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A GLOBAL SHELTER IMAGINARY HUMANITARIAN INTERNMENT AND THE 

RATIONALIZATION OF RIGHTLESS RELIEF  

The Global Shelter Imaginary concerns the legitimation horizons of the contemporary 

humanitarian order. By reviewing the public career of a partnership between IKEA and the UN 

Refugee Agency (UNHCR) to sponsor the production of a universally-replicable camp dwelling 

called the ‘Better Shelter,’ this work examines how the same order has come to rely on 

architecture as the plenipotentiary for the same protections it is abandoning. More specifically, 

the Global Shelter Imaginary situates the successful public rationalization of the same Better 

Shelter within a broader failure of “humanitarian reason” (Fassin 2012), as stakeholders in 

humanitarian governance subordinate the political condition of rightlessness to the 

technocratic image of relief. The transformations just described actually cast a new light on the 

history of the refugee camp and of humanitarian internment. Whereas studies of camp 

humanitarianism typically foreground its origins in the morphologies of colonial internment 

(Hyslop 2011, McConnachie 2016, Meiches 2015), a history of the legitimation of such practices 

presents a different trajectory. Notions of a ‘better’ shelter actually emerged in the 

metropolitan West during WWI, in a context where members of national and imperial 

communities, like citizens of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, were presented with the prospect 

of model emergency housing at the cost of internment. Tracing its way through the mid-

century career of Fred Cuny and other advocates of ‘Shelter in Displacement’, the history of 

the model camp is one in which the substitution of shelter for protection was rendered so 

‘normal,’ irreducible, and necessary that it ceased to be questioned as anything but the triumph 

of Cosmopolitan Right. 
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