a proposed
process of integration into the Kenyan state. Kenya’s third largest grouping of
people, after Nairobi and Mombasa, the Dadaab settlements have systematized
architectural and planning practices carried out since, in international responses to

crises elsewhere in the world.

Yet, looking closely at Dadaab, we find African ways of knowing. These are
expressed in generations of migratory building and craft practices. Ancient
understandings of the landscape and ecology. Historical particularities and a
politics in oceanic, riverine, mountain, desert, plains, and urban relations. Song and
oral traditions of sharing. Socialities and ways of living on land that supersede the
proprietary. We acknowledge the elders and communities in Dadaab, whose lives

and work hold meaning for us all.



Acknowledging the ecologies and aesthetics of a camp settlement and the land it
occupies, the partitions and borders it reifies, the domesticities insurgent in the act
of sheltering in emergency, and the sedentarizations embedded in interregional
and international migration is part of our artistic and architectural embrace of
Dadaab. We move beyond reductive understandings of refugee camps, and turn to
ways of life and habitation undertaken by people in extraordinary conditions. Our
works reflect the architectures and ecologies of Dadaab, which open onto
knowledges common to us all. In this, we hope to find ways of living together,

and building an intellectual commons.

Anooradha Iyer Siddigi
The GoDown Arts Centre, March 2025

Dadaab Commons includes the works and insights of AbdulFatah Adam, Cave Bureau, Deqa Abshir,
Elsa MH Miki, James Muriuki, Peterson Kamwathi, Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, and Anooradha
Iyer Siddiqi, with contributions from Awjama Cultural Centre in Nairobi, Thirupurasundari Sevvel
and Devika Prabhakaran of Nam Veedu Nam Oor Nam Kadhai in Chennai, Anjali Grant in
Seattle, and Lauren Hardy in New York. Dadaab Commons is organized by the GoDown Arts
Centre and partner and guest curator Anooradha Iyer Siddiqi. Organic materials from the

exhibition will be donated to the local community for cooking fuel and building material.



Access is core to the character of the commons: common access, a sense of
communal ownership, a sense of sharing. A commons includes this form of

protection. There is a permanency in that.

Dadaab was never established with permanence in mind. In Dadaab, there is an

identity based in a place of impermanence.

Peterson Kamwathi’s Unt#itled imagines a doorway as a form of access, offering
possibilities of inclusion. Acknowledging that a doorway is also a potential barrier,
this portal is porous, the door leaf spanned by a membrane of suspended elements.
They recall the beads that hang from door frames across Kenya and other parts of
the world, which invite us to part them with our hands and move through the

door.

The suspended galvanized steel elements are modeled on photographic
documentation of people within the Dadaab camps and the refugee processing
points outside. Kamwathi fashioned the pieces from ink sketches drawn from
photographs, relying on the rigidity, yet malleability, of steel to build a membrane.
Citing figures from Dadaab, Un#itled remarks on access, inviting us to walk through

a dootr.





















The Somali waab — an architecture for dwelling that persists beyond cultural ritual
— offers an allegory for Dadaab, a place that is simultaneously liminal and
permanent, a site of displaced identity and the rebuilding of a new identity: a

community whose interiority is at odds with its exteriority.

The handmade hereditary craft papermaking processes Deqa Abshir used for The
Intimate Fabric of Identity are representative of the breaking down and re-
forming of identity. Through the exploration of the structural interior of a waab
and the experience of light and privacy it provides to a space, Abshir explores the
interiority redefining individual identity, while exploring how this contributes to a
collective identity, within Dadaab, and in an imagination of Dadaab. The
overlapping processes of self-identifying and shaping collective identity are

intertwined with the creation of a commons.















Origins. Some historians claim Somalis are descendants of the pharaobs.
Geologists have also claimed the oil deposits in Somalia are greater than
those in any other country in the region, even on the Arabian Peninsula.
The existence of Dadaab conld be attributed to this gift, or curse.




What is the expression of the modern nomad? What is an architecture of
pastoralism in the present day? In Origins / Soomaaliweyn, AbdulFatah Adam
examines origins in the boundaries and unboundedness of Soomaaliweyn, the
Greater Somalia that formed a precolonial political imagination in the region, long
before camps in the Kenyan Northeast reinforced the confinements and

sedentarizations imposed upon the imaginaries and realities of pastoral life.



















From the walls of caves to the pages of passports, each hand belongs to a unique
individual. Yet, hands mark our shared condition; they create a gesture of
collective action. Like in the common action of ants, the strength of the gesture of
the collective is in putting an organism together. Individuals become a collective,
and that collective emerges as a figure. If we think in geological time, it is those
collective figures that stand out. Yet they are made from the marks of unique

individuals.

This sculpture, Untitled, is made from hand prints gathered by James Muriuki
from dozens of people in Nairobi and across the world. From a photograph to a
traced silhouette to a stenciled cutout to a metal sculptural form, these layers build
upon real gestures that bring together real people. The hands are laser cut from
stainless steel, a material that, for its resistance to corrosion, has become
synonymous with the kitchen and the hearth and home it recalls. These hands are
joined by visible welds. The joints are left as raw as possible, recording the

connection between real people— if blemished, then also humane.
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Jitterbng wonders how image-making at extreme distances affects human
understandings of place and control. This project loosely combines data on the
Dadaab Refugee Camps from United Nations development plans, hand-drawn
ground surveys, aerial photography, and satellite imagery.

The first iteration of this work was a drawing that studied a 2003 failure of
Landsat 7’s Scan Line Corrector that created gaps in the resulting imagery, which
conveyed more about the sensor’s machinery and movement — its way of
capturing the world — than it did about the world itself. Elsa MH Miki uses a
technical failure to understand how failure itself reveals a generative method of
working: how interfaces of mechanical, computational, and technical “glitches”

consolidate into smooth forms that appear intentional and intact.

Jitterbug expands the scale of consideration to capture the growth and evolution of
the camp complex around Dadaab over its three-decade history and the imperfect
technologies that have snapped up data to represent — to compose — Dadaab, as a
place, from extremely far away. Jitterbug questions how we know Dadaab, how we
know or remember any place through pictures, and how we get to know one
another through — and in spite of — the spectacular, almost invisible array of

surveillance technologies that now observe our lives.















At the top of Cave Bureau’s Mer# is a steel disc, laser cut with the profile of plans
of settlements in the Dadaab complex. The worked steel mimics the worked
ground, deliberately worked land, ground that has been settled upon, the crust of
the earth. Shaped on an urban scale, the constellation of settlement points define

the entire region.

Beneath that, sisal hemp ropes hang to form an inhabitable structure, tapping into
the ground below the camps, toward a Jurassic water catchment infrastructure: the
Merti aquifer. The sisal structure represents the stasis between earth and aquifer, a

habitable realm.

A new ground is set below by eco-briquettes, on which we can stand and look
above through an archaeological topography to the steel cloud above, light seeping
through its cracks into this imagined underground habitation.

Inhabiting this spatial realm connects us to an underground, a kind of
undercommons, bringing a geo-consciousness into the field of view, so that we
understand what development and urbanism mean, the unique urban

manifestation of Dadaab.
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Postcard station with audio recording of Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor reading excerpts from Dust



Guide to theWorks

Cover. Anjali Grant, Untitled.

Anjali Grant, Untitled.

Anjali Grant, Untitled.

Peterson Kamwathi, Untitled, sketches.
Peterson Kamwathi, Untitled, fabrication.

Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.
Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.
Deqa Abshir, In-progress stitching.

Deqa Abshir, The Intimate Fabric of Identity.

10 Deqa Abshir, The Intimate Fabric of dentity.

11 Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.
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12 Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.
13 AbdulFatah Adam, Origins.
14 AbdulFatah Adam, Partitions.

15 AbdulFatah Adam, Origins / Soomaaliweyn, sketch.
16 AbdulFatah Adam, Origins / Soomaaliweyn, fabrication.

17 Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.
18 Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.
19 James Muriuki, Untitled, detail.

20 James Muriuki, Untitled, CNC interface.

21 James Muriuki, Untitled, fabrication.

22 Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.
23 Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.
24 Elsa MH Miki, [itterbug, detail.

24 Elsa MH Miki, Jitterbug, detail.

Peterson Kamwathi, Untitled, assembly in studio.

25 Elsa MH Miki, Jitterbug, installation in progress.

26 Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.

27 Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, page from Dust.

28 Cave Bureau, Untitled, detail.

29 Cave Bureau, Merti aquifer study.

30 Cave Bureau, Untitled and Dadaab camps study.

31 Protest Library with Deqa Abshir, Fragmented 1.

32 Postcard station and audio recording of Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor reading from Dust.
33 Anjali Grant, Ro//.
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A lesson 1 take from Dadaab is to trust the many connections that persist in spite of partitions.
Because of that, this work is dedicated to the elders and communities who have lived in Dadaab
and in refugee camps around the world, who demonstrate the fine grain of how we may live

together, owing each other debts, and together building common heritages, knowledges, and futures.
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