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Abstract

"Maasai Architecture: Navigating the Journey from Thorny
Branches to Resilient Roots" investigates the relationship between
cultural preservation and the empowerment of Maasai women
through architectural design. Traditional Maasai architecture,
shaped by nomadic practices, communal living, and natural, local
materials, is increasingly threatened by pressures from tourism,
colonization, and shifting land ownership. These forces have
transformed the Maasai culture and spaces surrounding them,
unfortunately leaving the Maasai women with limited
opportunities and spaces for growth. Historically, Maasai women
have been the primary builders of their homes, with their intimate
knowledge of the land and construction practices crucial for
sustaining their community. However, as cultural change
accelerates, this role is gradually being erased. Women’s activities
are gradually being restricted to a private service, while men’s are
being directed toward the wider public community.' To address
this, the research aims to design a space that honors Maasai

heritage while creating new opportunities for women to thrive.

The project envisions a women's empowerment center that
integrates Maasai culture and traditional construction techniques
with modern architectural innovations to address present-day
challenges and meet the holistic needs of Maasai women. By
incorporating locally sourced materials and culturally significant
forms, alongside modern features, the design aims to be both
symbolic and functional - a space of resilience but also one that

fosters empowerment. The proposed center will offer spaces for
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education, economic opportunities, healthcare, and community

support, empowering Maasai women to adapt and succeed.

These multifunctional spaces will help the Maasai women with
economical, intellectual, and emotional support. Additionally; the
center will serve as a hub for cultural preservation, celebrating
and passing on the wisdom and practices of Maasai women. In
African culture, women’s agency and leadership is essential to
passing on cultural heritage from one generation to the next.
Through their creativity, knowledge, and key role in social
practices and cultural expression, women are fundamental to
maintaining traditions and cultural identity across the African

continent.’

This journey "from thorny branches to resilient roots” represents
the transformation of Maasai culture and spaces—evolving to
provide strength, security, and opportunity, while still remaining
rooted in important cultural values. As external pressures on
Maasai communities increase, this architectural project aims to
preserve both the vernacular physical structures, forms and
building techniques as well as the socio-cultural fabric that defines
the women's identity. This vision sees Maasai women not just as
passive recipients of change but as active participants in shaping
their future. By embracing their cultural roots, they become the
protectors of their traditions while also leading their community

towards growth and innovation.
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Figure 4.43: Exterior render of main pathways for the Maasai women and children.
The back side (y(the ]ibrag/ is shown. Image b)/ Author

Figure 4.44: Zoomed in diagram ofthe Library area highlighting movement and
activity in the space. Drawing by Author

Figure 4.45: Zoomed in diagrams thbe Library area highlighting movement and
activity in the space. Drawing by Author

Figure 4.46: Interior render of computer library seating area. Image by Author
Figure 4.47: Interior render qfcomputer lab and library. Image by Author

Figure 4.48: Interior render of educational/ meeting/ conference hall. Image by
Author

Figure 4.49: Zoomed in diagram qf the classroom area highlighting the movement
and activity in the space. Drawing by Author

Fi(c]ure 4.50: Zoomed in diagrams (f the classroom area high]igbting the movement
and activity in the space. Drawing by Author

Figure 4.51: Interior render of classroom. Image by Author

Figure 4.52: Exterior render (f p]a)/ area, sports field and the community water taps.
Image by Author

Figure 4.53: Zoomed in diagram of the builders/ sport field highlighting movement
and activity in the space. Drawing by Author

Figure 4.54: Zoomed in diagram ofthe builders/ sportﬁe[d highlighting movement
and activity in the space. Drawing by Author

Figure 4.55: Rendered plan of the central space, inspired by the circular form and
triangular and circular elements of a Maasai woman’s necklace. The layout reflects
connection, community, and cultural continuity, placing women at the heart of the

design. Image by Author

Figure 4.56: An image (f a Maasai woman’s necklace showing the circular elements
and form as well as the triangular ones. Image retrieved from

https://matlovesm.click/product _details/ 1032 11304.html

Figure 4.57: Zoomed in diagram of the historical journey garden and agricultural
garden. Drawing b)/ Author
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Figure 4.58: Zoomed in diagram of the agricultural garden highlighting movement
and activity in the space. Drawing by Author

Fi(c]ure 4.59: Experientia] dramdn(gs of the gardens and builder’s yard. Dram'ng b)/
Author

Figure 4.60: Landscape 1: The Migration Down the Nile experiential collage and
native plant information. Diagram b)/ Author

Figure 4.6 1: Landscape 2: Navigating Colonization experiential collage and native
plant information. Diagram by Author

Figure 4.62: IQformation diagram pr]ants in the medicinal garden. Diagram by
Author

Figure 4.63: Irzformation dia(gram (f p]ants grown in the a(gricu]tura] garden and
used in modern day Maasai food. Diagram by Author

Figure 4.64: Weaving and placing thatch beneath the roof. Women contribute by
weaving and securing thatch along the underside of the roof structure, drawing from
traditional techniques used in Maasai homesteads. Drawings by Author

Figure 4.65: Crafting and assembling woven screen doors. Using familiar weaving
methods, women build operable screen doors that open interior spaces to the outdoors,

merging functiona]it)/ with cultural expression. Drawings by Author

Figure 4.66: Gathering wooden posts for clerestories and boundaries. Women
participate in co]]ecting and preparing natural wooden elements that form the
clerestory structure and boundary walls, echoing their role in sourcing materials for

vernacular housing. Drawings by Author

Figure 4.67: Binding wooden frames with rope. The wooden structural framework is
assembled using rope ties, a method inspired by how Maasai women build their own
homes, encouraging hands-on engagement and knowledge-sharing in the construction

process. DraWin(gs b)/ Author

Figure 4.68: Axonometric Showing the dﬁﬁerent elements and layers (fthe design
project. Drawings by Author

Figure 4.69: Materials palette diagram highlighting materials used in the design
project. Diagram by Author

Figure 4.70: Energetic section showing the buildings sustainability systems such as
natural ventilation and cooling, solar power collection and rainwater harvesting

methods. Diagram by Author

Figure 4.7 1: Floor plan bigh]igbting the rainwater collection system and where the
water will be used. Diagram by Author
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Figure 4.72: Floor plan highlighting the placement of solar panels on site. Diagram
b)/ Author

Figure 4.73: Image ofthe sign board I madefor the Beads Museum as a tban]eyou
gift. Image by Eti Dayan

Figure 4.74: Image of my brother, Eti, Beatrice and me with the pull up banner I
designed for the bead’s museum. Image by Author

Figure 4.75: Selfie of Beatrice, Mercy, me, and another Maasai woman at the beads
museum. Ima(ge by Author

Figure 4.76: Image que handing out sweets to the children in Simankas village.
Image by Author.

Figure 4.77: Image ofand Simankas outside her home cﬁer she dressed me in her
cultural clothing. Image by Author.

Figure 4.78: Image of donations we had bought for Beatrices village, there was tea,
sugar and maizemeal as well as treats for the children. Image by Author.

Figure 4.79: Image ofSimanka and her son in their living area gfher home. Image
byAuthor.

Figure 4.80: Prints qftbe Banners and road sign I designedfor the Beads Museum.
Images by Author.

Figure 4.8 1: Preliminary, ﬁrst drqﬁ screenshots of the website design for the Beads
Museum. In both desktop and phone views. Images by Author.

Conclusion:

Figure 5: To the left - Image of Maasai women sitting under the tree at the Beads
Museum with their crcft ma]eing supp]ies. Image retrieved from the Beads Museum
Facebook.









Part O

Foundations



Figure 0. 1: On previous page - Visiting Simankas Village. Image by Author:

Figure 0.2: Above - A painting of two Maasai men standing side-by-side. Painting by Author 2010.



0.1 - Preface

This thesis stems from a deep respect for the culture of Maasai
women. It is inspired by their roles as builders, caregivers, and
protectors of their culture. Growing up in Kenya and having
school friends from Maasai origins to interacting with the
community on many out-of-town trips with my father, I have
witnessed the intricate relationship between the Maasai and their
environment. The women of the Maasai community have always
struck me with their strength and hospitality, balancing their day-
to-day responsibilities while also preserving the essence of their
culture and traditions. For quite some time of my childhood, the
Maasai and the landscape of the Maasai land inspired many of my
artworks. I was enthralled by the colors, the patterns and the
beautitul Kenyan landscape they live within.

As a child T was told that women are the bearers of their cultures
and traditions, they are the ones who pass down the knowledge
from generation to generation. The Maasai women embody this
responsibility as well. What always stood out to me about the
Maasai was how the women themselves were the architects of
their own homes and passed down those skills from generation to
generation This is what sparked my passion for architecture,
pushing me towards an intertest between the built form,

preserving heritage and designing for community.

Years later, after completing my undergraduate degree in
Architecture, I felt a strong pull to return to where my passion for
architecture first took root and make it the focal point of my
Master’s degree thesis. After months of researching and exploring
Maasai architecture and culture, I finally had the chance to return
back home to Kenya in 2024 and surround myselt in the very

landscapes and communities that inspired my thesis.



Figure 0.3 Maasai women at the Beads Museum sitting under a tree beading jewelry. Image by Author
Figure 0.4: A selfte of Simanka, Sarah and I while they were teaching me how to bead. Image by Author
Figure 0.5: Sekenani town across the road from the Beads Museum, Image by Author.



My journey took me to Sekenani Town, at the edge of the Maasai
Mara wildlife reserve. At the main gate to the reserve there is a
beads museum ran by Eti Dayan, an Israeli scholar and author
who has immersed herself in the Maasai culture since 2001. The
beads museum is where I conducted much of my research and
connected with many of the Maasai women who shaped this

thesis.

Eti has lived among the Maasai for over two decades, speaking the
language they speak, living the way they live. During this time, she
has become deeply involved in preserving and promoting their
cultural heritage. Similar to my own position, Eti’s work reflects
the role of the “Stranger” or “Other”. Someone not born into the
culture but who, through respectful engagement, can become a
meaningtul bridge, someone who helps others reflect on and
preserve that culture. This idea ties into the concept of
distanciation, which suggests that stepping back, even slightly, can
bring new clarity.’ Experiencing a culture from an outsider’s
perspective can create space for its traditions to be more deeply
appreciated and valued. This kind of viewpoint can become a
productive force, not just for the outsider but also for those within
the culture and can even help build momentum and incentive for

preserving culture and tradition.

At the same time, I recognize that there is a long history of
research and design work by outsiders that has been extractive or
romanticized, often shaped by unequal power dynamics. This
project tries to consciously resist that — not by centering my own
vision, but by foregrounding the voices, insights, and aspirations
of the Maasai women I worked with, ensuring their knowledge
leads the design process. At the beads museum, a gentle rustling

of the wind filled the air as the Maasai women sat under the shade

3 “Distanciation.” Oxford reference



of a larger tree, protecting themselves from the scorching sun
while they worked on their intricate beadwork. There was a
calmness to the space. A sense of focus and care in every bead
threaded. But just across the street, Sekenani Town buzzed with
activity. Welders sent sparks flying as they shaped iron, herders
guided cattle through tight spaces, and shopkeepers called out to
sell their goods. Tourist cars moved up and down the road, while
Maasai women stood by, holding up their handmade jewelry,
hoping for a sale. The contrast between the peaceful creativity at
the museum and the restless energy of the town made me see even
more clearly the differences in the daily lives of Maasai women as

they navigate both tradition and contemporary challenges.

One of the afternoons I found a spot under the same tree and sat
with Simanka, a Maasai woman who at first approached me like
she would any other outsider, trying to sell me ditferent pieces of
jewelry she had beaded. When I sat down, I asked her to teach
me how to bead and we started to communicate in Swahili, a
language we both shared. My Maasai friend Mercy who also speaks
English translated the things she said in Maa — the language
spoken by the Maasai. Simanka noticed I had a few mosquito bites
on my arm and she, with much warmth, gifted me a beaded
bracelet strung with dried seeds from a medicinal plant that keeps

mosquitoes away.

She told me stories about her children, her ex-husband, about her
village, building her own home, which she later invited me to visit.
Upon visiting her home, I noticed the simplicity and naturality of
the materials she used to build her space versus the contrast to the
complexity of the craftsmanship. The women gather wood and
sticks for days then create a structure which lies under a layer of
mud. They shape each structure with their own hands to create
spaces of warmth, protection, and heritage, not just shelters. They

were symbols of identity. I also learned from a firsthand



perspective the challenges Maasai women face, the economic
hardships, the commoditication of their culture for tourism, the
gradual loss of their architectural traditions and navigating a world
that is changing faster than they can adapt. This brought me to

think about my research question.

“How can architecture support Maasai women’s evolving needs

while preserving indigenous spatial Imowledge?”



