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When we attempt to define nomadism in a world where human rights violations occur on the 

daily, what first comes to mind is the absence of permanent settlement; for the nomad, in our 

collective imaginaries, is often one who desperately engages in continued mobility without a 

specific location to (re)turn to or, possibly, call home. Their permanent wandering, which has 

served as inspiration for writers, artists, and filmmakers across time and space,1 seems currently 

standardized in connection to ethnicity and the transnational, advancing pre-defined visions of 

unpreventable defenselessness that deprive dispersed communities of agency and self-

definition, or obscure their experiences under privileged mindfulness and neoliberal self-care 

discourses. Wandering, nonetheless, also bears the conceptual potential to resist simplistic 

interpretations, opening diverse philosophical readings that are pertinent to the study of 

migration in our time.  

 

Even when the act of walking has been recently engaged as merely a path to disciplined 

meditation (Gros 2014), self-expression (de Certeau 1988), or reflection and creativity (Solnit 

2001), nomadism carries multiple frames that can attend to the complexities and ethical 

dilemmas of our present. From fostering the assessment of stereotyped renditions of dispersed 

selfhood in contemporary media worldwide to reappraising diasporic and cosmopolitan 

identities and rights, the nomadic can unlock paths to ethical re-examination and challenge pre-

established boundaries, expanding intercultural exchange. 

 

 
1 See, for instance, Ana Mª Manzanas and Jesús Benito’s Occupying Space (2014) for a detailed study of the long 
tradition of nomadic heroes in US literature, culture, and film (3-13). 
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The potential that this concept carries is not new and has been consistently examined by 

philosophers in the last decades. Most notably, philosopher Rosi Braidotti anticipates in 

Nomadic Subjects a new definition for nomadism as a range of transits that transcend the 

physical and the visible, thereby shifting the classical paradigm to engage the cultural and 

linguistic worlds that the nomadic also inhabits (1994). In her study, the critic proposes the 

concept of nomadic subjectivities, which captures the non-structured, non-prefigured 

conditions that can come to define alternative political identities when ethically mobilized. 

Through this apprehension, nomadism becomes an intellectual framework too, which can 

interpellate individuals to act, reconsidering the sometimes-stoic staticity that may define their 

perception of the world and their relationship with those who inhabit it. 

 

This implicit defiance of what is expected—the norm—lies at the foundation of nomadic 

movement, which is said to hold the power to re-articulate relationality from a non-hierarchical 

stand. Already in A Thousand Plateaus, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari introduce the concept 

as entailing a state of fluidity that refuses to conform to the rigid organizations of fixed 

territorialization (1987). Deleuze and Guattari oppose the nomadic to the more average 

sedentary and insist that the concept be understood as a process of continuous becoming and 

questioning, a rhizomatic configuration that de-territorializes the subject from essentialist 

worldviews and ideally reasserts belonging through symmetrical bonds with previously 

disregarded objects and others (1983; 1987). Contrary to popular mediatic depiction, the nomad 

therefore is not a temporal, passive dweller in spaces that do not bear their name, but one who 

resists the spatial—and discursive—striations of the State while embracing smoothing practices 

that favor intercultural exchange and communication (1987). 

 

The powers of nomadism should not be oversimplified, though. For Deleuze and Guattari 

clarify that “it is possible to live striated on the deserts, steppes, or seas; it is possible to live 

smooth even in the cities, to be an urban nomad” (1987, 482). In other words, philosophical 

nomadism is not about recognizing fixed, objective binary structures; it is about making ethical 

decisions regarding the positions, ideologies, and orientations we adopt as we move in the 

world. This take is particularly significant in the context of migration, where interpersonal and 

structural violence are exerted on the daily. Because migrants embody the nomad’s capacity to 
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re-signify space, they become a threat to the institution that regulates and controls it, which 

results in emphasis on their imposed otherness and a temporal or conditional belonging. These 

complex processes are often public, feeding a mediatic portrait of migration that departs from 

a partisan rhetoric to discredit migrant experiences of violence and discrimination, further 

fueling social polarization through a distinction between those who belong and participate in 

the building of the State and those who allegedly do not and therefore need to be pushed out. 

After all, as critic Sara Ahmed points out, “to be a ‘part’ of an institution . . . requires not only 

that we inhabit its buildings, but also that we follow its line” (2006, 134), hence positioning 

political transformation on our capacity to step out of the normative line of thought in spite of 

political consequences. 

 

These rhetorical operations underscore the double meaning of bordering in the present, which 

no longer stands just as an act of territorialization favoring the expulsion of those who do not 

abide by hegemonic norms, but also entails the drawing of “symbolic lines of inclusion and 

difference” that mark cultural and identitarian processes (Yuval-Davis, Wemyss, and Cassidy 

2019, 4-5). This bifurcation in the meaning of the act of bordering is representative of the 

reproduction and dispersion of boundaries and division lines that critics such as Étienne Balibar 

note in their research (2004). As the border becomes “dispersed a little everywhere” (2004, 1) 

losing its tangibility, it assumes a subtlety and invisibility that reinforces vertical thinking 

without acknowledging its existence within nation-states. In the face of regimes of 

misrecognition, nomadism emerges as a possible first step towards horizontal world-building, 

promoting forms of relational thinking that can measure up to the transnational challenges of 

our present. 

 

The two interpretations of nomadism that this keyword addresses meet in the figure of the 

migrant, who has the capacity to operate from nomadic thinking while embodying nomadic 

forms of habitation. It has already been established that diasporic communities often remain 

uprooted within national bounds insofar as they are not allowed to entirely dwell in national 

spaces. Similarly, migrants are often subject to bordering practices that result in their 

“criminalization . . . to social and economic inequalities within and between states” (Yuval-

Davis, Wemyss, and Cassidy 2019, 4). These two realities enable the perception of the 
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inconsistencies of bordering, posing the migrant as a literal and ontological nomad that resists 

norms by occupying national space (Manzanas and Benito 2014) and by refusing silence and 

assimilation. 

 

Because nomadic thinking, like nomadic habitation, occurs within concentric structures, it 

requires indefinite relocation. If, in the context of migration, the nomad is the one placed in the 

infinite reproductions of an outside that is “oriented toward the inside” of nations to convey 

new degrees of difference (Manzanas 2024, 37), the nomadic subject must be that who thinks 

through similarly concentric thought-processes, introducing a “dispersed, fragmented vision, 

which is nonetheless functional, coherent and accountable, mostly because it is embedded and 

embodied” (Braidotti 2006, 4). That is, in the dispersion and consequent relocation of meaning 

that nomadism entails, nomadic subjects bring about the possibility of change, calling for 

political re-signification and accountability through a consistent challenging of the fixed 

structures of the State. 

 

This exercise of refusal explains why critics such as Ana Mª Manzanas and Jesús Benito 

premise nomadic spaces upon “the [very] possibility of insurgency,” conceiving them as an 

escape from the ideological inflections of hegemonic spatialization and neoliberal discourse 

(2014, 6). Since nomadism demands the rupture with the apparent stability of hegemonic 

worlds, it holds the capacity to re-empower figures typically set at the peripheries of nations 

and mainstream cultures. In this way, embracing a nomadic ideology can help challenge 

harmful depictions of migrants and asylum-seekers by fracturing the symbolic borders that 

sustain them. It is in the identification and consequent mobilization of the negative inscriptions 

placed on migrant bodies that contingent subjectivities can be activated, enabling dispersed 

communities to opt out of the categories that globalization presses on them, like that of “human 

waste” (Bauman 2004). Besides, nomadism also opens room for recognition and rhizomatic 

identity formation, reconsidering the role of roots and relations in processes of self-definition. 

 

In such a way, nomadism might activate routes towards what Ahmed terms “queer 

phenomenology,” which stands for an awareness and alignment with others, objects, and 
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experiences that originally may not seem to constitute one’s identity, favoring alternative 

orientations, subject positions, and relationships (2006). In doing so, nomadism becomes a 

practice of conscious disorientation, where one refuses to “follow the [predetermined] line” 

(15) to rather re-orient themself in alternative directions, advancing reconsiderations of what is 

reachable for those whose identities are dispersed. Nomadism, in these contexts, thereby stands 

for a non-unitary vision of the self that “far from preventing ethically relevant statements, 

[constitutes] a necessary precondition for the expression of an ethics that reflects the 

complexities of our time” (Braidotti 2006, 43). It is an ideological choice that explains social 

arrangements and recognizes the symbolic borders imposed upon race and ethnicity (Walia 

2021) demanding visibility and reparation for the injustices some endure under promises of 

deceitful incorporation to the State. 

 

These different readings of the nomadic are intimately entwined and mutually interpellated in 

our present. They must therefore be considered in correlation to one another, attending to the 

destabilization of rigid and dispersed borders in order to locate, name, and negotiate persistent 

difference lines. 
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