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ABSTRACT

In response to this year’s conference theme of why design and the
recognition of instability and uncertainty as factors influencing the
future of the field, our workshop "Designing [Im]Material Inven-
tories of Nomadic Belongings" revolves around the experiences of
being a nomad in our [im]material world of various entanglements.
In this space, we will share our stories through the belongings and
technologies we carry and discard, problematising nomadism and
impermanence as possibilities for resilience and growth. Through
the use of various design methods -including collaborative invento-
rying, somatic noticing and material fabulations- we will unpack
together our experiences of mobility in academia, speaking about
the objects and affects we embrace and leave behind, the role of tech-
nology in the construction of our changing identities, and possible
futures we envision for nomadism.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Our relationship with our belongings is not trivial, speaking of
the attachments we build around others [23]; for this reason, how
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nomads relate with objects, technologies, and people differs from
those who have settled down. Being subjected to constant reloca-
tions shapes our attachments, making us more strategic regarding
what we keep, discard, or even desire. Under this scenario, the
workshop Designing [Im]Material Inventories of Nomadic Belongings
problematises our consideration of objects and technologies as part
of the construction of our dynamic and moving identities. We ask:
How do we relate with and design to promote our sense of belonging
under scenarios of impermanence? How do we bring to the fore the
nomad’s resilience and dynamism in fabulating futures where settling
down might no longer be possible?

Beyond the literal relocation of bodies and affects, being a no-
mad can be understood as being a non-unitary and multi-layered
subject; a dynamic and changing entity [5] shaped by the objects
and cultures they inhabit. As -we- nomads constantly relocate, the
objects we keep with us are as important as the ones we choose to
discard. Rescuing these notions, this workshop centres around the
co-creation of an [im]material inventory of nomadic belongings,
questioning the notion of belonging traversing ephemeral objects
and identities. Through the use of soma design methods [18] and
fabulations [30], we aim to critically examine — from conceptual, af-
fective, and material perspectives— the frictions emerging between
nomadism and belonging. By building this inventory collabora-
tively with other self-identified nomads during the workshop, our
goal is to start defining qualities of belonging that would support
designing technologies for nomadic and impermanent lifestyles.

Although nomadism and migration have played an important
role in our human history since ancient times, we have seen a rapid
increase in global mobility during the last decade [2]. The pandemic
temporarily interrupted the flow of movement, but so far, it is still
difficult to assess the real impact it will have on the way people
mobilise [21]. The reasons for leaving one’s country of origin are
varied, including the search for better economic prospects, educa-
tion and displacement due to conflict [2]. Taking these perspectives
into account motivates us to use our designers’ lenses to explore the
phenomenon of nomadism from two angles: (1) As a present reality,
through examining the impermanence of our material attachments,
and (2) as a possible future where stability becomes a luxury.
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2 MOTIVATIONS AND SIGNIFICANCE

Although significant and urgent, the exploration of nomadic lifestyles
and belonging remains relatively uncharted as a design space. Be-
yond nomadism, the world is changing rapidly. Conflicts, global
warming and economic instability are forcing people to modify
their lifestyles. Even if remaining in one place, many might need
to rethink their relationship with objects, places and affects. In
interaction design, most existing research that relates to the needs
of nomads is situated within the design space of remote commu-
nication. More concretely, research engaged with diverse ways of
connecting families and friends living at a distance, for example,
by understanding their conversational behaviour [12, 14, 16], by
creating connected artifacts and systems [6-8, 13, 28, 29, 34], such
as wearables [3, 4], and by designing for social connectedness and
unconnectedness [15]. While being separated from our loved ones
is part of being a nomadic subject, this workshop aims to extend
the scope of possibilities, examining impermanence as a quality
of transformation, creativity, resilience, and growth [32]. In addi-
tion, nomadic practices have been proposed as a situated way of
engaging in design as an alternative to dominant human-centric
perspectives [33]. The way we examine nomadism is relational, yet
in this workshop, we will focus on concrete [im]material practices
associated with nomadism and belonging, the impact they generate
in our bodies, and how they influence how we use technologies
and objects.

This workshop builds on previous preliminary work, particu-
larly a workshop that gathered five designers who self-identified
as foreigners or nomads. This session self-organised as an intimate
and relatively spontaneous conversation where we generated an
inventory of objects of personal significance, including those fit-
ting within the duality of keeping/discarding, which we capture
in the notion of [im]material. This implicitly underscores the no-
mad’s selective approach to possessions, motivating our search
for understanding the material qualities of belonging. Through
our discussions, we discovered that the materiality of the objects
we leave behind (or that become "immaterial") is sometimes as
strong as those we keep. Along with discussing the notions of
keeping/discarding, we plan to explore and expand on: ghost items
(objects we have given up, but we still think about them, "haunting”
us), guilt items (objects we dislike but keep out of guilt —such as
gifts from family), and objects that never were, (but that we desire,
shaping our ambitions).

3 BACKGROUND

3.1 Nomadism and design

Constantly relocating brings a series of challenges associated with
impermanence, impacting family planning and dismantling rituals
while repositioning and reshaping our bodies and understanding of
culture [24]. Particularly prevalent in academia, mobility assumes
that researchers are disembodied, detached, and available to relo-
cate worldwide according to work demands [22]. In many cases,
nomadism is associated with being a foreigner, which can be de-
fined as a state of mind or not belonging to a particular place or
group [11]. It can also refer to things or concepts that are unfamiliar
or not native to a specific culture or context, such as a sense of
feeling like an outsider. In previous design approximations to the
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topic, we suggested that foreignness has specific affordances that
make the state of being at home adaptable to changes yet still tied
to the ability to build safe ties with selected artefacts and people
[25]. As a result, objects that inspire a strong sense of belonging
end up being small and, therefore, less prone to abandonment [25].

Some designers have also explored foreignness from the stand-
point of in-betweenness or the sensation of being split between
two cultures. Koulidou et al. [20] have materialised some of those
tensions of feeling "in transition" through two pieces of digital
jewellery representing the need for comfort and stability. This
in-betweenness leads to a heterogeneity of perspectives, shaping
design practice [1]. In addition, some have touched upon the phe-
nomenon of reverse culture shock, or the feeling of being an out-
sider to the country of origin. For example, Nufiez-Pacheco and Frid
[24] designed a prototype that uses narratives and haptic touch to
bring audiences closer to how earthquakes feel on the body while
reflecting on how the connection with the land is strongly somatic
and shaped (and sometimes fractured) by culture.

3.2 Belonging[s]

Although the process of self-identification with objects and prac-
tices can profoundly shape our integrity, belonging is a dynamic,
changing process [35]. This changing process is even more evident
for nomads, who adapt part of their emotional attachment and
self-identification process to the new spaces they inhabit. However,
we see belonging as not only associated with being part of but
also with objects and technologies themselves. According to the
Cambridge Dictionary, the term belonging refers to "the things that
a person owns, especially those that can be carried" .

Possessions, like objects, memorabilia, digital tools, and archives,
constitute not only a notion of belonging, but also outline our
personality. Miller demonstrated that by using objects as means to
portray people through the notion of "personal inventories" [23].
In the workshop, we intend to adapt this view to the context of
nomads by collaboratively formulating an inventory that consists
of both, material and immaterial elements. Thereby, we want to
explore various ways of grasping belonging that are not limited to
permanent living situations, and at the same time inquire into what
shapes nomads’ ways of being.

4 OUR METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH:
INVENTORYING OUR AFFECTIVE AND
[IM]MATERIAL TEMPORALITIES

This workshop explores the notion of belonging from two per-
spectives: (1) the present through examining the affective qualities
inspired by our [im]material belongings, and (2) the future through
material explorations and fabulatory tactics, helping us envision
creative and resilient futures for nomadism. These temporalities
will inform the creation of new themes for our evolving collective
inventory of [im]material object qualities.

4.0.1 Examining the present through affective explorations. We ap-
proach this dimension through the lenses of soma design [18], a
methodology involving a slow and careful examination of first-
person perspectives through design methods that place somatic
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experiences at the centre of the design process [18]. By adopting
this lens, we want to acknowledge the overlooked centrality of our
bodily selves in matters involving mobility, nomadism, and imper-
manence. When we arrive in a new environment, our bodies are
materially affected by changes in weather, food (and therefore our
gut bacteria), sensibility to natural events [24], different approaches
to socialisation [19], et cetera. These dimensions in everyday life
are sensory and palpable, requiring specialised methods to articu-
late how qualities of belonging "feel” —such as Focusing [26], body
maps [9] or other evocation techniques.

4.0.2 Speculating nomad futures through material fabulations. Once
we have accessed qualities of belonging, we use material explo-
rations [17], bridging previously unarticulated feelings and thoughts
to presence. Our approach to exploring materiality is future-looking,
grounded in fabulations as a tactic to craft narratives linking our
experiences with the future. Fabulations are a narrative approach
borrowed from STS (Science and Technology Studies) and femi-
nist technoscience intended to explore critical alternative futures
and world-making [30]. By sharing our present experiences with
other participants, we aim to discuss, feel, speculate, and materialise
future qualities of fragility and impermanence [31], of durability
and ephemerality [10], among others. Our focus will be placed on
devising nomad futures infused with creativity and resilience.

5 WORKSHOP GOALS AND EXPECTED
OUTCOMES

This workshop aims to gather design researchers and practitioners
who have an interest in the topic of nomadism and its imperma-
nence to examine the following possibilities critically:

e Generate an inventory of nomadic [im]material and affective
belongings, contributing to uncovering some of the chal-
lenges of designing for mobility and impermanence.

e Reflect on how the sense of belonging is shaped through
objects and technologies.

o Define some of the qualities in objects and technologies that
foster a sense of belonging amidst impermanence. These will
be instrumental in informing ways of designing for nomadic
lifestyles.

o Reflect on practices associated with detaching from personal
possessions. This involves the generation of guidelines on
design for ephemerality, impermanence, portability, and gift-
ing.

e Devise future ways of relating to nomadism, speculating
together about objects and future technologies responding
to the particular affordances of impermanence.

By engaging critically with these themes, we aim to set the foun-
dations for the establishment of a design program [27] for the design
of technologies better affording impermanence, uncertainties and
possible nomadic futures.
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