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ARCHITECTURAL NOMADISM 
 

 
Abstract 
This research concerns with the approach of architecture through a nomadic theory as 
opposed to the long-practiced sedentarist one. It intends to propose an architectural practice 
beyond the sedentarist conventions of settlemets, of cities of permanence. A practice that 
doesn’t draw conclusions from society through its settlement, but rather its mobility. It seeks 
for a practice of ephemerality, occupation and mobility in order to challenge sedentarist 
conceptions of culture, identity and belonging independent of a territory. In order to do so, it 
draws understanding from a theoretical point of view –nomadic theory- and its repercussion 
in society and the built environment. And additionally, from an analysis of original nomadic 
cultures of the South of Kazakhstan and a type of contemporary nomad, people in transit 
through Almaty for the transportation of goods or passengers. 
 
Problem Statement  
Today’s societies and cities have been built upon ideals of sedentarism. This fixed, deeply 
rooted, conceptions of culture, identity and belonging reaffirms the organization of the world 
into pieces like nations, states, countries or other specific places. This may not sound alarming 
simply because sedentarism is so ingrained within the organization of our societies that it is 
readily accepted, rather invisible. But in fact, these conceptions actively territorialize cultures 
and belongings into physical and static spaces such as property, region and nation leading 
instead to questioning and frowning upon the misfits of sedentarized societies: the migrants, 
the nomads, those that do not belong to one place.  
 
A nomadic theory, as opposed to sedentarist theory, pushes thoughts to transgress borders, 
expand to new territories and occupy them. Architecture’s understanding of societies through 
its settlement within the built environment is in itself a sedentarist practice (what Deleuze and 
Guattari would define as “reproduction science”) which only reproduces sedentarist forms of 
living and denies a nomadic expansion of the practice. It has maybe come to a time when 
architecture should incorporate nomadic theory to its practice by considering other ways of 
looking into society. It should “nomadize” its practice by placing itself in other territories of 
architectural thought, but also “nomadize” its way of perceiving society by looking at it 
through its moments of mobility, temporary occupations and ephemerality rather than 
settlement, permanence and monumentality.  
 
 



Research Questions 
How can nomadic theory and the understanding of society (and its built environment) 
through its moments of mobility, temporal occupation and ephemerality influence the 
practice of architecture?  
 

How does it challenge current sedentarist perspectives of cultures, identities and belonging? 
How can this challenge ideas of occupation of the (urban) space? 

 How does it take accountability for more mobile lives (occupying instead of settling)? 
 How can it expand ideals of citizenship beyond those attached to territory? 

 
Methodology 
The research starts with a case study: the city of Almaty in Kazakhstan. In fact, the choice of 
the case study happened prior to the establishment of the problem statement. 
 
This first step consists of discovering the case study and defining its qualities that make it 
unique. The approach used to do such thing is an analysis and sub-sequent definition of the 
city’s territory and borders. The goal is to develop an understanding of the area beyond that 
defined by its administrative borders and territory. What are the elements that actually 
constitute the territory of Almaty, what kind of borders exist, how are they materialized (or not) 
and what do they separate or define differently between them. These things are then jointly 
expressed in two maps: one that defines the unique characteristics of the city in terms of its 
territory and another that defines its unique border conditions. 
 
The second step consists of a 2-component simultaneous research within the theme of the 
topics addressed by the problem statement: one results in a written paper and the other in 
analytical maps and drawings. 
 
In order to practice architecture with the understandings of nomadic theory it is deemed 
helpful to dive into the topic by the writing of a theoretical paper in order to develop a 
personal understanding and positioning towards the topic. The paper addresses the 
dichotomy of sedentarist and nomadic theories and how they translate into the built 
environment through the permanence and settlement of sedentarist societies as opposed to 
the ephemeral and resilience of a more nomadic society.  
 
In this other component of the research, a more specific topic within the problem statement’s 
theme is researched within Almaty in order to address the problem statement within its 
specific context. Informed by the concepts developed in the theory paper, but also 
reciprocally informing the theory paper, this part of the research focuses on looking at the 
mobility of nomadic groups to gain an understanding about mobile life and occupation of 
different territories. It starts with a research about the original nomadic groups of Kazakhstan, 
most specifically the South of Kazakhstan (where Almaty is located). A parallel is  then drawn 
to contemporary cases of nomadism in Almaty, of which the specific case chosen to be 
addressed are goods and passenger drivers in international transit through the territory of 
Almaty. In this analysis, the topics studied are the mobility of the drivers and their temporary 
occupations of the territories along the road. The road starts being perceived as a nomadic 



space – the asphalted piece of land is the axis of mobility and its extensions beyond the 
asphalt, places that allow temporary occupations. 
 
Finally, the last step is the formalization of the previous part of the research into physical 
models. The research’s conclusions and understandings are translated into 3 different models: 
one that conceptualizes ideas of the site (or ground), another for the form and a last one for 
the program. The goal with this step is to enrich the findings of the previous parts of the 
research as well as instigate a transition between the research phase and design phase. 
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