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Abstract

The concept of dwelling is undergoing a profound transformation as societal shifts, tech-
nological advancements, and environmental imperatives redefine our understanding of
permanence and mobility. Historically rooted in the nomadic practices of Bedouins, Tuareg,
and other itinerant cultures, moving architectures and design products reflect an enduring
human response to the dynamic needs of survival, exploration, and adaptation. Today, this
tradition is experiencing a resurgence, fueled by the rise of digital nomadism, widespread
connectivity, and the pressing demand for flexible and sustainable living solutions.

This paper explores how contemporary design is reshaping the paradigm of dwelling on
the move, transcending traditional notions of place and permanence. Starting from histori-
cal precedents of mobile and temporary living and their evolution into modern innovations,
the research examines the contemporary directions of dwelling offered by the application
of new technologies such as Augmented and Virtual Reality (AR / VR). Drawing on case
studies from diverse contexts, portable habitats and digital dwelling examples, such as
Second Life, currently offered by the Metaverse, the paper highlights how advancements
in digital, extended, immersive and responsive technologies could enable new forms of
adaptable alternative forms of dwelling.
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1. Towards a New Vision of Nomadism

The paper aims to investigate how contemporary design is
redefining the concept of dwelling in an era characterised

by increased mobility, digital integration, and technological
advancements.

Starting from the earliest examples of experimental dwelling
design for mobile and temporary living, the research estab-
lishes a foundation for understanding how contemporary
design solutions are influencing the way people inhabit virtu-
al spaces.

The document examines how emerging technologies, digital
and immersive environments, and responsive architectural
systems are enabling new forms of adaptable, self-sufficient,
and intelligent dwellings.

Through a review of the state of the art that draws on design,
architecture, and social sciences, the paper explores the envi-
ronmental dimensions of different ways of contemporary mo-
bility, highlighting how the boundaries between the real and
digital worlds are increasingly merging. By analysing case
studies ranging from physical mobile and temporary habitats
to digital spaces such as the Metaverse, the paper underlines
that the new ways of living are not simply a response to con-
temporary societal fluidity, but a transformative opportunity
to reimagine the future of habitation.

The responsive use of technologies is enabling new forms of
adaptable and self-sufficient dwellings, exploring broader
themes of accessibility, dynamism, and ecological responsi-
bility.

PAD \ Pages on Arts and Design | #28



Design, Technology, and Cultural Expressions in Contemporary and Future Forms of Nomadic Living by L. Giraldi, F. Morelli & M. Maini

139

2. From Nomadic to Virtual Dwelling

The concept of dwelling has long been associated with per-
manence, stability, and rootedness. However, rapid techno-
logical advancement, shifting social dynamics, and environ-
mental challenges are prompting a fundamental rethinking of
traditional paradigms of living.

This evolution is not merely a contemporary trend, but an
extension of historical nomadic traditions that have contin-
ually adapted to human needs. From nomadic to sedentary
lifestyles and vice versa, ways of living shift in response to
environmental conditions, physical and psychological needs,
and work or study demands.

While ancient nomadism was driven by survival, such as the
search for food and safe shelter, today it is influenced by
more complex requirements and the increasing value of time,
one of the most precious resources in modern society.

Today, nomadic living is closely tied to technological innova-
tion and societal changes in culture, tradition, and habits. The
growing demand for mobility, flexibility, and sustainability

is reshaping how individuals and communities engage with
living spaces, although this has been a global trend since the
1980s (Hannonen, 2020). This transformation has driven the
development of innovative housing solutions, ranging from
modular homes and livable vans to temporary micro-archi-
tectures, ultimately culminating in the notion of the virtual
home, a space entirely reimagined within a digital dimension.
In this context, since the 1980s, numerous housing solutions
have been developed to support nomadism, promoting the use
of foldable and transportable homes.
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These dwellings represented an innovative residential alterna-
tive, capable of unfolding and collapsing automatically within
minutes, without the need for cranes or permanent founda-
tions. Thanks to these technologies, individuals have been
able to redefine their daily lives with a high level of flexibility
and adaptability.

This type of housing has its roots in historical projects such
as the Mobile House, designed by Alberto Rosselli in 1972.
The mobility of the house-object, designed to be relocated,
was based on two distinct states: movement and rest, each
with specific requirements. During transport, factors such as
road conditions and safety required a compact and essential
structure. During the journey, it was securely fastened onto an
open truck and, once it reached its destination, it was unload-
ed and placed on independent ground supports. All necessary
furnishings were stored inside during transit, making the
closed unit a container for furniture and modern conveni-
ences. Once installed, it could be easily expanded by two peo-
ple without the need for special equipment (Ambasz, 1972).

As highlighted in the exhibition catalogue Italy: The New
Domestic Landscape. Achievements and Problems of Italian
Design, organised at MOMA in New York in 1972, it is evident
that the concept of dwelling was already undergoing a trans-
formation. Even at that time, technological innovations ena-
bled increased mobility and the expansion of these dwellings,
allowing for the use of lightweight materials and advanced
mechanisms applicable to various modes of transportation,
both land and air. Within this context, also designers such

as Marco Zanuso, Richard Sapper, and Mario Bellini began
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exploring alternative housing solutions, paving the way for
contemporary trends such as Tiny Houses, compact dwellings
that merge energy efficiency, environmental sustainability,
and a minimalist lifestyle. This concept of compact dwelling
and modular design has fostered the development of nomadic
housing, particularly in emergency and social contexts.

Significant examples include the MAPI Modulo abitativo di
Pronto Impiego, a temporary and transportable housing unit
designed by Pierluigi Spadolini in 1980 for post-disaster sce-
narios (Chigiotti, 1998); the Treetents, tree-suspended shelters
created in 1998 by Dré Wapenaar for forest activists; and the
Global Village Shelter, made from waterproof and fire-re-
sistant paper, designed in 2001 by Daniel Ferrara (Antonelli,
2005). Originally designed out of necessity, these types of
dwellings are now also used in sustainable tourism and res-
idential nomadism, reflecting society’s growing demand for
flexible, easily transportable homes that require minimal
infrastructure.

More recently, a particularly innovative example is the mod-
el patented by TenFold Engineering, a British company that
developed a foldable home designed to meet the needs of a
constantly evolving society (Motta, 2018). This dwelling can
autonomously unfold in just ten minutes, making it suitable for
extreme environments such as deserts or polar regions, offer-
ing functional and immediately usable environments, thanks to
integrated furniture that becomes accessible once the structure
is opened. It represents a significant step forward in the concept
of mobile, sustainable, and technologically advanced housing.
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Although there is a growing trend of physical nomadism, on
the other hand, there is a rising interest in virtual solutions
that faithfully replicate the experience of real dwelling. In
particular, following the recent global pandemic, which sig-
nificantly restricted social interactions, there has been an
intensified focus on the digital realm as a space for meeting,
interaction, and even residence. In today’s digital age, new
generations can be considered “smart nomads,” exploring
the world not just with their real senses, but also through the
sensors and touchscreens of mobile and wearable devices, or
Virtual Reality (VR) tools. In virtual reality, devices create a
virtual vision, allowing users to interact with simulations as
if they were real. These technologies now shape contempo-
rary narratives, turning users from mere spectators into fully
engaged participants.

In this new era, where the line between the real and digital is
blurred, dwelling is no longer defined by traditional concepts
of time and space. Smart nomads explore the world not only
through their senses but also with digital tools. While inno-
vations like aeroplanes and shuttles have made physical travel
easier, digital technologies have changed how we discover and
experience new places. For example, in the travel industry,
technologies are used to help travellers preview or experience
destinations, such as Marriott Hotels, where their VRoom Ser-
vice provides immersive experiences directly in hotel rooms.

New technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), the
Internet of Things (IoT), and immersive digital platforms like
the Metaverse demonstrate how virtual realms are emerging

PAD \ Pages on Arts and Design \ #28



Design, Technology, and Cultural Expressions in Contemporary and Future Forms of Nomadic Living by L. Giraldi, F. Morelli & M. Maini

143

as alternative spaces for living and social interaction. The in-
tegration of extended reality (XR), responsive materials, and
Al-driven automation is further expanding the definition of
the home, challenging conventional design practices and en-
abling more sustainable, intelligent, and self-sufficient living
environments.

3. Digital Nomads

The term “digital nomad,” coined by Makimoto and Manners
(Makimoto & Manners, 1997), refers to professionals who
utilise digital technologies to work remotely from anywhere.
They envisioned a lifestyle enabled by mobile technology,
freeing people from fixed schedules and locations. This defi-
nition describes a flexible, location-independent way of living.
Today, the rise of digital nomadism reflects changes in how
people work, live, and move across the globe, driven by flex-
ible job structures, evolving travel trends, and constant con-
nectivity through websites and virtual environments.

The theme of the duality between the real and the digital has
been a defining feature of our contemporary society for many
years. This trend is reflected in several installations presented
at the Interni Cre-action event, held in the main courtyard of
the University of Milan during the Salone del Mobile in April
2025. The artworks presented as temporary installations
explore the relationship between design and contemporary
culture. For instance, the installation Ydo by W. DESIGN with
Empire, Drifting explores the contrast between transience and
permanence, a duality that defines a society caught between
movement and contemplation.
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Similarly, People by Dainelli Studio uses a series of surfaces
to create a shifting experience that invites reflection on the
ever-changing nature of identity today, the tension between
the self and the collective and human connections.

Unbound by physical constraints, digital nomads navigate
shared digital environments, redefining traditional nomadism
as a collective and interactive experience, while expanding
opportunities for the global exchange of ideas, knowledge,
and skills (Pandurska et al., 2024).

The lifestyle and social changes, accelerated by the COVID-19
pandemic, have profoundly reshaped the concept of dwelling.
During this period, the Metaverse, initially conceived as a
playful space, rapidly evolved into a complex social platform,
fostering the emergence of new user profiles shaped by major
societal transformations previously mentioned, including the
widespread availability of mobile internet, the integration of
digital technologies into daily life, and the growing flexibility
of work structures (Pandurska et al., 2024).

Digital nomads, constantly connected and often productive
even during their free time, exemplify a new kind of mobility
that takes place within virtual space (Cakan & GOk, 2022).
Parameters such as optimisation, efficiency, sustainability,
comfort, and time-saving shape emerging habits, often turn-
ing individuals into “sedentary nomads” - virtual travellers

- or even allowing for a form of ubiquity. One person can now
attend a global conference from home or explore a museum
on the other side of the world while on a train. In this context,
mobile and connected dwellings could represent a promising
solution for the near future.
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4. New Dwellings: Virtual Space for Digital Nomads

A dwelling can be defined as a house or a living space where
people feel safe and secure, suited to their lifestyle. Tradi-
tionally, the concept of home has been synonymous with
permanence and stability. However, the contemporary home
is increasingly becoming a “temporary” one, reflecting the
fluidity that defines our era. Today, the design of living spac-
es also involves designing for impermanence, raising ques-
tions about the many ways of inhabiting a space and the inter-
actions that space can create with its surrounding elements.
Digital dwellings and digital living spaces, in our view, repre-
sent an evolution of what Marc Augé defined as “non-places”
in 1992. According to Augé, non-places are anonymous spaces
lacking identity, disconnected from social context, tradition,
or history, such as malls or airports. These are transit spaces,
in contrast to “anthropological places”, which are defined by
historical and relational depth (Augé, 1992).

A connection can be drawn between non-places, which are
both physical and digital. Social media immerse us in a state
of constant ubiquity and instant connectivity, which hinders
the formation of meaningful, socially rooted relationships.
They function as non-places, encouraging addictive behav-
iors and fueling a continuous need for attention, visibility,
and validation. Moreover, non-places focus on the present
and reflect the spirit of our time, marked by uncertainty,
impermanence, movement, and individualism. In this sense,
digital dwellings can be seen as a modern form of non-place:
temporary, ever-changing spaces that may disappear without
internet or electricity. They reflect a person’s identity or as-
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pirations at a specific moment, detached from their physical
presence. The physical place a person occupies while online
remains unused and participates only as a neutral backdrop.
Another example of digital non-places can be found on plat-
forms such as Zoom, Teams, or Google Meet. These virtual
rooms appear standardised and impersonal, even though they
can be customised with different backgrounds depending on
the moment, to make the experience more communicative
and engaging.

This concept of virtual space was realised in one of its earli-
est forms in 2003 with the launch of Second Life, developed by
Linden Lab, a company founded by Philip Rosedale. The vir-
tual platform was conceived as a digital parallel world where
users, called “residents”, could create avatars, explore 3D
environments, build structures, socialise, conduct business,
participate in events, and even earn real money (Linden Lab,
n.d.). At the same time, Second Life was considered ground-
breaking for its ability to allow users to faithfully recreate
their homes using extensive digital libraries. It offered a high-
ly personalised “second life” experience, starting from the
detailed creation of an avatar and extending to the design and
furnishing of a virtual residence.

Although Second Life was a major innovation in its era, the
concept of a “digital life” began to evolve more significant-
ly with the emergence of the Metaverse, a collective shared
space, a dynamic, generative, and changing scenario of com-
plex interactivity and different uses created by the conver-
gence of virtually enhanced physical and digital realities.
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A clear evolution during that period is represented by Decen-
traland, the first fully decentralised virtual world. Launched
in 2020, Decentraland empowers users to own, create, and
control digital assets and experiences within a dynamic, us-
er-generated environment. The platform offers a vast, explor-
able landscape that evolves in real time, shaped by its com-
munity. It fosters a vibrant space for dwelling, innovation,
and social interaction. Users, represented by fully customiza-
ble avatars, can claim virtual land and build on it, whether it’s
artistic installations, interactive games, virtual businesses,

or imaginative alien worlds, with limitless possibilities. At
the same time, these digital “lands” can be sold, and creators
could earn one of the highest revenue shares in the industry,
retaining 97.5% of their profits. Decentreland ensures people
from all over the world connect, attend events, make friends
and create lasting memories, regardless of their physical loca-
tion (Decentreland, n.d.).

Much like Decentraland, Uttopion was successfully launched
in Spain in 2021, originally under the name Musichood. Ini-
tially focused on supporting the music industry, the platform
aimed to offer an innovative and accessible way to share and
enjoy musical content from anywhere in the world.

Over time, Uttopion expanded its scope to include additional
sectors such as sports and, more recently, the virtual real es-
tate market. The platform’s virtual environment enables users
to purchase land in the form of NFTs, which can transform
into immersive spaces, such as homes, event venues, or crea-
tive installations. Since its official launch, Uttopion has host-
ed a wide variety of events across multiple industries, from
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the first healthcare congress held in the Metaverse to a virtual
performance by the Teatro Real and even digital New Year’s
Eve celebrations (Uttopion, n.d.).

For an even more immersive and comfortable experience,
Horizon Worlds stands out as Meta’s virtual universe, accessi-
ble exclusively through Oculus headsets. Within this environ-
ment, users are represented by avatars identical to those used
across other Meta platforms, such as Instagram, Facebook,
and WhatsApp, which are highly customizable and capable of
reflecting realistic human features. Users can not only person-
alise their virtual homes but also interact with their surround-
ings, host other participants, organise meetings, and conduct
their own work. Compared to previous platforms, Horizon
Worlds offers a more sophisticated interaction system: ava-
tars’ lip movements are synchronised with users’ speech, and
spatial audio technology adjusts the sound based on proximity
to others, enhancing the sense of realism and presence.

5. Designing for the Future Nomads

Contributions from design, architecture, and social sciences
converge to show how nomadic living not only meets practical
needs but also stimulates new ways of inhabiting and interact-
ing with both the real and digital worlds. Focusing on the so-
cio-cultural and environmental dimensions of digital mobili-
ty, this study explored the concept of contemporary dwelling,
showing how it has been transformed by digital technologies
and how design has contributed to redefining the way we live,
reshaping the relationship between humans, artefacts, tech-
nology, virtuality, and the real environment.
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The platforms mentioned earlier represent some of the most
innovative and widely discussed digital living solutions,
sparking interest in the possibilities offered by digital tech-
nologies. Although these environments lack a physical dimen-
sion, they acquire real value within the platforms in which
they exist, serving as spaces for social interaction and even
economic investment. These solutions highlight the potential
of a new type of living space, not only for digital nomads but
also for a broader and more diverse audience.

Furthermore, the paper emphasises that living on the move is
not merely a response to social fluidity but an opportunity to
reimagine the future of dwelling. In this context, adaptability,
sustainability, technological innovation, and virtual realities
come together to meet the challenges of a global society that
is increasingly mobile, unstable, and borderless, undergoing
a radical transformation. Space is no longer seen as static and
rooted, but as a fluid environment, adaptable to continuously
evolving needs.

In conclusion, as the boundary between physical and digital
continues to blur, designers are increasingly positioned at the
intersection of technology, culture, and society. Their role
will be crucial in creating adaptive systems and environments
that integrate digital spaces into everyday life. These inter-
connected systems will respond to the needs of a hyper-con-
nected and ever-evolving society, fostering more fluid, inclu-
sive, and sustainable ways of living in both real and virtual
contexts.
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The physicality of human beings and the way we inhabit spac-
es cannot be replaced solely by digital technologies. There-
fore, design disciplines face a great challenge: to find solu-
tions that allow the harmonious coexistence of the two worlds
in a new interconnected physical dwelling, transforming the
way we live, perceive, and imagine the near future, redefining
the concept of “reality”. The boundary between digital and
real is progressively blurring, making the distinction between
the two nearly imperceptible.
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