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If you are interested in critical theory but 
don’t know where to start, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are curious about ‘sticky associations’1 
and ‘sweaty concepts’2, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are constrained by unspoken assumptions, 
tastes, or judgments, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are looking for a feminist architectural table 
to gather around, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are concerned about asymmetrical power 
dynamics during critiques, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are questioning ethical, social, or political values 
of the architect or architecture, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are tired of only hearing about dead, white, 
male architects, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are feeling out of place or disoriented 
within academic circles, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are yearning to explore the oblique lines 
of your desires, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are sick of making architectural projects 
just to please others, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are often the one who speaks up and 
speaks out, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are willing to be the killjoy and call out 
inequitable practices, THIS IS FOR YOU.

If you are ready to collectively re-think, re-invent, 
and re-imagine architecture, THIS IS FOR YOU.

And, if you believe ‘the personal is theoretical’3, 
THIS IS DEFINITELY FOR YOU.

1 Ahmed 2004: 33. 3 Ahmed 2017: 10.2 Ahmed 2017: 13. 5 Ibid.4 Ahmed 2017: 7.

THIS FANZINE IS FOR YOU!
We are inspired by Sara Ahmed’s call to ‘bring 
feminist theory home.’4

We have done our ‘feminist homework’!5

We appreciate Routledge’s intention to introduce
theoretical ideas to architects, BUT

We think the ratio of male/female ‘thinkers’ is 
bogus and embarrassing.

We are critical of academic publishing practices 
that don’t support open access, AND

We believe in breaking academic writing norms 
that exclude and oppress.

We provide an entrance and open a door to 
the critical theory of Sara Ahmed.

We connect her ideas to the specific situations 
of the architecture student.

We write from the heart in personal letters 
about fictional, but familiar scenarios.

We present key concepts and pose relevant 
architectural questions for you to consider.

We even include an Architectural Killjoy Survival Kit 
for when times get tough.

We orient you in more than one direction and ask: 
Who is Ahmed in Conversation With?

We make the fanzine available for download, with 
instructions on how to assemble your own.

And we invite you to gather around your own feminist 
tables and share with your architecture student friends.
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DEAR 
SARA

A series of
personal letters

connecting
Sara Ahmed’s

theoretical ideas 
to fictional 
but familiar 

situations of the
architecture 

student
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Collective Feelings (2004)

6 February 2019, Stockholm

Dear Sara,

We are three master’s architecture  students 
at the School of Architecture at the Royal 
Institute of Technology (KTH) in Stockholm. 
We have recently participated in a text 
seminar based on a selection of your 
writings, where we were responsible for 
preparing ‘Collective Feelings’ (2004) for 
the group discussion. Upon reading what you 
wrote about ‘aboutness’, we experienced a 
chilling sensation of déjà vu, as it brought 
one particular story from school to mind.
 A few years ago, the infl ux of migrants 
from within the EU to Sweden increased 
dramatically, while debate around the 
issue, both in media and society, was 
intense. At the start of the school 
semester (and at the peak of the debate), 
we were given an assignment for a two 
week introductory orientation course. Our 
task was to interview migrants, identify 
needs related to the precarious nature 
of their dwelling, and to respond to 
these needs architecturally. Thanks to a 
volunteer who had high credibility within 
a migrant community in the city outskirts, 
approximately 200 architecture students had 
the opportunity to visit the community’s 
secret temporary settlement. 
 Many of us approached this task with 
enthusiasm and felt that the outcome was, 
in many cases, realized quite successfully. 
Putting together a well thought-out project 
left us feeling empowered, like we had done 
something good for the less fortunate, and 

had every reason to be proud. But after 
reading your article, in hindsight, we 
can’t help but wonder if part of our pride 
had more to do with what you call ‘feeling 
fetishism’, where we were perhaps more 
focused on how doing something perceived as 
good, or even philanthropic, made us feel. 
Was it really about the outcome of the project, 
or more importantly, the people it addressed?
 As the two weeks came to an end, some 
of us couldn’t help but think that little 
of what really mattered in terms of the 
migrants’ situation had changed - they 
were still marginalized and excluded from 
the rest of society. What also troubled 
us, was that there had been no discussion 
going into the project about what we could 
off er our interview subjects, which in some 
instances led to groups promising things 
they couldn’t (and didn’t) deliver. It 
ended up, like many such projects, as a 
pure academic exercise.
 Looking back, these broken promises 
feel like a betrayal on our part, from our 
privileged position as architects and as 
representatives of the society the migrants 
are excluded from. Your concept ‘aboutness’ 
helped us to formulate our feelings about 
this experience. How it revealed the risks of 
this type of exercise and the depth of division 
between our two worlds, us- as temporary visitors 
with glorifi ed promises coming to ‘help’, and them- 
fi xed in the position as ‘the others’, objects 
of our aid.  

Kind regards,
Petter, Siri and Heléne
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Orientations (2006)

13 February 2019, Stockholm

Dear Sara,

Together with a group of my peers (master’s 
architecture students), I read your article 
‘Orientations’ (2006). You use the concept 
‘straightening device’ to describe how we 
are kept within certain lines by means of 
corrections and repetitions that follow a 
normalized canon of behaviours and ideas 
(Ahmed 2006: 562). It made me think of a 
situation in architecture school that a 
friend and I found ourselves in a couple 
of years ago.
 During a fi nal critique early in our 
education, we both faced rather harsh 
criticism from our respective critics. 
In our housing projects, we had chosen 
to focus on homes for ‘unconventional’ 
families and ‘nonconforming’ living 
constellations, albeit two very diff erent 
varieties. I was designing for a queer 
family consisting of four adults and 
two children, one of whom had special 
accessibility needs, and my friend for 
a collective housing situation with four 
adult platonic life-partners. The critics 
were swift to ‘correct’ us for imagining 
a program outside of a straight and/
or conventional housing type. I’m not 
sure whether they were unaware, or just 
would not admit to being constrained by 
normalized ideas in their critiques.
 I had spent most of my eff orts in 
constructing a fl exible plan for the 
complex family constellation I imagined 
as my clients. As a consequence of 
prioritizing the organization of these 

social relationships, the physical form had 
taken a secondary position. Now that I’ve 
progressed in my architectural education, 
I understand that both the material (form, 
construction) and the immaterial (idea, 
organization) in synthesis are important 
for the realization of an architectural 
project. However, at this early stage, I 
wasn’t quite there yet, but was nonetheless 
enthusiastic and engaged in the idea of 
challenging conventional housing norms. 
It felt like the criticism I received 
responded only to the material aspects of 
the project, while it ignored the potential 
in the immaterial ones, which was the part 
I had developed most.
 One critic said outright that form 
is what he could critique, and since there 
was very little form present, he couldn’t 
give any criticism at all. In that moment, 
knowing about your work would have been 
helpful for me, to be able to think about 
what that particular critic might be 
‘oriented’ towards architecturally, the 
‘inherited lines’ that might lie behind 
his position, and what assumptions a 
statement like that made, in terms of the 
relationship between architectural and 
social values. Then, it felt like a 
strong judgment toward my critically 
social ideas and a correction of my 
architectural values; now, it simply 
tells me that that particular critic was 
perhaps unable (or unwilling) to talk about 
architecture as anything other than built 
forms and the representation of them. From 
his architectural orientation, it wasn’t 
the ‘right’ way to do architecture.
 In a similar manner, the critics 
rejected the idea of the family 
constellation my friend proposed altogether, 
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ignoring the initial premise of the 
project. Instead, they read and criticized 
the housing project from a normative 
position (e.g. the nuclear family) and 
deemed it unsatisfactory for this normative 
way of life. All of the specifi c spatial 
solutions that grew out of thinking about 
a collective of four adults sharing one 
space were met with: “But no one would want 
to live like that.” In both of these cases, 
our concepts were dismissed as arbitrary 
or contrived, when evaluated in relation 
to design criteria defi ned by the needs of 
a normative home, while more conventional 
projects did not receive this type of 
criticism.
 I am inspired by what you write 
about a queer potential in “not following 
certain conventional scripts of family, 
inheritance, and child rearing, whereby 
‘not following’ involves disorientation” 
to open up new possibilities and forms of 
inhabition (Ahmed 2006: 569). I wonder what 
might happen if we begin to support those 
who deviate from the ‘straight lines’ of 
architectural intentions, methods, and 
conventions, toward a queer orientation? 
Could we design a world “that gives 
‘support’ to those whose lives and loves 
make them appear oblique, strange, and out 
of place” (Ahmed 2006: 570)?

Love,
Malin, Axel, Erik

Killing Joy (2010)

20 February 2019, Stockholm

Dear Sara,

We are two master’s architecture students, 
one from Sweden and one from France, who 
recently discovered your article ‘Killing 
Joy’ (2010) and were deeply touched by your 
words. 
 An old friend came to visit last 
week and asked us how architecture school 
was going. After reading your thoughts 
and ideas about happiness, we couldn’t 
help but wonder if our automatic response, 
‘everything is fi ne’, is just our way of 
using happiness as a defense. Who are we 
trying to protect with this cloak of fake 
happiness? The school? Ourselves?
 The truth is, we’re frustrated a 
lot of the time! In architecture school, 
students are expected to put in an extreme 
amount of labor (including evenings & 
weekends), there are vague assignments 
with unspoken rules and criteria for 
judgment, and the mood in the studio is 
stressful, while the ‘happy object’ of good 
architecture or becoming an architect is 
held out in front of us like a carrot! Are 
we weak, or feminist failures, for choosing 
to accept these unreasonable expectations 
and conditions, all in the name of embodying 
‘architectural discipline’? Or, for simply 
wanting to be part of the architectural 
community?
 As architecture students, we have a 
choice to be the ‘killjoy’ and say no to 
long hours and boot camp conditions, or to 
go along with everyone else and convince 
ourselves to continue believing in the 



16 17

‘promise of [architectural] happiness’, 
by putting in the hours and enduring a 
stressful work and study culture. It 
appears that we will end up killing 
someone’s joy, whatever we choose to do. 
How can we ever become happy architects, 
with this kind of pressure to accept a 
compulsory workaholic lifestyle that is 
cultivated in schools and then continues 
in the workplace?
 Your ideas about the political 
possibilities of the killjoy and the 
“solidarity in recognizing our alienation 
from happiness” also made us rethink an 
incident that happened during a lecture 
this semester (Ahmed 2010: 592). In 
reference to a slide, a (male) lecturer 
compared African huts to women’s breasts. 
A feminist killjoy student in our class 
asked if that reference was really 
necessary, since the huts could be compared 
to a number of other things with the same 
shape. Unfortunately, instead of being 
taken seriously, it felt like the entire 
class treated them like that annoying 
feminist who always has to question 
everything. Come to think of it, this 
student probably felt quite alienated. 
The warm fuzzy feeling we usually have in 
our class was destroyed, and there they 
were, all alone, standing up for what we 
all knew was right. But in everyone’s 
eyes, this ‘aff ect alien’s’ body became 
the ‘blockage point’ where the ‘smooth 
communication’ stopped and the happiness 
was disturbed (Ahmed 2010: 584). 
 After reading your article, we were 
ashamed that we didn’t speak up, as well. 
We now know that in order to stand up 
for justice, you sometimes have to be a 
killjoy, or unite as killjoys, and that 

happiness isn’t always necessary (or even 
desirable). We all have the right to be 
unhappy! 
 By the way, we couldn’t bear the 
burden of our friend’s happiness being 
conditional on our own happiness, so we 
ended up telling them the truth about life 
at the architecture school. They seemed 
disappointed. We knew they would be.

Thank you for your inspiring words.

Killjoy wishes,

Maja & Marie
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Willful Parts (2011)

27 February 2019, Stockholm

Dear Sara,

First, I’d like to tell you my willful story. 
During the fi rst semester of my master’s 
studies in architecture, I drew much of my 
inspiration from Zaha Hadid, one of the most 
prominent female architects in the world, as 
I was fascinated by the expressive forms and 
fl owing spaces in her architectural work. As 
I began my project, I read a lot about her 
approach to architectural design and how her 
persistence helped her to achieve a successful 
career. I tried to emulate her strong will in 
my own design and got plenty of harsh critique 
about my lack of mathematical knowledge and 
general aesthetic sense, to support the 
type of project I was proposing.
 I became defensive, as I felt like the 
critique had more to do with the fact that 
algorithmic design was not in line with the 
school’s architectural preferences, where 
there seemed to be an implicit agreement that 
valued forms of a more orthogonal character. 
In this particular studio, we were trained to 
make and value practical designs, while the 
forms of Hadid were considered ‘diff icult’ and 
unnecessarily complex. At the time, I didn’t 
even consider the possibility that it might 
also have something to do with this type of 
architecture being associated with a female 
architect.
 I held my ground, which caused some 
friction. In order to achieve these complex 
forms, the process of curve-creating demanded 
extra online research and help from friends, 
as well as additional time spent on drawings. 
(Time that my classmates spent on required 

scale models and construction details that I 
never got around to.) Still, I persisted. 
 When it came time for fi nal presentations, 
mine turned out better than I expected and 
was praised by the critics, so thankfully, 
it all worked out in the end. As a matter of 
fact, after the fi nal critique, my professor 
congratulated me and told me how proud he 
was of what I had achieved. This was the same 
professor who had discouraged me from working 
with these forms and had threatened to fail me 
throughout the course, if I could not deliver 
the entire range of required presentation 
material. I was shocked! 
 My professor claimed that he was 
purposefully hard on me, in order to help 
ignite the fi re of my own willfulness. 
In other words, the threats were ‘for my 
own good’, and all of my own ambitions of 
‘non-alignment’ and rebellious eff orts had 
in fact been willed by the authority of 
the professor, as a representative of the 
institution or ‘general will’. 
 After reading your article ‘Willful 
Parts’ (2011), I have been refl ecting on what 
I now regard as a manipulative pedagogical 
approach within my architecture school. It 
rests on an outdated educational philosophy 
that aims to achieve compliance of the will 
through the manipulation of one’s own free 
will, like the one you describe of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau in his fi ctional work Émile 
(Ahmed 2011: 237). Like Émile, I was the 
‘capricious’ child, who believed that I was 
exercising my own will, in working with 
challenging forms and breaking conventions 
in how the project was represented, only to 
fi nd out that I had misread the institutional 
will in the fi rst place. Or did I?
 Another interpretation might be 
that my instincts were right, and that my 
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professor practiced a harsher educational 
philosophy, akin to that of James Mill’s, 
where the alignment of will is achieved 
through “pain and the fear of pain”, as you 
describe in your analysis of the Grimm story 
‘The Willful Child’ (Ahmed 2011: 238). Only 
what if it backfi red? 
 What if my professor’s attempts to 
dissuade me from pursuing the type of design 
I was interested in, with constant threats 
of impending failure of the course, were 
genuine? I was scared about the possibility 
of not passing the course and of being 
forced to give up on my own desires and 
approach to design, just to succeed within 
the institution. What if the unexpected 
positive reactions to my project by the 
critics had an eff ect on my professor? What 
if he was Émile and had ended up aligning 
to the critics’ will, saying that it was 
his intention all along just to save face? 
 In either case, I do not regret my 
willfulness “to deviate from well-trodden 
paths, to wander, to err, to stray (…) 
to keep going the ‘wrong way’,” as it is 
what has made me who I am today (Ahmed 
2011: 249). By owning my architectural 
willfulness, and by “being willing to be 
judged as disagreeable”, I was able to 
create opportunities for myself (and others) 
in the kind of architectural education I 
want to have, where learning supports my 
interests and the direction of my desires 
(Ahmed 2011: 249).

Willfuly yours,
Calle, Sophia, Feng

Living a Feminist Life (2017)

6 March 2019, Stockholm

Dear Sara,

This semester, I attended a seminar course 
in critical theory, as part of my master’s 
degree in architecture at KTH in Stockholm. 
Each and every week, for fi ve weeks, we 
read and discussed a selected article, 
representative of fi ve of your nine books, 
in a group of 15 people. I was full of 
enthusiasm after the introduction! It 
seemed like the others were too, but when 
we met again after having read ‘Collective 
Feelings’ (2004), well, let’s just say the 
collective wasn’t feeling in the best of moods.
 Even though we are graduate students, 
in many architecture schools we tend 
to work primarily with visual material 
(drawings and models) rather than written 
material, so I don’t think most of us 
would call ourselves ‘scholars’, at least 
not in the traditional academic sense. 
Your description of Nirmal Puwar’s concept 
is fi tting here: “how some become ‘space 
invaders’ when they enter spaces that are 
not intended for them” (Ahmed 2017: 9). It 
felt like we were invading the space of 
critical theory by stumbling through your 
texts, not knowing what to do with them. 
Or perhaps critical theory was invading 
the architecture school, making us all 
uncomfortable. It was uncomfortable. It 
was unfamiliar territory and made us feel 
incompetent, but it also stirred up a 
bunch of feelings in terms of content.
 After reading the fi rst text, I 
felt clueless. I understood each word by 
itself, but couldn’t make sense of them 
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all together. Apart from it being clear 
that you were out to criticize something, 
I didn’t really get what you were after. 
Feeling quite stupid, I even thought about 
dropping out of the seminar group. But 
when we met for the discussion, it turned 
out that I wasn’t alone. While I blamed 
my own intellectual capabilities, other 
students blamed you! A few were quite 
angry! They said that your writing felt 
exclusionary, like you didn’t want everyone 
to understand. The academic language and 
assumptions of previous knowledge and 
references felt like an impenetrable wall, 
making it diff icult to reach the message 
you wanted to communicate.
 Our teacher played it cool and urged 
us to ‘work through the pain’. They compared 
reading critical theory to working-out at 
the gym, diff icult and sometimes painful at 
fi rst, but rewarding after a while (once we 
began to build up our ‘theory muscles’). 
We kept going, but it was like walking up a 
steep hill to meet someone you don’t like.
 The second seminar was similar to the 
fi rst. A few people seemed to understand the 
text, ‘Orientations’ (2006), and helped the 
teacher guide the rest of us ‘in the right 
direction’ to sort it all out. During the 
third seminar, where we discussed ‘Killing 
Joy’ (2010), I fi nally started to feel a 
little less out of place. I still didn’t 
contribute much during the discussions, but 
at least now I could nod understandingly, 
instead of just nodding. 
 The fourth seminar was a blast, 
because I fi nally dared to join in on the 
conversation! I was confi dent in debating 
with one of my classmates about a slightly 
diff erent interpretation of ‘Willful Parts’ 
(2011). During the fi fth and last seminar, 

we had a lively discussion on the introduction 
to Living a Feminist Life (2017) and we all 
loved you! A few of us had even gone out 
and bought our own personal copies of your 
book, to have it at home. Reading about your 
struggles and doubts within academia was a 
relief. It made us feel like we were not alone 
and helped us understand why we had such a 
hard time working through your earlier texts. 
By revealing a more personal and vulnerable 
side of yourself, you really brought us home 
in the end.
 Daring to be openhearted about our lack 
of prior knowledge in the fi eld of critical 
theory has been one of the key factors to 
the success of this seminar. Our method of 
digesting and internalizing your texts has 
been to bring them closer to home, to take 
the themes and concepts and connect them to 
architectural examples that we can relate to. 
I wish more academic texts would dare to do 
the same, to use relatable situations based 
on lived experience, rather than creating a 
distance through diff icult language, abstract 
defi nitions and overzealous referencing.
 It is hard to be frank about your own 
feelings. It is easier to be vague, evasive, 
and not to speak up. Thanks to your articles, 
we began to share testimonials about our 
experiences, shedding light on structures of 
oppression that exist in the contexts where 
we live, work, and study. In this seminar we 
have made theory personal, and for many of 
us, by doing so, we have breathed life into 
theory and brought theory to life.

With feminist aff ection,
Agnes, Leopold, Helena
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‘Feminist table’ 
to gather around
oblique ‘orientations’

Compendium: Our
‘Feminist Homework’

Feminist theory:
‘Space Invaders’
in school of
architecture

Cake: Part of ‘Feminist 
Killjoy Survival Kit’

Sink to wash off
‘Sweaty Concepts’

Organic-shaped space 
as ‘Disorientation Device’

Empty chairs
for ‘Willful
Characters’

Projection: 
references 
describing our 
‘Bodily Horizon’

Window placing 
architectural studies on display
in the ‘loop of the performative’

Door: ‘Straightening 
Device’ in curved wall

Microphones for the ‘Materialization 
and Intensifi cation’ of architectural 
associations

Stacked chairs reinforcing 
repetition and reproduction 
of ‘straight lines’

Screen for display 
of ‘Happy Objects’

Extension cord taking power 
from the ‘general will’ for the 
‘particular will’ HAVE 

YOU 
EVER?

CONNECTING KEY CONCEPTS 
WITH ARCHITECTURAL 

SITUATIONS

PLAN 01: SEMINAR ROOM 
A124, KTH
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Collective Feelings (2004)

Loop of the Performative
Ahmed writes about the loop of the performative as a kind of 
self-fulfi lling prophecy. When we read an object or other as the 
source of our emotion and in turn feel that emotion as a response 
to the encounter, we confi rm the ‘truth’ of the initial reading. In 
other words, the object or other seems like the cause of our emo-
tion - even though this reading is subjective and based on our own 
preconceived ideas and past histories. (Ahmed 2004: 32)

Sometimes our preconceived notions (architectural canon, styles, 
even expectations of critique situations) are so strong that they 
become self-fulfi lling. Have you ever experienced the loop of the 
performative in any situations in architecture school? 

Aboutness
Ahmed explains what she calls aboutness as a mode of empathiz-
ing with others less privileged than ourselves. She writes: “We 
feel sad about their suffering, an ‘aboutness’ that ensures that 
they remain the object of ‘our feeling’“ (Ahmed 2004: 35).

Have you ever experienced a moment in architecture school 
when your own feelings or commitment to a cause, project, or 
research subject have been more important than the actual cause 
or outcome of the project itself?

Materialization and Intensification 
Ahmed suggests that objects and others materialize as we en-
counter them. Our reading is based on our own affective re-
sponse, or on how we feel when we encounter these objects and 
others. That feeling is in turn an effect of our past experiences 
and preconceived ideas that exist within our own context. In this 
materialization of objects or others there is also a process of in-
tensifi cation. We have an affective response that becomes a con-
scious thought, emotion, or judgment about an encounter, such 
that we later come to associate or attribute that object or other as 
the source of our emotion. (Ahmed 2004: 27-30) 

Have you ever thought about how your reading of a building is in-
fl uenced by your previous knowledge of architecture? How would 
this reading differ from a reading by a non-architect? How does 
knowing who has designed the building affect your reading?

Feeling Fetishism
Ahmed uses the concept feeling fetishism to describe the trans-
formation that occurs when a privileged person is moved by the 
pain of someone less privileged. We don’t really feel with those 
who are in pain, but rather feel sad about their pain in a way that 
makes us feel inclined to help. In turn, we feel empowered for 
being so generous and kind, establishing an unequal relation of 
power, where our kindness is dependent on the fi xed position of 
the ‘other’ as the one with pain. (Ahmed 2004: 35-38) 

One example of an architectural situation where feeling fetishism 
can occur is when architects are invited to propose projects in 
more socially and economically vulnerable areas. Even if a proj-
ect misinterprets, overlooks, or ignores the needs and desires 
of people living in the area, the architect might still assume they 
have ‘done something good’ for people who are less privileged 
than themself. Have you ever been assigned an architectural 
design task that was situated in a socially and economically vul-
nerable area? Did it make you feel like a ‘good person’? How did 
you identify the needs and desires of people living in the area to 
inform your proposal? Did it give anything of substance back to 
those it was intended for or to those who participated?
 
Global Feelings
Ahmed talks about global feelings and how they create a sense 
of community, where the members of that community are not 
geographically located close to one another. The cosmopolitan 
person is a citizen of the world, rather than a citizen of a specifi c 
country or geographic region, who has given up their attachments 
to home and often has the privileges of capital and mobility, a 
‘global nomad’. This person may feel closer to someone on the 
other side of the world, who shares the same privileges and pro-
fession, than they do to their closest neighbor, who is attached 
to a specifi c place and does not or cannot move. Ahmed points 
out that this global feeling of “global nomads require[s] ‘others’ 
to stay put in order to be differentiated from the locals, and to be 
‘like each other’” (Ahmed 2004: 38).

The internet has made this global feeling even more common, 
helping people create groups and collectives spanning the whole 
world. Have you ever thought about who you feel closer to? The 
engineering students right next door on your own campus? Or 
the architecture students in a country far, far away? How do archi-
tectural blogs and social media accounts like ArchDaily, Architizer, 
and DeZeen reinforce this feeling?
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Surfacing
Ahmed introduces the concept surfacing to describe the process 
of creating a surface for both sensations and impressions, wheth-
er the skin of an individual body or the skin of a collective, where 
encounters and associations leave a trace. This process involves 
emotions formed in relation to ‘other’ bodies and ‘other’ collec-
tives. She writes, “the skin comes to be felt as a border through 
reading the impression of one surface upon another as a form of 
negation. Such impressions are traces on the skin surface of the 
presence of others, and they depend on the repetition of past 
associations” (Ahmed 2004: 33).

Have you ever considered which emotions have generated the 
surface of the collective body of architects or architectural stu-
dents? How do these collective bodies contribute to the surfacing 
of other collective bodies, i.e. non-architects or ‘ordinary’ people, 
in terms of taste, power, capital, artistic skill or knowledge. And 
what about the surfacing of buildings? How do previous encoun-
ters, histories, and associations of materials or facades affect a 
person’s experience of a building?

Orientations (2006)

Orientations
Ahmed explains that orientations are about starting points in how 
we approach, view and act within our world, society and life. “Ori-
entations are about how we begin, how we proceed from here” 
(Ahmed 2006: 545). She reminds us that orientations are not only 
about what direction we are facing, but also what is behind us, 
including our histories. “Some things are relegated to the back-
ground to sustain a certain direction” (Ahmed 2006: 547). Accord-
ing to Ahmed, these histories or previous experiences, as well 
as the background of the objects we face, affect our orientation.

Have you ever thought about how your history, or what is behind 
you, affects your orientation toward the fi eld of architecture? Or 
how you got to architecture school to begin with? In a school of 
architecture, students are often gathered in the same building. 
How does our bodily orientation toward shared spaces and ob-
jects affect how we become or act as architects? What architec-
tural concepts, values, and tastes are put in our reach?

Bodily Horizon
Ahmed writes: “The bodily horizon  shows the ‘line’ that bodies 
can reach toward, what is reachable, by also marking what they 
cannot reach” (Ahmed 2006: 552). Both physical and conceptual 
things are included in what is reachable (or not), such as tables, 
writing tools, other people, sexuality, higher education and so 
forth. We orient ourselves by moving towards or away from these 
things that are within our bodily horizon, which can “put some 
things and not others in our reach” (Ahmed 2006: 552). In turn, 
these limits act on us, in shaping and forming who we are and 
who we can become.

In a school of architecture, bodily horizons can be shaped by ar-
chitectural references, telling us what we can reach for and hope 
to achieve within the profession, who is included, and what tools, 
methods, and ideas are accessible. Have you ever felt that cer-
tain references, tools, ideas, or concepts contributed to expand-
ing (or limiting) your bodily horizon?

Disorientation
Ahmed describes how an encounter with an object, body, or situ-
ation that fails to line up with the ‘straight line’ can cause a ‘queer 
moment’ and the experience of disorientation (Ahmed 2006: 561-
66). When things no longer line up, we might feel uncertain, out 
of place, unable to move forward; however, Ahmed suggests that 
disorientation opens up for new possible directions that might 
have otherwise not been discovered. No longer on the ‘straight 
path’, we have the opportunity to reorient ourselves towards other 
lines. This can be a source of unease, but in it we might even fi nd 
delight.

Moments of disorientation might occur whenever something 
suffi ciently ‘other’ or differently aligned enters your horizon. Or, 
you, your method, or your proposal might act as a disorientation 
device, if it is not aligned with the orientation of the school, teach-
er, critic, or even architectural discipline. Have you ever experi-
enced disorientation in a critique, a group project, a lecture, or a 
seminar? Was there an attempt by teachers or fellow students to 
‘straighten’ or make things align again?

Straightening Devices
Ahmed describes how sexual orientation is kept in line through 
straightening devices, such as objects, orientations, assump-
tions, family lines (Ahmed 2006: 562). Ahmed suggests that we 
become ‘straight’ as an effect of constant repetition and repro-
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duction of these expectations and alignments. Our orientations, 
even spaces we inhabit, become straight through this perfor-
mative process (Ahmed 2006: 563). We inherit and reproduce 
patterns and behaviors that contribute to the formation of ‘the 
straight line’. It is important to note that ‘straight’, in this context, 
does not necessarily refer only to sexuality, but may also indicate 
other normative ideas or behaviors.

If society reproduces straightness in this way, by performing ex-
pected actions and perpetuating them generation after genera-
tion, have you ever thought about how schools of architecture 
might reproduce normative behaviors in architects? What types 
of projects are repeatedly referenced? What specifi c rites of pas-
sage are we expected to perform? What promises of our ‘inheri-
tance’ do we feel compelled to uphold?

Desire Lines
Ahmed uses the landscape architecture term desire lines – “un-
offi cial paths, those marks left on the ground that show everyday 
comings and goings, where people deviate from paths they are 
supposed to follow” (Ahmed 2006: 570), to defi ne a queer line in 
life that deviates from the straight one, to avoid the reproduction 
of a more normative path. It is the act of following one’s own de-
sires, rather than a path staked out by others’ expectations. A de-
sire line can therefore become a tool or guideline for others who 
choose to walk along another line, but need support in deviating 
from the straight path. 

Have you ever considered from where or from who our architec-
tural ‘straight lines’ are inherited? During the design process, do 
students form any internal lines of desire? What are some poten-
tial areas where we, as architecture students, could wander off 
the straight path? Unorthodox methods, unusual forms, uncon-
ventional programs, new presentation techniques or forums of 
discussion? What desire lines do we explore in the imaginary lives 
of the inhabitants of our projects?

Queer Phenomenology
Ahmed proposes a queer orientation towards phenomenology, 
which is the philosophical study that “emphasizes the impor-
tance of lived experience, the intentionality of consciousness, the 
signifi cance of nearness or what is ready to hand, and the role 
of repeated and habitual actions in shaping bodies and worlds” 
(Ahmed, 2006: 544). By queering phenomenology, Ahmed seeks 
to revise this philosophical approach to include criticality and re-
fl ection, by looking at what is behind, not only at what is in front, 

and by embracing moments of disorientation, while resisting re-
alignment. “A queer phenomenology would involve an orientation 
toward queer, a way to inhabit the world that gives ‘support’ to 
those whose lives and loves make them appear oblique, strange, 
and out of place” (Ahmed 2006: 570).

As architecture students, every studio project we do plays a part 
‘in shaping bodies and worlds’. Have you ever developed narra-
tives that properly attend to the wide variation of different orien-
tations, biographies and histories of those who might inhabit the 
spaces you propose, including the oblique ones? How has this 
been received by teachers, critics? At what point does disorien-
tation occur? What would resisting the impulse to straighten that 
moment look like?

Killing Joy (2010)

The Feminist Killjoy
Ahmed writes that the feminist killjoy is someone who “spoils 
the happiness of others” by calling out or refusing to take part 
in sexism, racism, or other forms of oppression (Ahmed 2010: 
581). The feminist killjoy refuses to look the other way and isn’t 
afraid to speak up for justice even if it comes at a cost, where 
jobs, promotions, social networks, or personal relationships may 
be jeopardized. “You cause unhappiness by revealing the causes 
of unhappiness. And you can become the cause of unhappiness 
you reveal” (Ahmed 2010: 591).

Acting as a feminist killjoy, Ahmed calls out sexism in one of her 
sources Happiness: A History by Darrin M. McMahon: “Just note 
how women appear or do not appear in McMahon’s intellectual 
history” (Ahmed 2010: 571). Have you ever noticed how women 
‘appear, or do not appear’, in the history of architecture? How 
about people of color? How do they appear or not appear in con-
temporary representations of architectural practice, lecture series, 
theoretical anthologies, or social media? How do they appear or 
not appear in architectural education? Have you ever been a fem-
inist killjoy during a critique situation? Have you ever witnessed 
someone else being a killjoy? What was the general reaction in 
the room? Was the killjoy supported or alienated?

Affect Aliens
Ahmed explains that in becoming feminist killjoys, the act of kill-
ing the atmosphere can turn us into strangers, what she calls af-
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fect aliens. By making things uncomfortable, and speaking up for 
what’s right, we become alienated from the group’s happiness 
and consensus. However, it can be liberating to gather and sup-
port one another in our alienation. “In sharing our alienation from 
happiness, we might also claim the freedom to be unhappy” 
(Ahmed 2010: 592). Ahmed points out that some bodies don’t 
need to do anything, in order to become affect aliens. Simply the 
presence of someone who doesn’t feel like ‘part of the group’, a 
feminist of color in a group of white feminists for instance, may 
cause tangible tension or a sense that the ’shared atmosphere’ 
or  ‘enjoyment and solidarity’ of the group is lost (Ahmed 2010: 
583). Like the killjoy, the act of revealing violence (sexism, rac-
ism, homophobia) within a group, can be understood as a form 
of violence itself toward that group’s happiness and consensus, 
shifting the focus to the act of revealing and hiding the original 
violence. “When the exposure of violence becomes the origin 
of violence, then the violence that is exposed is not revealed” 
(Ahmed 2010: 584).

Within the context of architectural studies, a power relation is 
established during critiques. Have you ever acted as an architec-
tural killjoy during a critique, exposing unhappiness and disturb-
ing the equilibrium of the shared architectural happiness of the 
group? Did it make you feel alienated from that group? Or have 
you ever felt like asking a ‘wrong’ question made you into an af-
fect alien in this situation? Was it perceived as a threat to the rep-
utation of the studio and/or the tutors? Or perhaps it questioned 
the integrity or position of the guest critics?

The Happy Housewife
Ahmed discusses feminist critiques of the fi gure of the happy 
housewife, a fantasy representation of women who are happy 
performing their ‘given’ duties as housewife according to social 
norms, to show how happiness is used to conceal the labor, or 
even unhappiness, of being an actual housewife (Ahmed 2010: 
572-73). She shows how this fi gure (and other happy fi gures- the 
happy family, the happy couple) can be controlling, functioning 
as a societal norm to live up to, as well as something to hide be-
hind in order to convince ourselves of our own happiness, even 
when it doesn’t feel that way. “Happiness translates its wish into 
a politics, a wishful politics, a politics that demands that others 
live according to a wish” (Ahmed 2010: 572). In other words, the 
idea of happiness may protect or conceal what is really going on 
underneath the ‘happy façade’, such as confl ict, labor, shame, or 
neglect.

Have you ever wondered whether the heavy workload and sac-
rifi ces in our personal lives that architecture students often make 
‘for the sake of architecture’ is encouraged by a normalized idea 
of the fi gure of the architect, where there is a sense of pride in 
the hardship that characterizes our fi eld? How would you charac-
terize a happy architect and could it be liberating to be an unhappy 
one? How is happiness used in the study culture of architecture 
school? How has the commercialization of happiness affected the 
jobs we do as architects? What are architecture students encour-
aged to be ‘happy’ toward or about? 

Happy Objects
Ahmed uses the term happy objects to describe “those objects 
that affect us in the best way” (Ahmed 2010: 574). She explains 
that our experience of something as positive or negative depends 
on whether or not we have an orientation toward that thing, as 
well as how it affects us when we encounter it. In other words, 
we may anticipate an object as a happy one (or not), before even 
encountering it. Likewise, this anticipation has an orienting effect 
on us, causing us to orient ourselves towards some objects (and 
the happiness they promise) and away from others. “The prom-
ise of happiness takes this form: if you do this or if you have that, 
then happiness is what follows” Ahmed 2010: 576).

Have you ever landed an internship in a renowned architecture 
fi rm and expected joy, even before starting the job? Have you 
ever felt compelled to be happy over an internship, because you 
were supposed to be, even though you didn’t feel that way on the 
job? If our teachers are oriented towards certain things as happy 
objects in architecture, and others as unhappy, have you ever 
considered how we are affected by what they present to us, as 
happy or unhappy objects? How are our tastes, judgments, and 
desires affected by the canon and/or famous names in our fi eld 
as happy objects throughout our education? If the teachers at a 
school are generally a homogeneous group who think and teach 
similar things, is it possible that their happiness becomes the stu-
dents’ happiness? How might it affect what we produce and how 
we orient our projects?

The Politics of Happiness
Ahmed proposes a politics of happiness to organize around the 
alienation of becoming a feminist killjoy, where “revolutionary 
forms of political consciousness involve heightening our aware-
ness of what there is to be unhappy about” (Ahmed 2010: 592). 
She writes: “We can recognize not only that we are not the cause 
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of the unhappiness that has been attributed to us but also the 
effects of being attributed as the cause. We can talk about being 
angry black women or feminist killjoys; we can claim those fi gures 
back; we can talk about those conversations we have had at din-
ner tables or in seminars or meetings; we can laugh in recognition 
of the familiarity of inhabiting that place. There is solidarity in rec-
ognizing our alienation from happiness, even if we do not inhabit 
the same place (and we do not)” (Ahmed 2010: 591-92).

Have you ever given or gotten support from other architecture 
students in a killjoy moment? How can we create places in archi-
tecture school to gather around our killjoy stories and to share our 
feelings of alienation? What is necessary to claim the fi gure of the 
feminist architectural killjoy back?

Conditional Happiness
“If my happiness is made conditional on your happiness, such 
that your happiness comes fi rst, then your happiness becomes a 
shared object” (Ahmed 2010: 578). Ahmed distinguishes between 
‘communities of feeling’ and ‘fellow-feeling’, terms borrowed 
from Max Scheler, to explain the dynamics of different forms of 
conditional happiness (Ahmed 2010: 578). Communities of feeling 
represent a shared feeling, because they share the same object 
that feeling is directed towards (e.g. A group of architects might 
feel sorrow over the sudden and early passing of Zaha Hadid, as 
she was one of the few prominent and powerful women archi-
tects. Hadid becomes the shared object of feeling). Fellow-feeling 
is when we feel the same feeling for someone who feels a certain 
way, even though we don’t share their object of feeling (e.g. I am 
sad that you feel sad over Zaha Hadid’s passing, even though I 
don’t have any idea who she is or what she has built. In this case, 
the sad person’s experience becomes a shared object).

Have you ever heard someone say, ‘Oh, you’re so lucky, I al-
ways wanted to become an architect’? And did you agree, even if 
you weren’t sure, so as not to disappoint them? Have you ever 
known anyone who was studying architecture in order to make 
their family happy? Have you ever changed the way you felt 
about your project or someone else’s project, because of the way 
a teacher or critic felt about the work?

Willful Parts (2011)

Willful Character
Ahmed defi nes the willful character as “the one who poses a 
problem for a community of characters, such that willfulness 
becomes that which must be resolved and even eliminated” 
(Ahmed 2011: 233). She offers a reading of “characterization as 
a technology of attribution” (Ahmed 2011: 233). In other words, 
willfulness is something we are charged with by others, as a re-
sult of standing in opposition to the will of the person or group in 
authority who is charging us as being willful or causing a problem. 
This charge directly affects the way our character is understood 
and may be used to manipulate our will, in order to align us with 
the will of authority. Ahmed points out that attributing willfulness 
to character can also be a way of gendering character, where the 
same behaviors in male characters that are understood as be-
ing strong or steadfast, are read in female characters as willful 
(Ahmed 2011: 247).

Have you (or anyone you know) ever been charged as a willful 
character by a teacher or critic? Have you ever refused to fol-
low a professor’s methodology, in order to do things your own 
way? Have you ever felt like the willful character when doing 
group work? Have you ever been told that you should follow the 
architectural ideals of the studio or school and postpone follow-
ing your own path until you become a practicing architect? Have 
you ever noticed authority fi gures treating your female peers as 
willful characters for exhibiting similar accepted (or even praised) 
behaviors of your male peers?

Willful Child
Ahmed uses the fi gure of the willful child, found in popular narra-
tives and fables, to explore how ‘moral danger’ can be located in 
this character (Ahmed 2011: 238). The willful child is the child with 
a strong will or a will of its own that challenges the will of paren-
tal, societal or even religious authority through acts of persistence 
and disobedience. Ahmed refers to the Grimm story ‘The Willful 
Child’ as an example of how discipline and punishment are used 
to break the will of the child ‘for its own good’, giving rise to the 
expression ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ (Ahmed 2011: 239). The 
willfulness of the ‘spoiled child’ is seen as a moral danger in its 
challenge to the ‘good will’ of these authority fi gures, making it 
necessary to correct or eliminate.
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Have you ever played the role of the architectural willful child, 
where you challenged the ideas or policies of your institution, at 
the risk of punishment or disciplinary action in some form? Have 
you ever felt like a willful child in the context of the architectural 
community or study culture, where you were expected to comply 
or lose your privileges? Have you ever been advised to align with 
certain architectural norms or tastes ‘for your own good’? Have 
you ever been threatened with failure as a motivation for devel-
oping a project in a different direction?

Particular Will and General Will
Ahmed uses the terms particular will and general will to describe 
the relationship between the will of an individual and the will of a 
community, as parts to a whole. In order for the whole community 
to function, it needs all of its parts to follow in line or stay in order. 
When one part, or particular will, causes ‘disorder and mischief’ 
within the whole, or general will, it is seen as willful and rebellious 
(Ahmed 2011: 243). “The rebel is the one who compromises the 
whole, that is, the body of which she is a part” (Ahmed 2011: 
244). Ahmed writes that the reproduction of the general will relies 
on the insistence of the repetition of willing in the right way, if the 
particular will wishes to remain a part of the whole. “The condi-
tions of will are thus the conditions of hospitality” (Ahmed 2011: 
244). In other words, if you are not “willing to will what has already 
been willed” you are no longer welcome (Ahmed 2011: 244).

Have you ever felt like your particular will as an architecture 
student has been in confl ict with the general will of your studio, 
school, or university? Has this ever threatened your membership 
or sense of being part of these groups? Have you ever experi-
enced a situation where you have been pressured (or pretended) 
to go along with the general will, even though it didn’t agree with 
your particular will? At what point does being part of the archi-
tectural community cease to be worth the cost of denying your 
individual will? What or who infl uences the general will of an ar-
chitectural culture and discipline?

Willfulness
Ahmed proposes willfulness as a feminist political tool and point 
of connection, in order to turn the charge back on itself by reclaim-
ing it. “To be willful can mean to be willing to announce your dis-
agreement, and to put yourself behind it. To be willful can mean 
being willing to be judged as disagreeable” (Ahmed 2011: 249). 
Ahmed takes the charge of willfulness from an authority fi gure 
and turns it into an act of criticality, by using it as an alternative 
way to be in the world, going against the usual order of things. “If 

we are charged with willfulness, then we can accept and mobilize 
this charge. (...) To stand up, to stand against the world, to create 
something that does not agree with what is given, requires will-
fulness” (Ahmed 2011: 250).

Have you ever thought of willfulness as a political design tool for 
thinking critically about a studio project? How might you use your 
willfulness and the willfulness of others to question the author-
ity of a general will, whether a school assignment, program, or 
an architectural canon? What are some examples of architectural 
willfulness you might gather or organize around?

Living a Feminist Life (2017)

Feminist Homework
Ahmed uses the term feminist homework to describe how living 
a feminist life is a self-assignment we take home. In calling it 
‘homework’, Ahmed emphasizes that feminism and feminist the-
ory should be brought home and practiced in all areas of our lives, 
not only in an academic context. She writes: “I am suggesting 
feminism is homework because we have much to work out from 
not being at home in the world” (Ahmed 2017: 7). Ahmed explains 
that this work is continuous and extends to all aspects of our life. 
“Feminism needs to be everywhere because feminism is not ev-
erywhere” (Ahmed 2017: 4). She poses the question: “Where is 
feminism?” (Ahmed 2017: 4).

Have you ever wondered if there is feminism in the architecture 
school? If so, where is it? For example, is it in your projects, in 
a course, in a teacher, in the lunchroom or in a policy? Who fi rst 
helped you fi nd it? In what ways do you take (architectural) femi-
nism home with you? What would feminist homework include in 
relation to architecture school? Might it mean actually going home, 
rather than working all night in the studio? Or, a feminist analysis 
of the architect’s work/life balance? Could reorganizing our archi-
tectural priorities help us to be more at home in the world?

Feminist Movement
Ahmed writes: ”Feminism as a collective movement is made out 
of how we are moved to become feminists in dialogue with oth-
ers” (Ahmed 2017: 5). A feminist movement is political, collective, 
and constantly changing to address the varying issues and injus-
tices that arise. It requires places to gather, as well as offering 
a space of belonging and solidarity to tell our feminist stories. 
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Ahmed borrows the words of Flavia Dzodan, “Feminism will be 
intersectional ‘or it will be bullshit’”, reminding us that different 
systems of oppression (gender, race, sexuality, class, etc.) inter-
sect (Ahmed 2017: 5). She stresses that any feminist claim to 
an understanding of power must take this as a starting point. 
Likewise, being part of a feminist movement does not mean that 
we can no longer oppress others. “There is no guarantee that in 
struggling for justice we ourselves will be just” (Ahmed 2017: 6).

Have you ever felt like you are part of a feminist movement (or 
other type of movement) in architecture school? How is the move-
ment organized? Where does the movement gather or meet? 
What does the movement want to address or change? Has the 
movement met opposition? How does the movement deal with 
hierarchies and power relations within the group? If you are not 
currently part of a movement, would you like to be part of one?

Postfeminist Fantasy
Ahmed describes a postfeminist fantasy as “a fantasy of equal-
ity: that women can now do it, even have it, or that they would 
have it if they just tried hard enough” (Ahmed 2017: 5). Citing 
bell hook’s defi nition of feminism, “the movement to end sex-
ism, sexual exploitation and sexual oppression”, Ahmed reminds 
us that feminist movements are still necessary because of “what 
has not ended” (Ahmed 2017: 5). She also points out that these 
areas always intersect with systems of oppression that stem 
from racism and capitalism. In other words, those that claim a 
postfeminist position are living in a fantasy, where they do not (or 
no longer) recognize the existence of sexism, racism or injustices 
of capitalism. The claim itself can be used as a tool of oppression 
to conceal the very real problems at hand and to diminish the 
need for feminism and the work that feminists do.

Have you ever noticed, or come up against, problematic pro-
cesses, structures and behaviors in the school of architecture that 
have not ended? Are they recognized as problematic? How do 
students, faculty, the administration, or the institution address 
them? Does anyone ever deny that they exist? 

Feminist Tendencies
Ahmed suggests that feminist practice involves acquiring what 
she calls feminist tendencies. These tendencies emerge out of a 
persistence and repetition of approaching the world from a fem-
inist position and “a willingness to keep going despite or even 
because of what we come up against” (Ahmed 2017: 6). Acquir-
ing feminist tendencies requires both individual and collective ef-

forts as well as constant work, as we are always in the process 
of forming and reforming feminist communities and re-evaluating 
our relationship to the world we live in. “A feminist movement is 
built from many moments of beginning again” (Ahmed 2017: 6).

Have you ever thought about architectural practice as a process 
of acquiring architectural tendencies? Or becoming an architect 
as a constant re-evaluation of our relationship to the world we 
build in? Ahmed talks of how approaching feminist practice as a 
continuous process might enable us to not take things for grant-
ed and to be more humble in our endeavors. Do you think it could 
have the same effect on architectural practice? Could tending to-
wards ideas outside of a traditional canon of architecture, such as 
sustainability or diversity, help re-imagine and re-evaluate what it 
means to practice architecture?

Feminist Citational Practices
Ahmed proposes a critical re-evaluation of the underlying power 
structures that determine what is considered theory and a broad-
er scope of what is included in how we make and do theory. Part 
of challenging these structures lies in how we cite other work as 
feminists. “A citational chain is created around theory: you be-
come a theorist by citing other theorists that cite other theorists” 
(Ahmed 2017: 8). In Living a Feminist Life, Ahmed preaches and 
practices a strict feminist citation policy, by not citing any ‘white 
men’, where ‘white men’ stands for an institution. Instead, she 
cites only “those who have contributed to the intellectual gene-
alogy of feminism and antiracism” (Ahmed 2017: 15). She writes: 
“Feminism is at stake in how we generate knowledge; in how we 
write, in who we cite. I think of feminism as a building project: if 
our texts are worlds, they need to be made out of feminist mate-
rials. Feminist theory is world making” (Ahmed 2017: 14).

Have you ever thought about what ‘materials’ your proposed 
worlds are made out of when you reference certain theorists, 
architects, or projects? Are some sources considered more valid 
than others? (e.g. an architectural canon might be valued more 
than personal accounts or experiences.) Have you ever consid-
ered which ideas, assumptions, and political views lay behind the 
references you use, and how they are being reproduced through 
your selection? Have you ever purposefully used unorthodox or 
explicitly feminist references? Ahmed discusses “how some ma-
terials are understood as theory and not others” in an academic 
context (Ahmed 2017: 8). What is understood as architecture and 
what is not? Who decides what is or is not architecture? On what 
criteria is this decision based?
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Space Invaders
Ahmed uses Nirmal Puwar’s concept space invaders to describe 
what happens when a person enters a space that is not meant for 
them (Ahmed 2017: 9). For example, within the academy, a per-
son of color might become a space invader when entering a pre-
dominantly white space for a department meeting, or someone 
with a working class background might become a space invader 
when entering the mostly middle class space of a seminar group, 
or a design student might become a space invader in a theoretical 
course, by bringing up issues or asking questions that seem out 
of place. Ahmed suggests that being a space invader can be used 
as a strength and resource to generate new knowledge. “We use 
our particulars to challenge the universal” (Ahmed 2017: 10).

Have you ever felt like a space invader during a situation in archi-
tecture school? Have you ever noticed when someone else has 
become one? When these situations occur, are there any ways to 
make space invaders feel less out of place? Have you ever con-
sidered how your particular (out of place) position might generate 
new discoveries that would have otherwise been missed?

Sweaty Concepts
Ahmed describes the connection between the work of thinking 
and doing, and the concepts that come out of this work as sweaty 
concepts, emphasizing the bodily experience of the effort and la-
bor to conceptualize a situation that is diffi cult. “More specifi cally, 
a sweaty concept is one that comes out of a description of a body 
that is not at home in the world. (...) A sweaty concept might 
come out of a bodily experience that is trying. The task is to stay 
with the diffi culty, to keep exploring and exposing this diffi culty” 
(Ahmed 2017: 13). Ahmed suggests that generating concepts is 
something we can do in everyday situations and out of practical 
experiences, rather than an activity reserved for academic schol-
ars from a distance. “Sweaty concepts are also generated by the 
practical experience of coming up against a world, or the practical 
experience of trying to transform a world” (Ahmed 2017: 13-14).

Have you ever made up a new concept or term to describe a 
diffi cult architectural situation or a diffi culty you had in your de-
sign process that might qualify as a sweaty concept? Do you feel 
comfortable using concepts as part of your design work or do you 
assume they are only for researchers? What sweaty concepts 
could you contribute to architecture through design that research-
ers might not ever imagine in their writing?

Feminist Killjoy Survival Kit
Ahmed talks about her feminist killjoy survival kit as a set of go-to 
tools and sources to help along the road of never-ending challeng-
es in living a feminist life. She mentions several ‘companions’, in 
reference to Donna Haraway’s (2003) work on companion spe-
cies, that have given her support in her work and life as a fem-
inist, including works of feminist philosophy, literature and fi lm 
(Ahmed 2017: 16). Ahmed suggests that the feminist killjoy sur-
vival kit functions as a reference library, a beacon, a companion, 
or a guide and encourages all of her feminist readers to assemble 
their own (Ahmed 2017: 16-17).

What would you put in your architectural killjoy survival kit?

Seminar Table, Room A124, KTH, Photo: Brady Burroughs
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“What moves [architects], what makes 
[architects] feel, is also that which holds 
[architects] in place, or gives [architects] a 
dwelling place.” (Ahmed 2004: 27) 

“In other words, what separates [archi-
tects] from others also connects [archi-
tects] to others.” (Ahmed 2004: 29)

“If emotions are shaped by contact with 
[architecture], rather than being caused by 
[architecture], then emotions are not sim-
ply ‘in’ the subject or the [architecture].” 
(Ahmed 2004: 31)

”One is not born, but becomes [an archi-
tect].” (Ahmed 2006: 553)

“Considering the politics of the straight 
[architectural] line helps us rethink the 
relationship between [architectural] inheri-
tance (...) and [architectural] reproduction.” 
(Ahmed 2006: 555)

”To make [architecture] queer is certain-
ly to disturb the order of things.” (Ahmed 
2006: 565)

“It is not up to [queer architects] to disori-
ent [straight architects], although of course 
disorientation might still happen, and we 
do ‘do’ this work.” (Ahmed 2006: 569)
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“[I]f we do not assume that [architectural] 
happiness is what is good - then we can 
read the link between female [architects’] 
imagination and unhappiness differently. 
We might explore how imagination is what 
allows women [architects] to be liberated 
from [architectural] happiness and the nar-
rowness of its horizons.” (Ahmed 2010: 585)

“There can be joy in killing [architectural] 
joy. And kill joy [architects] must, and [ar-
chitects] do.” (Ahmed 2010: 592)

“In sharing our alienation from happi-
ness, we might also claim the freedom 
to be unhappy. We might even claim a 
certain [architectural] wretchedness.” 
(Ahmed 2010: 592)

“To be [a willful architect] can mean to be 
willing to announce your disagreement, 
and to put yourself behind it. To be [a will-
ful architect] can mean being willing to be 
judged as disagreeable.” (Ahmed 2011: 249)

“The willful [architecture student] who 
does not will the reproduction of the [archi-
tectural institution], who wills waywardly, 
or who wills wrongly, plays a crucial part in 
the history of feminist [architectural] rebel-
lion.” (Ahmed 2011: 250)

“The very attribution of willfulness to [ar-
chitects] participates in the gendering of 
[architects].” (Ahmed 2011: 247)

”To live a feminist life [as an architect] is 
to make everything into something that is 
questionable. The question of how to live 
a feminist life [as an architect] is alive as a 
question as well as being a life question.” 
(Ahmed 2017: 2)

“To learn from being a feminist [archi-
tect] is to learn about the world.” (Ahmed 
2017: 7)

“Feminist [architectural] housework aims 
to transform the house, to rebuild the mas-
ter’s residence.” (Ahmed 2017: 7)

”[Architectural] feminism is at stake in how 
we generate knowledge; in how we write, 
in who [and what projects] we cite. I think 
of feminism [in architecture] as a build-
ing project: if our texts [and drawings] are 
worlds, they need to be made out of femi-
nist materials. Feminist [architectural] the-
ory is world making.” (Ahmed 2017: 14)

“[Architectural] feminism begins with a 
premise that is a promise: we do not have 
to live by other people’s [architectural] as-
signments.” (Ahmed 2017: 270)
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R E C I P E
Each week, the hosting group brought ‘fi ka’ to our seminars. Fika is a big 
part of Swedish culture and simply means to share a cup of coffee (or 
tea) and some cakes or buns with friends and colleagues. Here you fi nd 
the recipe for one of our favorites, a lemon poppy seed cake that Helena 
baked for the seminar on Living a Feminist Life (2017). We’re not certain 
where the original recipe came from, but it changed over time as it was 
emailed from friend to friend, until fi nally landing in Helena’s inbox in its 
current form. We have translated this version to English.

Lemon Poppy Seed Cake
Ingredients

Cake: Topping:
200 g butter (room temperature) 1 dl water
2,5 dl sugar 0,5 dl sugar
3 eggs 1 lemon (the juice!)
3,5 dl fl our
1/4 tsp salt
1 tsp baking powder
4 Tbsp blue poppy seeds
1 lemon (the zested peel!)
100 g ricotta
4 Tbsp cream

Instructions

1. Heat the oven to 175° C.
2. Butter the baking tin of your choice (a loaf pan or small 
 round cake pan). Coat it with poppy seeds or fl our. 
3. Whip the butter and sugar together until they are fl uffy.
4. Add the eggs one at a time, while mixing.
5. Add the dry ingredients (fl our, salt, baking powder & poppy 
 seeds). It’s best to mix them together fi rst, and then add 
 them to the egg mixture until thoroughly combined.
6. Stir in the lemon zest, ricotta and cream.
7. Pour the batter into the tin and bake for about 35-45 minutes.
8. In a saucepan, combine all of the ingredients for the sauce and  
 simmer until they shrink to about half the original volume.
9. Once the cake is done, pour the sauce over the cake and let 
 it rest before serving.

Photo: Brady Burroughs

A 
selection 

of key 
references 

from 
five seminar 

readings

WHO IS
AHMED IN

CONVER-
SATION

WITH?



48 49

1)Ahmed, S. (2004) ‘Collective Feelings - Or, the Im-
pressions Left by Others’, Theory Culture & Society 
21, no. 2: 25-42.

Descartes, R. (1985) The Philosophical Work of Descartes, trans. 
E. Haldane and G.R.T. Ross. Cambridge: University Press.

Durkheim, E. (1966) Rules of Sociological Method. New York: 
Free Press.

Butler, J. (1993) Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of 
‘Sex’. New York: Routledge.

Freud, S. (1964) ‘The Ego and the Id’, in Standard Edition of the 
Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Frued, vol. 19, trans. 
J. Strachey. London: The Hogarth Press.

Lorde, A. (1984) Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Free-
dom, CA: Crossing Press.

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1998) The Phenomenology of Perception, 
trans. C. Smith. London: Routledge.

Nussbaum, M. (1996) ‘Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism’, in M. 
Nussbaum (ed) For Love of Country: Debating the Limits of Patri-
otism. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

2)Ahmed, S. (2006) ‘ORIENTATIONS: Toward A 
Queer Phenomenology’, GLQ: A Journal Of Lesbian 
And Gay Studies 12, no. 4: 543-74.

Bourdieu, P. (1977) Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. R. Nice, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Butler, J.  (1997) ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitutions: 
An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’, in K. Conboy, 
N. Medina, and S. Stanbury (eds), Writing on the Body: Female 
Embodiment and Feminist Theory, New York: Columbia Universi-
ty Press, pp. 519-531.

Heidegger, M. (1999) Ontology – the Hermeneutics of Facticity, 
trans. J. van Buren, Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Husserl, E. (1989) Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and 
to a Phenomenological Philosophy, Second Book, trans. R. Rojce-
wicz and A. Schuwer, Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic.

Merleau-Ponty, M. (2002) The Phenomenology of Perception, 
trans. C. Smith, London: Routledge.

Rich, A. (1993) ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Exis-
tence’, in H. Abelove, M.A. Barale, and D.M. Halperin (eds), The 
Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, New York: Routledge.

3) Ahmed, S. (2010) ‘Killing Joy: Feminism and the 
History of Happiness’, Signs 35, no. 3: 571-94.

Aristotle (340 BC) 1998 Nicomachean ethics, W. Kaufman (ed), 
Mineola, NY: Dover.

Beauvoir, S. (1997) The Second Sex, trans. H.M. Parshley, Lon-
don: Vintage.

Kant, I. (1785) 2005 Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals. 
L. Denis (ed), trans. T. K. Abbott, Peterborough, ON: Broadview.

Locke, J. (1690) 1997 An essay Concerning Human Understand-
ing. London: Penguin.

Lorde, A. (1984a) Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Tru-
mansburg, NY: Crossing Press.
------------ (1984b) Zami: A New Spelling of My Name. London: 
Sheba Feminist.

McMahon, D.M. (2005) Happiness: A History. New York: Atlantic 
Monthly Press.

Nietzsche, F. (1901) 1968 The Will to Power, trans W. Kaufmann 
and R.J. Hollingdale, New York: Vintage. 

Rousseau, J.J. (1762) 1993 Émile, trans. B. Foxley, London: Ev-
eryman.

Woolf, V. (1925) 1953 Mrs. Dalloway, New York: Harvest.

4) Ahmed, S. (2011) ‘Willful Parts: Problem Charac-
ters or the Problem of Character’, New Literary His-
tory 42, no. 2: 231-53.

Cixous, H. (1974) ‘The Character of Character’, New Literary His-
tory 5, no.2: 387.

Elliot, G. (1995) Daniel Deronda, T. Cave (ed), London: Penguin 
Books.
------------ (1965) The Mill on the Floss, New York: Signet Classics.

Grimm, J. and W. (2009) ‘The Willful Child’, in The Complete 
Grimm’s Fairytales, trans. M. Hunt, Digireads.Com Publishing.

James, W. (1918) The Principles of Psychology, vol. 1, New York: 
Dover.



50 51

Kempis, T. (2008) Imitation of Christ, Radford, VA: Wilder Publi-
cations.

Locke, J. (2007) Some Thoughts Concerning Education, New 
York: Dover.

Mill, J. (1992) Political Writings, T. Ball (ed), Cambridge: Cam-
bridge Univ. Press.

Mill, J.S. (1979) Collected Works, vol. 20, Toronto: Univ. of Toron-
to Press.

Rousseau, J.J. (1762) 1993 Émile, trans. B. Foxley, London: Ev-
eryman.

5) Ahmed, S. (2017) Living a Feminist Life. Durham 
and London: Duke University Press.

Anzaldúa, G. (1987) 1999 Borderlands/La Frontera: The New 
Mestiza, San Franciso: Aunt Lute.

Bano, G. (late 1980’s) Conversation with author’s auntie.

Berlant, L. (2008) ‘Thinking about Feeling Historical’, Emotion, 
Space and Society, 1(1), 4-9. 

hooks, b. (2000) Feminist theory: From Margin to Center, Lon-
don: Pluto.

Dzodan, F. (2011) My Feminism Will Be Intersectional Or It Will Be 
Bullshit! http://tigerbeatdown.com/2011/10/10/my-feminism-will-
be-intersectional-or-it-will-be-bullshit/ (Accessed: 5 March 2019)

Gill, R. (2007) ‘Postfeminist media culture: Elements of a sen-
sibility’, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 10(2), pp. 147–66.

Lorde, A. (1997) The Cancer Journals, San Francisco: Aunt Lute.
------------ (1988) A Burst of Light: Essays. Ithaca, NY: Firebrand.
------------ (1984a) Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Tru-
mansburg, NY: Crossing Press.
------------ (1984b) Zami: A New Spelling of My Name, London: 
Sheba Feminist.
------------ (1978) Black Unicorn, New York: Norton.

McRobbie, A. (2009) The Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Cul-
ture and Social Change. London: Sage.

Puwar, N. (2004) Space Invaders: Race, Gender and Bodies out 
of Place. Oxford: Berg.

Photo: Brady Burroughs



© Spring 2019 Stockholm


