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 “Going vertical” in times of insecurity
Constructing proximity and distance through a Kenyan gated high-rise

Zoë Goodman

Abstract: Th e global proliferation of elite high-rise apartments is oft en read as 
evidence of social failure, of increasing socioeconomic disparity and fragmen-
tation. Th e Jaff ery Complex, a vertiginous gated high-rise being constructed in 
the Kenyan port of Mombasa, seems to embody Corbusian ideologies of social 
transformation based on an explicit distancing from the streets below, insulating 
its incoming residents from the frequently fused threats of terror, poverty, and 
crime. However, ethnographic attention to the multistory mosque located within 
the complex challenges readings of elite stacked housing solutions as “vertical co-
coons,” and reveals the tension between proximity and distance that this urban 
redevelopment strives to construct.
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terror

Security in Kenya and 
the rise of gated living

Looking down at the Kenyan port of Mombasa 
from the rooft op of the Jaff ery Complex, a high-
rise gated compound whose residential towers 
now constitute the city’s tallest buildings, I fi nd 
it hard not to be reminded of Michel de Cer-
teau. Writing of New York in the late 1970s, the 
French sociologist observed, “To be lift ed to the 
summit of the World Trade Center is to be lift ed 
out of the city’s grasp” (1984: 92). Th e towers 
I am standing on literally tower over the sur-
rounding city, providing a view of Mombasa like 
I’ve never seen it. Th e colonial-era government 
bungalows due south of the site look miniscule, 

as do the Art Deco “shop-houses” that fl ank the 
streets around the marketplace to the north. 
Th e noise of Nyerere Avenue, the major thor-
oughfare on which the Jaff ery Complex sits, is 
much muted. Even Kilindini Harbor, East Afri-
ca’s largest seaport, looks small from this height. 
Remembering de Certeau in this moment is 
perhaps unsurprising: not only is the building 
I look down from deeply imbued with Corbu-
sian (1987) ideologies of progress and security 
through elevation that de Certeau’s observation 
is predicated on, but the latter’s vantage point 
from a landmark now so inextricably linked 
with the war on terror speaks volumes to the 
Mombasan cityscape within which the Jaff ery 
Complex is being built. It is September 2018, 
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5 years since the Westgate shopping mall attack 
rocked the Kenyan capital, and almost exactly 
20 years since the coordinated US Embassy 
bombings in Dar es Salaam and Nairobi. Th ese 
brought al-Qaeda into public notoriety for the 
fi rst time, and marked the precocious beginning 
of the war on terror in East Africa.

In the past two decades, European and North 
American governments have bankrolled the ex-
pansion of security infrastructures across the 
African continent, and Kenya’s privileged place 
within the US’s “security empire” (Besteman 
2017) is well documented (Otuki 2017). Secu-
rity, broadly defi ned here to encompass a range 
of constructed threats and associated mitiga-
tion strategies, pervades Kenyan government 
policy and everyday life. Th at this is the case is 
unsurprising if we consider Zoltán Glück and 
Setha Low’s (2017) recent invitation to study 
security through the analytic of scale. Security, 
the authors observe, is both produced by and 
productive of social and spatial forces operat-
ing at multiple, interlocking levels—from the 
body, to the neighborhood, the city, national 
and international. As scholars working in Nai-
robi have pointed out, this interlocking fre-
quently translates into various urban security 
concerns—such as violent crime and police cor-
ruption—being subsumed under the language 
of “terror” (Glück 2017). Terrorism in Kenya, 
as elsewhere, is an amorphous and problematic 
category but is frequently invoked to explain 
not just large-scale attacks, like that of Westgate, 
but also everyday events, from violent burglar-
ies—such individuals are “just terrorists” (Smith 
2015)—to the need for a 24-hour security guard 
(“you’ve seen the terrorist situation here”).

I think of this as the “terrorization of secu-
rity” in Kenya, a process that spurs a host of spa-
tial imaginaries and transformations that in turn 
underpin various class and racialized dynamics. 
Mirroring the deeply problematic post-9/11 
consensus that positions certain kinds of Mus-
lims as the prime security threat of the present 
era (Kundnani 2014; Mamdani 2002), Kenyan 
counterterrorism strategies target Muslims of 
Somali, Swahili, and Arab descent (Prestholdt 

2011; Seesemann 2007). Areas of the country 
that have long hosted large numbers of these 
racialized Muslim communities have come to 
be imagined as harboring “terrorists,” increas-
ingly avoided and depopulated by others. Th is 
geography of fear frames much of the Kenyan 
coast, including specifi c pockets of Mombasa, as 
well as the Nairobi neighborhood of Eastleigh 
(Carrier 2016). Together with the increasing di-
vision of urban space into safe and unsafe zones, 
the most pervasive spatial consequence of the 
ascendance of security is the nationwide explo-
sion of gated residences. Gating as a means to 
construct race and class status has a long history 
in Kenya, dating from the residential segrega-
tion of the colonial era. However, residential en-
closure is increasingly ubiquitous, securitized, 
and vertical—and ever more signifi cant to the 
demarcation of social boundaries.

Th e Jaff ery Complex’s marketing slogan “Live 
in Confi dence!” captures this conjunction: it 
strives to locate its incoming residents “out of 
the city’s grasp” (de Certeau 1984: 92), assert-
ing both social and physical distance as a means 
to construct increasingly interlaced notions of 
security and status for those who will take up 
residence within it. From its emergency backup 
power provisions, state-of-the art madrassa 
classrooms to rooft op pool, the Jaff ery Complex 
seems emblematic of high-rise gated compounds 
around the world, dramatically aff ecting the lo-
cal skyline while insulating its residents-to-be—a 
relatively wealthy and, as is oft en the case, ra-
cialized elite—from the surrounding city. Th is 
fi ts with Stephen Graham’s (2018: 177) descrip-
tion of contemporary vertical residences as en-
abling elites to “to fl oat serenely above the urban 
landscape,” and literally look down on the less 
wealthy. Encompassing a desire to live within 
yet apart from the city, Graham describes elite 
housing solutions as “vertical cocoons” (211), 
allowing the rich to fulfi ll their “anti-urban fan-
tasies” (177).

However, closer examination of the architec-
tural forms and rationale that shape the Jaff ery 
Complex’s construction challenge straightfor-
ward readings of elite tower blocks as evidence 
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of urban secession. Turning to the high-rise 
“mosque for all” at the center of the compound, 
I explore the various features—related to archi-
tecture and accessibility—that strive to (re)assert 
a sense of Muslim unity onto the city. As I will 
show, these spatial interventions invoke notions 
of Islamic reform as both a security threat and 
mitigation strategy; this confl uence has received 
little academic attention in Kenya or elsewhere. 
Attending to the role of Islamic reform in shap-
ing security discourses and spatial transforma-
tions in Mombasa nuances our understanding 
of religion within contemporary Kenyan secu-
rity formations and contributes to the sparse lit-
erature examining the place of piety in processes 
of residential enclosure. Moreover, in pointing 
to the relations of proximity and distance that 
the Jaff ery Complex strives to construct, this ar-
ticle challenges the notion of gated high-rises as 
“vertical cocoons.”

Here I should note the research that under-
pins this article was largely conducted in 2014 
and 2015, when the Jaff ery Complex was still 
under construction. At the time, the looming 
towers described earlier were merely founda-
tions, and the mosque was still a shell of a build-
ing. Th us, the arguments I consider here outline 
the socio-spatial relations the complex was in-
tended to construct; whether it has achieved 
these goals is a question for future research.

Th e Jaff ery Complex and 
its incoming residents

Th e Jaff ery Complex is being constructed by 
Khoja Ithna-Asheris (hereaft er Khojas), Shia 
Muslims of Gujarati origin who count genera-
tions of residence in Mombasa. Khojas constitute 
one community within Mombasa’s heteroge-
neous Muslim landscape1 and tend to be glossed 
by others as part of the country’s racialized 
“Asian” minority,2 a label with which some also 
self-identify in particular contexts. Many trace 
their family’s arrival in East Africa to the mid-
nineteenth century but remain excluded from 
hegemonic national narratives, a legacy of co-

lonial strategies of division (Mangat 1969; Th er-
oux 1997). Today, the minority continue to be 
referred to as wageni (meaning foreigners or 
guests in Swahili), and stereotyped as insular 
and exploitative. Although perpetuating narra-
tives that bring their Kenyan-ness into question, 
Khojas’ ascription as “Asian” means they are not 
the target of police roundups in the way other 
racialized communities of Muslim background 
are. Unlike those of Somali, Swahili, and Arab 
descent, Khojas are generally not assumed to 
be “terrorists” in the national imaginary, and 
remain largely protected from counterterror-
ism initiatives by enduring notions of race and 
class privilege. However, as I will demonstrate 
through the example of the Jaff ery Complex, 
their lives and daily struggles are deeply impli-
cated in the processes of securitization that have 
structured urban life for two decades.

Th e Jaff ery Complex is being built on an 
area of prime real estate toward the southern 
end of the island that forms central Mombasa. 
Th is particular patch of land—not much big-
ger than the cricket fi eld it encompasses—has 
been owned by the Khoja jamaat since the early 
twentieth century, donated to the community 
for use as a sports ground by the wealthy scions 
who originally owned it. Th e site has housed a 
cricket pitch and a modest Art Deco sports pa-
vilion since the 1930s and has long served as a 
gathering point for Khoja men. Th is changed in 
2012 when ground was broken to commence 
construction of the Jaff ery Complex. Th e new 
site’s impressive verticality stems in part from 
the decision to preserve the cricket pitch at its 
heart: this is hallowed community ground, re-
gardless of the fact that cricket now lags well be-
hind Facebook and soccer as a source of urban 
amusement. When completed, the pitch will 
be hemmed in by a host of high-rise buildings, 
including three residential towers (currently 
the tallest buildings in Mombasa), a multistory 
mosque and an adjacent suite of religious facil-
ities, as well as a leisure center, a commercial 
zone, and a “nerve center” that centralizes the 
complex’s extensive security features. Th e site 
is enclosed by a perimeter wall, topped with 
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barbed wire and glass, with a single entrance 
controlled by private security guards. Th e strin-
gency of entrance regulations has yet to be 
investigated; however, at least in principle, ac-
cess is granted to anyone wishing to attend the 
mosque on Fridays.

In line with its goals of promoting living 
standards and security via the complex, the 
Khoja jamaat has institutionalized a three-tier 
payment system to enable individuals and fam-
ilies of varying socioeconomic status to relo-
cate. Wealthy members of the community are 
encouraged to buy outright, while a second tier 
of apartments provides for those who can aff ord 
8- to 10-year payment schemes. A third cate-
gory of fl ats will be given freely or rented out for 
“bare minimum rates,” enabling, in one project 
manager’s words, “poorer households to start 
saving.” Th e Jaff ery Complex will not only pro-
mote Khoja residential relocation, but also re-
places the religious institutions—two mosques 
and an imambargah (congregation hall)—that 
have been the focal point of community life for 
more than a century. Th ese religious buildings 
were located in Mombasa’s Old Town, an area 
that in 2014 also housed about 40 percent of 
Khojas, according to jamaat estimates. As the 
name suggests, Old Town is the historic heart of 
the city, and long served as its residential, com-
mercial, and religious epicenter. Today, the area 
more frequently emerges in public discourse 
as a site of poverty, religious fundamentalism, 
and drug-abuse. Moreover, echoing the fusing 
of crime and terror observed in Nairobi (Glück 
2017; Smith 2015), Old Town’s labyrinthine 
streets are seen as particularly diffi  cult to police 
and secure: many worry that “terrorists” and 
gangsters lurk in their depths.

Coping with insecurity in Mombasa: 
Constructing safety and status 
through vertical secession

A cursory glance at NGO and press reports 
from around 2014 gives a sense of the cycles of 
violence in and around Mombasa during the 

period in which the bulk of this research was 
carried out. In addition to the systematic per-
secution of Muslim men by the police3 (HAKI 
Africa 2016; Muhuri 2013), violent raids on 
mosques and the shooting of Muslim clerics 
and youth leaders occurred frequently, almost 
always at the hands of state security forces (Al 
Jazeera 2014; New Humanitarian 2014). During 
this same period, grenade attacks on buses and 
police vehicles, targeted shootings, and the re-
covery of explosives were regular occurrences 
in Mombasa. An egregious attack on the town 
of Mpeketoni some three hundred kilometers 
north—in which armed attackers murdered 
some 60 people—was linked by senior Kenyan 
politicians to the Mombasa Republican Coun-
cil, a secessionist organization whose promi-
nence has waxed and waned at the coast over 
the past two decades (Th e Star 2014). Despite 
being claimed by al-Shabaab, this discursive 
linkage by prominent public fi gures further 
cemented the perceived connection between 
Mombasa and terror. Among Mombasan resi-
dents themselves, the shooting of two white, fe-
male tourists in separate incidents in Old Town 
in June and July 2014 did much to fuel this 
imaginary. While the fi rst was initially assumed 
to be a robbery gone wrong, the second shoot-
ing, less than two weeks later, left  the city on 
edge. Th e latter involved a young woman, killed 
in broad daylight near the northern edge of the 
neighborhood. She was shot in the back of the 
neck, a fact confi rmed via the photographs that 
circulated like wildfi re on WhatsApp. Although 
nothing conclusive emerged from investiga-
tions into these incidents, the targeted nature of 
the killing led many to believe al-Shabaab was 
responsible. In the aft ermath of these killings, 
Old Town was plastered with wanted posters, 
off ering rewards for men found “dead or alive.” 
Th e posters did not specify what these men were 
suspected of but served to underscore the imag-
inary of Old Town as a perilous place.

Th e changing character of Old Town—from 
residential and religious hub to a place many 
would now rather abandon—is also frequently 
linked to the large numbers of Somalis who 
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have settled there since the intensifi cation of 
the Somali Civil War in the 1990s. In the words 
of Fatima,4 an aging Khoja preacher, “Old Town 
used to be so safe. Now it’s full of druggies 
and terrorists. It’s all since the Somalis came.” 
Fatima, who had been allocated an apartment 
in the Jaff ery Complex in thanks for her ser-
vices to the community, could not wait to get 
out of the area. Her fear of “others”—a driving 
force behind gating more broadly (Low 2004)—
speaks to national narratives that position 
Somalis as a key threat to security because 
of their shared ethnicity and alleged sympa-
thies with the Somalia-based militant group 
al-Shabaab.

It was against this backdrop that the Jaff ery 
Complex was being built. Refl ecting the security 
discourses that divide Nairobi into safe and un-
safe zones, one of its primary goals is to construct 
distance from Old Town, an area increasingly 
imagined as both dangerous and impoverished. 
Anisa, a Khoja teacher and part-time graphic 
designer, explained her family’s decision to reg-
ister for an apartment within the Jaff ery Com-
plex as coming right aft er the shootings of the 
white tourists. “Th is terrorist situation, it’s wor-
rying,” she confi ded one day as we were waiting 
for an aft ernoon majlis (sermon) to start. “Look 
at these two shot in Old Town . . . our family 
elsewhere are ringing us, worried. Mombasa 
is not such a place.” Anisa shook her head and 
continued, “We’re planning to move to Jaff ery—
inshallah the apartments will be completed 
soon. But I don’t know, everything depends on 
what happens with all this fujo [chaos].” De-
tailing the features of the Jaff ery Complex that 
helped assuage her growing sense of insecurity 
in the city, Anisa was particularly impressed 
by the plans to install a biodigester, a water 
and waste treatment facility that uses osmosis 
to process water on-site. “Just imagine if they 
bombed the bridges . . .” she paused pensively, 
referring to the city center’s alleged vulnerabil-
ity to being cut off  from the surrounding main-
land.5 “At least with the biodigester, we’ll have 
water.” Th is is emblematic of the increasingly 
ubiquitous and domesticated nature of eff orts to 

reduce the threat of insecurity in the contempo-
rary era, and indicates the preemptive form of 
such risk management strategies: as Jon Coaf-
fee and David Murakami Wood (2006: 504) 
observed more than a decade ago, “security is 
coming home.”

Old Town not only potentially harbors ter-
rorists but is also now positioned as a particu-
larly poor neighborhood. To quote one of the 
complex’s key architects, the project is motivated 
in part by the need to provide social and eco-
nomic “uplift ment” for Khojas who continue to 
live there. Th e juxtaposition between the Jaff ery 
Complex and the religious and residential facil-
ities it is intended to replace is emphasized in 
various progress reports available online. In one 
YouTube clip, the camera depicts tuk-tuks and 
cyclists struggling past the waterlogged, dilapi-
dated entrance of Hyderi, the main Khoja reli-
gious hall in Old Town (in use until mid-2015). 
We then pan to an aerial view of the pristine new 
mosque at the Jaff ery Complex—gleaming cars 
parked carefully in front of the looming, freshly 
painted building. Moreover, when I mentioned 
the biodigester Anisa had valorized in secu-
rity terms to Faraj, the chairperson of a local 
school, he smiled broadly: “Top of the range! 
None of the other communities have this.” His 
approval indicates the close interplay of secu-
rity and class that has become a defi ning feature 
of urban living in Kenya and beyond (Davis 
1992; Searle 2013). As Constance Smith has 
observed in Nairobi, “architectures of security 
are also markers of exclusivity” (2015: 144). She 
describes the securitization of domestic space 
on a colonial-era housing estate—with houses 
increasingly protected via hedges, fences, and 
padlocked verandas—in terms of the “desirabil-
ity of [the] enclave” (145).

Th ese infrastructures mimic images por-
trayed on billboards throughout Nairobi (as 
well as in Kenyan cyberspace), and materialized 
in the elaborate security apparatuses that en-
velop sites of leisure and residency frequented 
by the city’s elite. Fences are symbolic of hav-
ing “made it”—precisely because they tap into 
globally circulating and nationally omnipres-
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ent security ideologies. Similarly, via the Jaff ery 
Complex, Khojas oft en presented themselves as 
“catching up” with other Mombasan commu-
nities who have already sought estate-style res-
idential segregation. Chatting with Sabiha one 
morning as she fried samosas in a cauldron of 
oil, I came to see Mombasa through the hier-
archy of gating that she painted. Invoking two 
other Muslim communities of Gujarati origin, 
Sabiha remarked, “Th e Ismailis have had proper 
housing for so long, even the Memons now 
have. It’s time we joined the club!” Detailing the 
amenities and security aff orded by such com-
pounds, there was no mistaking that “proper” 
was associated with gating in Sabiha’s discourse, 
implying the sense of social inadequacy asso-
ciated with its lack. Her comments construe a 
variegated middle class, status within which is 
in part measured via the enclave.

However, the fl imsy tin gates, low-rise walls, 
and itinerant security guards that protect older 
housing colonies in parts of Mombasa are being 
eclipsed by increasingly vertical and securitized 
residences, understood to better respond to 
the threats of the contemporary era. Vertical-
ity, class, and security here should be under-
stood as fundamentally linked: living in what 
is ultimately a high-rise advertisement of class 
privilege simultaneously asserts wealth and 
confi dence in the security structures that pro-
tect that wealth. Khojas mobilize securitized 
infrastructures in order to improve their sense 
of safety through the reinscription of class and 
racial distance—distinctions acutely marked in 
space through height. 

As shown, many of the site’s features insulate 
Jaff ery from the urban fabric that surrounds it, 
projecting status and separation onto an un-
equal urban landscape infused with security 
fears. However, rather than simply being evi-
dence of urban secession, the complex is also a 
means through which Khojas attempt to assert 
and construct new solidarities onto the city-
scape. Th e Jaff ery Complex, I want to suggest, is 
as much about outreach as it is retreat. Th is be-
comes especially clear if we turn to its mosque 
and the issue of Islamic reform.

Islamic reform in Mombasa: 
Intersections with security and space

Th e Mombasan Muslims I spent time with—
whether of Swahili, Arab, or Gujarati origin—
were universally critical of the Kenyan state’s 
broad-brush attacks on Muslims in general, 
condemning government raids on mosques 
and roundups of coastal youth. However, a per-
sistent and widespread concern posited a link 
between rising insecurity and the resurgence of 
Islamic reform in the region, a confl uence ab-
sent from existing ethnographies of security in 
Kenya or, to my knowledge, elsewhere. Gloss-
ing signifi cant geographic and temporal varia-
tions that are beyond the scope of this article, 
the term Islamic reform links “projects whose 
specifi c focus is the brining into line of religious 
beliefs and practices with what are held to be the 
core foundations of Islam” (Osella and Osella 
2013: xi), and its resurgence has a long history 
along the Kenyan coast. Th e evolutionary nar-
rative painted by my interlocutors from a broad 
range of Sunni and Shia communities depicted 
a harmonious Muslim past, marked by accep-
tance of the diversity of beliefs and practices 
found among littoral Muslims. Th is harmony is 
said to have started to fracture in the 1970s—
frequently aligned explicitly to the Saudi oil 
boom and ensuing expansion of “Wahhabism” 
at the coast. Wahhabi is a term used by people 
in Mombasa who do not imagine themselves 
as part of this social category, glossing a broad 
constellation of Muslims who are construed as 
linked to fi nancial and doctrinal sources stem-
ming from the Arabian Gulf, and imagined by 
their others as a group—united by their “rejec-
tion of a wide range of practices . . . [cast] as un-
acceptable religious innovation (bid’a)” (Kresse 
2007: 230).

In the early 2000s, a vitriolic war of words 
was being waged through pamphlets circulating 
between reformists and their others at the coast, 
debating the Islamic foundations—or their 
lack—of practices such as Muharram commem-
orations or the celebration of the Prophet’s birth-
day (Kresse 2007). As observed among Muslim 
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communities around the world (e.g., Osella 
and Osella 2013), a straightforward dichotomy 
between Wahhabis and their others does not 
stand up to ethnographic scrutiny: not only 
are reformist positions far more heterogeneous 
than the “Wahhabi” label allows, many allegedly 
“customary” practices encompass histories that 
trouble their categorization as bid’a (e.g., Seese-
mann 2006). However, so foundational are dis-
cussions around what counts as bid’a and what 
does not that Kai Kresse (2006) has argued the 
debate is itself an integral aspect of Muslim life 
along the Kenyan coast. Reform, in other words, 
infuses belief and practice for all of Mombasa’s 
Muslims, including for the many who despise 
and deride Wahhabis.

By the time of my research, a decade aft er the 
aforementioned publications from Kresse, sec-
tarian tensions were widely perceived to have 
worsened. Indeed, especially given the growing 
prominence and prevalence of attacks commit-
ted by militant group al-Shabaab—known for 
its adherence to the theology of al-Wahhab and 
hostility toward allegedly less reformist Mus-
lims—many feared it was only a matter of time 
before disagreements over orthodoxy translated 
into violence. A broad spectrum of the Mom-
basans I spent time with believed a violent at-
tack at the hands of reformists was a question 
of when, not if. “Wahhabis kill other Muslims 
because they say we have deviated, that we are 
doing bid’a,” Reza noted, moving slowly over 
the word kill for emphasis. He believed Khojas 
were a particularly likely future target because 
of their adherence to Shiism: “If a Wahhabi 
sheds the blood of a Shia, they believe he goes 
straight to jannah [paradise].” For Reza, the 
only solution to this impending security threat 
was the abandonment of communal insularity 
for which Khojas are stereotyped and them-
selves frequently decried: “We’re always going 
to be cold targets for Wahhabis until we open 
our doors.”

Malik, a friend who described himself as 
Mombasa’s second most successful spare parts 
dealer, proff ered a similar conclusion: “Today, 
there is some anti-Shia sentiment in Mombasa. 

But a time will come when there’s violence as 
in other places—think of Iraq, India, Nigeria. 
Before it comes, let us tell them who we are. We 
are too insular. We need to accommodate ev-
eryone. Wahhabis accept everyone. Th is is one 
lesson we can learn from them.” Apparent con-
fi rmation of the gradually encroaching sectar-
ian violence evoked by Reza and Malik came in 
the wake of a deadly attack on a Shia mosque in 
the South African city of Durban in 2018, some 
four years aft er these conversations. Hayat, an-
other of my interlocutors sent me a WhatsApp 
message: “You see? It’s getting closer.”

Th e pervasive eff ects of reform, as both foun-
dational to coastal Muslim life and a threat in 
the shape of Wahhabism, manifest spatially in 
various ways. Reform marks space sonorously—
Andrew Eisenberg (2013) fi nds marked diff er-
ences between the khutbah (Friday sermon) 
broadcast from reformist mosques, which focus 
on global Muslim politics much more than the 
attention to pious behavior heard from older 
Swahili mosques—as much as in concrete. Any 
mosque that is particularly lavishly refurbished 
is “known” to have been taken over by Wahha-
bis, seen as evidence of the Saudi wealth fre-
quently associated with the theology. Particular 
mosques and areas of the city, especially in the 
northern part of Old Town and the neighbor-
hood of Majengo, are thought to be Wahhabi 
strongholds and avoided by others. Here, the 
fear of Wahhabis confl ates with and exacerbates 
the perceived threat posed by Somalis, who are 
frequently believed to be follow the same the-
ology of al-Shabaab. Th at most ethnic Somalis 
are Shafi ‘i Sunni (not Wahhabi), and that Wah-
habism has a long history in Mombasa that well 
predates the expansion of the city’s Somali pop-
ulation, does little to dislodge these stereotypes.

While critiques of Wahhabism manifest dis-
cursively and spatially, it is important to note 
that almost all mosques built in the past 20 years 
nevertheless demonstrate an engagement with 
reform as highlighted by Kresse (2006). Th e vast 
majority of recent mosque design in Mombasa, 
regardless of who is building, avoids what are 
now thought of as “traditional” features, such as 
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the onion-shaped domes or ornate plasterwork 
of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
mosques built by communities of Gujarati ori-
gin, or the iconic cone shape of Swahili mosques 
from earlier eras. As Nooria surmised on one 
occasion, “Th ose domes mean you’re still stuck 
in tradition.” Also out of fashion is the religious 
institution that blends with the surrounding en-
vironment, failing to advertise itself as a Mus-
lim place of worship: to quote Nooria again, “A 
mosque needs to look like a mosque!” Similar 
architectural trends have been noted in the lit-
erature on mosque design in Europe (Saleem 
2013; Verkaaik 2012) and indicate the wide-
spread signifi cance of the reformist dictum to 
shed allegedly “un-Islamic” cultural practices 
and forms of expression: communities who are 
heavily critical of Wahhabism nevertheless evi-
dence their dialogues with reform in concrete.

High-rise solidarities? Islamic reform 
and the pursuit of security

Th e multistory mosque at the heart of the Jaff ery 
Complex was opened in May 2015, long before 
the residential towers were completed. With the 
opening only a few weeks away, I asked Malik 
how he felt about the upcoming move, away 
from the religious institutions in Old Town that 
had long been the focal point of Khoja commu-
nity life. “Oh, it’s great!” he exclaimed, refer-
encing the fact that the two older mosques and 
religious hall would be transformed into a hos-
pital and school for the area’s residents. “Plus,” 
he went on, “you can walk past Hyderi without 
even knowing it’s a mosque. With Jaff ery, we’re 
going vertical! All of Mombasa can see our con-
nection to Allah.” Here Malik contrasts Hyderi—
the low-rise building on a narrow, mostly pedes-
trian street in Old Town that does not bear any 
“obvious” indications of being a Muslim place of 
worship from street level—with the Jaff ery Com-
plex mosque. For Malik, the mosque’s height, 
location on one of Mombasa’s central arteries, 
and “Islamic” architectural features—such as 
the elongated tower from which the adhan (call 

to prayer) is broadcast—served to underscore 
Khoja Muslim-ness in a way that Hyderi had 
not. Th e mosque’s verticality is signifi cant here, 
a proud assertion of Islam for all of Mombasa to 
see. Not only was the Jaff ery mosque far more 
visible and visibly Muslim, but for Malik it sym-
bolized a much-valorized Muslim unity: “Th e 
design says it all,” he asserted. “Th is is a mosque 
for all Muslims.”

Reference to the “mosque for all” was re-
peated by most I talked to about the Jaff ery 
Complex, who, like Malik, were keen to empha-
size the appeals to Muslim unity enshrined in the 
architecture itself. On my fi rst tour of the site, 
when many buildings were still only founda-
tions, Rabi Jalal, chief overseer of the construc-
tion work, described his eff orts to communicate 
“neutrality” through the design of the arches 
that adorn the exterior of the mosque and ad-
jacent religious complex. Asking what aff orded 
these arches, which rise in an ogee-style pinna-
cle, their “neutrality,” Rabi explained it was the 
lengths he had gone to in ensuring they did not 
conjure immediate associations with a particular 
Muslim tradition. “I looked at many books and 
websites, researching what is a coastal arch, a 
Persian, a Turkish,” Rabi explained, “I wanted to 
make sure that [our arch] doesn’t refl ect any par-
ticular thing. I wanted a neutral thing.” Rabi sim-
ilarly lauded the tiles, then stacked on the fl oor 
and now plastered to the exterior and interior 
of the mosque: “Th ey all say very neutral things, 
like the names of Allah.” He went on to joke, “As 
you can see, there’s no cultural baggage here.”

Rabi framed his desire for pan-Islamic neu-
trality squarely in terms of outreach. Attentive 
to the geographical and sectarian histories em-
bedded in specifi c architectural features, these 
were precisely the particularities Rabi was con-
cerned to avoid. Th is public relations project 
was essential, according to Rabi and others, in 
light of the growing sectarian tensions in the 
city. Echoing Reza and Malik’s assertions of 
the need for greater outreach described earlier, 
the building’s verticality and “pan-Islamic” fea-
tures—presented as conspicuously Muslim but 
not sectarian—attempt to mark in concrete the 
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affi  nities between Khojas and other Muslims at 
the coast, as much as Khoja commitment to a 
culturally “unadulterated” Islam. Here we see 
that Jaff ery draws on an architectural vocabu-
lary of reform in order to emphasize Muslim-
ness over Khoja-ness, enabling Khojas to down-
play their diff erence and assert their place as 
Muslims within Mombasa and the wider umma 
(community) (for a similar analysis of the Co-
morian reform movement in interwar Zanzi-
bar, see Bang, forthcoming). Reform may be a 
particularly signifi cant and useful strategy for 
Khojas, given their status as a racialized and 
Shia minority within the city’s heterogeneous 
Muslim landscape. In creating a highly visible, 
visibly Muslim, and explicitly nonsectarian 
mosque open to all, Khojas seek to shed some of 
the associations seen to divide them from other 
Muslims at the coast.

Moreover, the mosque, although not open at 
the time of my initial research, has institution-
alized an open-door policy for Friday prayers, 
a marked contrast to older Khoja religious in-
stitutions, which, although not specifi cally off -
limits to outsiders, were largely perceived as in-
accessible to non-Khojas. Th ose I have spoken 
to since the Jaff ery mosque opened have lauded 
the growing non-Khoja population who attend 
on Fridays, as well as the frequent events held 
in the grounds in front of the mosque; these 
include the fast-breaking ift ar during Rama-
dan and free medical camps for less wealthy 
communities, bringing together Muslims from 
across the city. Th e mosque remains enclosed 
within a gated compound, and the extent to 
which outsiders feel welcome and able to access 
its religious facilities has yet to be ascertained. 
However, at least in principle, the Jaff ery Com-
plex strives to reach out to a wider Muslim pop-
ulace, and serves as an antidote to the divisions 
mobilized by Wahhabis.

Th ese decisions relating to architecture and 
access index intersections between notions of 
security and Islamic reform, and their eff ects on 
urban space. Th e relationship between these two 
globally circulating discourses is largely absent 
from the sparse literature on religious residen-

tial enclosure (Çavdar 2016; Ukah 2016), and 
merely alluded to in the literature on mosque 
construction (Saleem 2013; Verkaaik 2012). 
Building on this scholarship, my contention here 
is that Khojas respond to fears of violent attack 
from Wahhabis through architectural appeals 
to Islamic reform. Even if Wahhabis are also 
frequently critiqued, demonstrating one’s com-
mitment to an Islam positioned as unbounded 
by history and geography has become a way of 
mitigating insecurity in a context marked by 
growing fears of religiously motivated violence. 
Th e open-door policy, arches, and tile work of 
the Jaff ery Complex attempt to mark in con-
crete the religious affi  nities between Khojas and 
other Muslims at the coast, striving to reduce 
the specter of sectarian violence associated with 
the oft -linked rise of Wahhabism and terror in 
the region. Demonstrating one’s adherence to 
Islamic reform, at least to a certain extent, is 
seen to both reduce the risk of attack by Wah-
habis and help (re)assert the Muslim solidarity 
imagined as needed to combat the violence as-
sociated with growing sectarianism.

Conclusion: Elite stacked housing 
beyond the “vertical cocoon”

Th is article has traced some of the socio-spatial 
transformations enacted by a Muslim commu-
nity in Mombasa in response to intersecting 
security concerns. Th e Jaff ery Complex pursues 
security for Khojas through retreat, carving 
an enclosed urban space that is believed to be 
more resistant to a range of threats, from ter-
rorist attacks to crime and poverty. Many of the 
features that provide security also assert status, 
confi rming the centrality of gating to spatialized 
confi gurations of class and race in contempo-
rary Kenya. As I have highlighted, Jaff ery’s ver-
ticality emphasizes distance and diff erence even 
more so than older patterns of gating, and the 
heightened visibility aff orded by verticality sug-
gests confi dence in the security apparatuses that 
protect its exclusivity. With extensive security 
features and on-site amenities that keep Khojas 
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insulated from the surrounding city, the Jaff ery 
Complex fi ts appropriately under the banner of 
“vertical cocoon” (Graham 2018: 211) and in 
many ways emerges as emblematic of the global 
trend to construct security and status through 
vertical urban secession.

However, as I have shown, the multistory 
mosque at the center of the site complicates this 
picture. Th e mosque, which overlooks a prom-
inent thoroughfare and is visible from some 
distance, draws on architectural features por-
trayed as explicitly Muslim but nonsectarian 
as a means to reassert Muslim unity in a mo-
ment of heightened divisions. Features such as 
“neutral” arches and tile work enable Khojas, a 
racialized and Shia minority, to downplay their 
diff erences with other Muslims, employing ar-
chitectural appeals to Islamic reform as a means 
of mitigating the sectarianism believed to have 
been stoked by Wahhabi reformists. In this 
sense, Khojas mobilize an extremely visible and 
vertical materialization of reform as a means to 
assert themselves as part of the local and global 
umma, and stress their reformist credentials in 
a moment when attack from more hardline re-
formists is increasingly feared. Islamic reform 
emerges as a security threat within Mombasan 
narratives, as much as a means to mitigate that 
threat. Returning to the approach to security of-
fered by Glück and Low (2017), we see security 
is both produced by and productive of Islamic 
reform, with consequences that materialize in 
urban transformations and the social relations 
these strive to construct.

Th e Jaff ery Complex nuances our under-
standing of the intersections of security, piety, 
and urban space. I have argued ethnographic at-
tention to the gated high-rise challenges straight-
forward readings of the “vertical cocoon,” and 
exposes the tensions between proximity and 
distance that residences such as Jaff ery strive 
to construct. Elite stacked housing solutions 
should not simply be analyzed as evidence of 
urban failure and fragmentation; rather, these 
infrastructures may attempt to perpetuate vari-
ous forms of social division while reducing oth-
ers. Th e Jaff ery Complex also draws attention 

to the signifi cance of piety and religion within 
the global phenomenon of elite verticalization, 
and highlights the signifi cance of Islamic re-
form within contemporary security formations. 
Th ese entanglements call for further research 
within Kenya and beyond.
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Notes

 1. Mombasan Muslims defi ne themselves in rela-

tion to each other in terms of both sectarian affi  l-

iation and genealogy. Shafi ‘i Sunnis are the most 

numerous, both in Mombasa and throughout 

East Africa; in Mombasa, these include Swahi-

lis, Somalis, and people from Mijikenda com-

munities who trace their origins to the coastal 

hinterland. A large number of Muslim commu-

nities of Gujarati origin reside in the city, each 

counting a few thousand members. Th ese in-

clude Hanafi  Sunnis (such as Memons, Luhars, 
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and Bhadalas), as well as Shias (Daudi Bohras, 

Khoja Ismailis, and Khoja Ithna-Asheris. Th ere 

is also a growing number of Ithna-Asheri con-

verts of Swahili and Mijikenda descent). Finally, 

an increasing number of Mombasans are said to 

adhere to the doctrine of the eighteenth century 

theologian Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab.

 2. In Kenya, “Asian” refers exclusively to those of 

South Asian provenance.

 3. HAKI Africa, a Mombasa-based human rights 

organization, documented 80 cases of killings 

and disappearances on the Kenyan coast be-

tween 2012 and 2016.

 4. Informants’ names are pseudonyms.

 5. Mombasa is centered on an island, connected 

to the surrounding mainland by Nyali Bridge, 

Makupa Causeway, and the Likoni Ferry.

References

Al Jazeera. 2014. “Inside Kenya’s death squads.” 

Video, 47:29. Uploaded 7 December. https://

interactive.aljazeera.com/aje/kenyadeathsquads.

Bang, Anne K. Forthcoming. “Th e Comorian re-

formist movement in interwar Zanzibar: Islamic 

reform as diasporic strategy.” Journal of Indian 

Ocean World Studies.

Besteman, Catherine. 2017. “Experimenting in So-

malia: Th e new security empire.” Anthropological 

Th eory 17 (3): 404–20.

Carrier, Neil C. M. 2016. Little Mogadishu: Eastleigh, 

Nairobi’s global Somali hub. London: C. Hurst & 

Co.

Çavdar, Ayșe. 2016. “Building, marketing and living 

in an Islamic gated community: Novel confi gura-

tions of class and religion in Istanbul.” Interna-

tional Journal of Urban and Regional Research 

40 (3): 507–23.

Coaff ee, Jon, and David Murakami Wood. 2006. 

“Security is coming home: Rethinking scale 

and constructing resilience in the global urban 

response to terrorist risk.” International Relations 

20 (4): 503–17.

Le Corbusier. (1927) 1987. Th e city of tomorrow and 

its planning. New York: Dover.

Davis, Mike. 1992. Beyond Blade Runner: Urban 

control—Th e ecology of fear. Westfi eld: Open 

Magazine Pamphlet Series

de Certeau, Michel. 1984. Th e practice of everyday 

life. Trans. Steven Rendall. Berkeley: University 

of California Press.

Eisenberg, Andrew J. 2013. “Islam, sound and space: 

Acoustemology and Muslim citizenship on 

the Kenyan coast.” In Music, sound and space: 

transformations of public and private experience, 

ed. Georgina Born, 186–202. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press

Glück, Zoltán. 2017. “Security urbanism and the 

counterterror state in Kenya.” Anthropological 

Th eory 17 (3): 297–321.

Glück, Zoltán, and Setha Low. 2017. “A sociospatial 

framework for the anthropology of security.” 

Anthropological Th eory 17 (3): 281–296.

Graham, Stephen. 2018. Vertical: Th e city from 

satellites to bunkers. London: Verso.

HAKI Africa. 2016. What do we tell the families? 

Killings and disappearances in the coastal region 

of Kenya: 2012–2016. Mombasa: HAKI Africa.

Kresse, Kai. 2006. “Debating maulidi: Ambiguities 

and transformations of Muslim identity along 

the Kenyan Swahili coast.” In Loimeier and 

Seesemann 2006: 209–228.

Kresse, Kai. 2007. Philosophizing in Mombasa: Knowl-

edge, Islam and intellectual practice on the Swahili 

coast. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Kundnani, Arun. 2014. Th e Muslims are coming! 

Islamophobia, extremism, and the domestic war 

on terror. London: Verso.

Loimeier, Roman and Rüdiger Seesemann. 2006. 

Th e global worlds of the Swahili: Interfaces of 

Islam, identity and space in 19th and 20th-century 

East Africa. Berlin: Lit Verlag.

Low, Setha M. 2004. Behind the gates: Life, security, 

and the pursuit of happiness in fortress America. 

New York: Routledge.

Mamdani, Mahmood. 2002. “Good Muslim, bad 

Muslim: A political perspective on culture and 

terrorism.” American Anthropologist 104 (3): 

766–775.

Mangat, Jagjit Singh. 1969. A history of the Asians 

in East Africa, ca. 1886 to 1945. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press.

Muhuri (Muslims for Human Rights). 2013. “We’re 

tired of taking you to the court”: Human rights 

abuses by Kenya’s Anti-Terrorism Police Unit. 

New York: Open Society Foundations.

Th e New Humanitarian. 2014. “Gunned down in 

Mombasa: Th e clerics that have died.” 28 July. 



“Going vertical” in times of insecurity | 35

http://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/analysis/

2014/07/28/gunned-down-mombasa-clerics-

have-died.

Osella, Filippo, and Caroline Osella. 2013. “Intro-

duction.” In Islamic reform in South Asia, ed. 

Filippo Osella and Caroline Osella, xi–xxviii. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Otuki, Neville. 2017. “Kenya shocks rivals with 

Sh96bn military budget.” Business Daily Africa, 

25 April. https://www.businessdailyafrica.com/

news/Kenya-shocks-rivals-with-Sh96bn-mili

tary-budget-/539546-3902752-upddpv.

Prestholdt, Jeremy. 2011. “Kenya, the United States, 

and counterterrorism.” Africa Today 57 (4): 2–27.

Saleem, Shahed. 2013. “Th e mosque in Britain fi nd-

ing its place.” In Religious architecture: Anthropo-

logical perspectives, ed. Oskar Verkaaik, 185–204. 

Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.

Searle, Llerena Guiu. 2013. “Constructing prestige 

and elaborating the ‘professional’: Elite residen-

tial complexes in the National Capital Region, 

India.” Contributions to Indian Sociology 47 (2): 

271–302.

Seesemann, Rüdiger. 2006. “African Islam or Islam 

in Africa? Evidence from Kenya.” In Loimeier 

and Seesemann 2006: 229–250.

Seesemann, Rüdiger. 2007. “Kenyan Muslims, the 

aft ermath of 9/11, and the ‘war on terror.’” In 

Islam and Muslim politics in Africa, ed. Benjamin 

F. Soares and René Otayek, 157–76. New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan.

Smith, Constance. 2015. “‘Th ey are just terrorists’: 

Constructing security claims in Nairobi.” Etno-

foor 27 (2): 133–55.

Th e Star. 2014. “Hindi, Gamba attacks work of 

MRC-Kaindi.” 6 July.

Th eroux, Paul. (1967) 1997. “Hating the Asians.” 

Transition 75/76: 60–73.

Ukah, Asonzeh. 2016. “Building god’s city: Th e 

political economy of prayer camps in Nigeria.” 

International Journal of Urban and Regional 

Research 40 (3): 524–40.

Verkaaik, Oskar. 2012. “Designing the ‘anti-mosque’: 

Identity, religion and aff ect in contemporary 

European mosque design.” Social Anthropology / 

Anthropologie Sociale 20 (2): 161–76.




