
BARBOSA, Lara Leite 2012. Design without borders: the nomadic journey towards sustainability. In Farias, Priscila Lena; Calvera, Anna; Braga, 
Marcos da Costa & Schincariol, Zuleica (Eds.). Design frontiers: territories, concepts, technologies [=ICDHS 2012 - 8th Conference of the 
International Committee for Design History & Design Studies]. São Paulo: Blucher, 2012. ISBN 978-85-212-0692-7.
DOI  10.5151/design-icdhs-022

Design for sustainability / Nomadic thinking / Nomadism / 
Portable buildings / Temporary constructions 

This paper is based on a doctorate thesis about innovative de-
sign directions that considers contemporaries forms of nomadic 
life, respecting the environmental requirements. The aim of this 
paper is to discuss sustainability problems and nomadic be-
havior, under the optics of design. What is the relation between 
nomadism and sustainability? The hypothesis aims to confirm 
that nomadism and sustainability are closely related and tries 
to understand how designer can incorporate these principles in 
his work process. 

1. The nomadic journey
Besides a contemporary situation where the necessity for dis-
location has become more and more recurrent, an increasing 
number of environmental impacts are happening as a result of 
the excessive mobility. What can be done to change the inevita-
ble catastrophic future that has been sowed?  

Whereas nomads can teach us some lessons about how to re-
cover the harmony with nature, antinomads do not respect na-
ture rhythm and are causing environmental damages. This paper 
proposes a re-orientation in design procedures that can avoid an 
increase in environmental impacts. Sustainable design guidelines 
suggested by Ezio Manzini and Carlo Vezzoli (2002) are combined 
with nomadic behavior concepts to give a direction for ethical val-
ues that can help designers to project with responsibility.  

The five parts of this paper are divided by theme in categories 
- To go away; To recognize the place, To know others; To catch 
resources; To define duration; To go back – providing a range of 
keys for interpretation of the nomadic journey. 

To go away  

Move away from home 
People who are always moving and going somewhere can under-
stand better the meaning of “home”. A French sociologist, Michel 
Maffesoli, uses the greek word apoika to express the archetype 
of exodus like “move away from home” (Maffesoli 2001: 157). 
The verb apoikéo means to emigrate, to live or settle away from 
your home. The experience of being a foreign, the dangerous that 
travels abroad represents at the same time that adventures could 
happen, is a kind of fulfillment of being yourself. 

From this point of view, what we are carrying with us is what 
matters most. Not only material resources, but meanings: the 
cultural heritage, mother tongue, feelings for people who we left, 
the expectations about where we will go.           

What to carry?
A mobility situation requires choose what to carry and what to 
leave behind. The boarding moment involves cutting everything 
that is not essential or will not be used during the travel. 

The first revision that design must face is the difficulty of mov-
ing and sometimes carrying a home. Nowadays, design for dis-
assemble is recurrent for commercial and institutional projects 
but not for habitation purposes. Is there any appropriated built 
model for contemporary nomadic way of life?

There are some contexts where the weight of movable equip-
ments and shelters were drastically reduced. These examples 
are more compatible with nomadic life. The real nomad carry 
their home and households with them when they move. They do 
not build a new one, neither adapt another construction to use 
as a house. They have an easy to carry or disassemble home 
designed to last and resist to several moving. That is why some 
tools that make the transport easier are incorporated into the 
materiality of the home, like lightness.       

Another type of mobile solution of dwellings found on this 
survey is the geodesic dome. Although the geodesic form is a 
strange thing inserted in a residential environment, among an-
other context like an exhibition, it is very well accepted. 

Vernacular procedures
It is a challenge to combine nomadism with local characteristics. 
As far as possible, the use of materials found at new location can 
avoid transport expenses and impacts. But this requires some 
knowledge about raw material and production techniques to pre-
serve the biodiversity and the local identity. It is suggested to 
arrange a database for designers who want to interfere in local 

Design without borders: the nomadic journey towards sustainability
BARBOSA, Lara Leite / PhD Professor / School of Architecture and Urbanism, University of São Paulo, Brazil

Figure 1. Art Polonia: Yurt. (photo by Lara L. Barbosa at Dublin, 16th march 2008).
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communities. The information about non exhausting materials 
and renewable resources available locally is a good start for a 
project. Also, to take advantage of disposed products and recy-
cled materials helps to minimize pollution for, a not so far, future 
generation.

2. To recognize the place, To know others

Refugees, immigrants and exiled people
Refugges and migrants diasporas usually have the idea that they 
would not came back home. Often, the circumstance of arrive in 
a new location causes discomfort and embarrassing situations. 
Nomads usually have a strong ability related with adaptation. 
They have strategies to create a friendly environment compat-
ible with their mobility intentions.

This kind of mobility, where people move for necessity, is more 
related with poverty and material losses. There is a misleading 
sustainability because in social terms, this context that involves 
homeless and refugees is not a good reference for way of life. But, 
in environmental terms, they consume fewer resources, reusing 
and recycling wasted objects. Sometimes sustainable and no-
madic solutions are used to satisfy necessities in a frugal way.

Who are those people?
There are nomadic people in different nations, such as Indi-
ans and Eskimos or Inuits in America; Ab-origines in Australia; 
Bedouins in Arabia; Somalis and Fulanis in Africa, they are uni-
versal people. Nowadays, it is possible to find geographical and 
psychological nomadisms amongst homelessness, nomadic 
workers, environmental or war refugees, gypsies and so on.  

Our ancestral is still alive inside us, we might recognize that 
there is a part of the other in everyone. Instead of leave the op-
posite out, it is better to admit that everybody has a part of this 
opposite too. What is important here is the displacement to the 
other, try not to focus just in yourself.

The survey of this research includes vehicles as design solu-
tions because they are very valuable for nomads. Vehicles are 
essential for displacement to cross boundaries and go beyond 
limits. In fact, nomadic people did not accept borders; they are 
crossing the limits all the time. Due to such behavior, it is difficult 
for them to settle in one place, this makes them sick. 

Integration processes
The impacts related with mobility, in the environmental sense 
and immigration, in the social sense could be mildly dropped 
through integration processes. According to Paul Zumthor, the 
word integration comes from the adjective entire. So, integration 
is the part in harmony with the whole (Zumthor 2005: 181). This 
concept means a relationship where there is an intense open-
ing to the place, exposing it to contamination. Michel Maffesoli 
(2001) defines the function of wander as a way to take the 
foreigner in, to use it and to integrate it to everyday life. An ex-
change of experiences and values (such as currency, languag-
es, goods) beyond groups from different countries is a way to 
allow integration.  

In terms of design directions, new creations could be used any 
place and any time and could permit functions to improve com-
munication and continuity. The future of mobility is related with 
integration because different transport solutions do not com-
pete with each other, but they do complement each other. For 
example, to get to one place, it can be possible to go by bus or 
subway and to ride a bike in a stretch of the road.

Designers must be committed to select energy resources with 
low environmental impact and toxicity as a fuel to any kind of 
vehicle. This attention is required in pre-production, production, 
distribution, use and discard; since additives until any danger-
ous materials involved in design process.

3. To catch resources

Everyday life activities
How is it possible to satisfy everyday life necessities in mobil-
ity situations? The focus of the survey in this research is to find 
design answers for that question. After find some shelters, it is 
required to search for what are inside these mobile dwellings.  

For each everyday life activity there are several equipments that 
can be used as support for it. These nomadic equipments are 
portable or retract furniture, collapsible structures, itinerants 
and temporary services and vehicles used as mobile marketing. 
Bearing in mind that those equipments are flexible, design might Figure 2. JCDecaux (concept) Patrick Jouin (designer): Velib’, 2007. (Photo by 

Lara L. Barbosa at Paris, 7th april 2008).
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be made with instruments adjustable or transportable, mounta-
ble and demountable. Nomadic equipments are those which give 
support to nomadic way of life, fulfilling daily basic activities. The 
challenge is to satisfy those who live in constant displacements.

How to satisfy necessities?
How can homeless people to sleep, eat, or practice any other ba-
sic activity on the streets? They solve this problem with resourc-
es that are at hand. They use sources of water, pipes, dams or 
rivers to wash clothes. With discarded materials they construct 
supports to sleep. A place to urinate and defecate is one of the 
main problems because cities do not have public bathrooms. 
Food is found in institutions that provide evening meals, restau-
rants with very low prices and food offering in exchange for work 
(cleaning and kitchen porters). 

Homelessness, as contemporary nomads, are producing port-
able bathrooms, ephemeral plastic or cardboard shelters, re-
tractable covers, carts made by reused products. Besides all 
this creativity there is a hard reality faced by those who cannot 
count on government support. Instead of it, hygienic policies of 
cities do not allow them to use public equipment to survive on 
the streets. Design details in urban furniture like iron divisions 
on park bench are instruments that induce them to keep away 
from the public space. Their shelters have to be easily construct-
ed and re-constructed because homeless people are at risk of 
losing everything all the time.

Scarcity and simplicity
If everyone reflects on all the things consumed to construct a 
house, they could perceive the excess committed. Even in some 
nomadic groups, the furniture and the artifacts do not have 
mobility requirements that allow an easy moving. The frequent 
transport of heavy and great objects is a design problem. 

Both scarcity and simplicity are challenges to get a nomadic life 
according to sustainability. We must deal with a reality where 
energy and material resources, from food to fuel, are reducing. 
This attitude of avoid overdesign is a basic criteria to optimize 
material efficiency consumption. 

To be simple is a characteristic from material culture of nomadic 
communities. As they have an economy based on getting just 
what they need to subsist on temporary places and to carry 
what they have, they reduce their wealth.

To define duration

Nomadic aesthetics, the time of experience
Nomads have a different conception of time. This demands a re-
view of the implications for design. According to relations of this 
way of life based on the time of experience, it is defined a no-
madic aesthetic. Based on the essay of Teshome Gabriel (1988), 
some factors related with nomadic life defines a nomadic aes-
thetic, such as:

1. Space is relative to seeing, touching, feeling. The notion of 
nomadic space happens through introspection.

2. Time is seen, observed and experienced as subjective. The 
notion of nomadic time happens from life itself.

3. Memory is immediate. Communication is intense.

4. Language is symbolical, metaphorical, musical and perfor-
mance. 

5. Lifestyle is free. It is related with not glorify territories and 
resources.

Often, streets are places where hierarchies are contested, a 
nomad characteristic for excellence. Those territories are usu-
ally ruined spaces, leftovers of urban space as under viaducts, 
empty places submitted to deteriorating conditions.

How long does it persist?
To develop detailed specifications about a project that will 
change the address frequently, it is important to know how long 
it will stay in each place. The durability and validity relations have 
to be examined. 

Some of this itinerant projects are pneumatics constructions, 
temporary structures, prefabricated and portable buildings. Port-
able buildings are defined as: 

“those that are transported whole or intact. Sometimes they 
include the method for transport within their own structure 
(wheels, hull) and can be towed or carried- a few can be described 
as self-powered. However, the dividing line between building and 
vehicle then becomes blurred.” (Kronenburg 2002: 9)

Cyclical multiplicity
Nomads promote cyclical events and follow regular repetitions, 
according to the limits of its experience. This apparent only 
ephemeral circumstance is an efficient way to intensify and to 
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Figure 3. Darrick Borowski: O2 Chill, inside UK Millennium Experience Dome, 2006. 
(Photo by Lara L. Barbosa at Greenwich, 26th march 2008).
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extend the situation. Through the same logical, demountable, 
relocatable and portable buildings are sustainable because they 
are flexible and can be reused several times.

Designers can work on this improvements facilitating adaptabil-
ity, upgrading, maintenance, repair, reuse and re-manufacturing 
of the parts or the hole construction. 

To live, nomads comprehend and respect natural cycles. The life-
cycle design of a product or a building, as process through it is 
possible to manage sustainability, might be corresponding to 
the nature cycles. As far as possible, the time that the product 
or construction will last must be compatible with its degradation.   

4. To go back 

Nomadic strategies for surviving
An excellent way to act on relief in the field of architecture and 
design is designing shelter after disaster. Catastrophe scenarios 
like refugee camps require appropriate design to provide se-
curity, privacy and to protect from harsh weather conditions. 
Although this seems to be restricted to risky areas, some emer-
gent solutions are required worldwide.

Nomads have strategies to survive that are often passed from 
father to son. One important strategy is the knowledge to get 
infra-structures wherever they go. Another strategy is the abil-
ity to protect themselves, using or not a type of armor. In both 
cases, the equipment must provide all the things necessary to 
survive.

What will happen?
In a scientific fiction inspiration, artists like Archigram and Lucy 
Orta have proposed alternatives and discussed some issues 
about mobility and surviving. The comfort is a recurrent point 
when it is a matter of carrying things and displacement using 
simple solutions. There are some survival suits, for example, 
that are so difficult to use and keep that becomes obsolete.   

There are entire families living in the streets, immigrants, some 
of them become small communities to support each other. In a 
romantic vision, they are a kind of traveller that would like to feel 
independent of the urban infrastructure in a sustainable way of 
life. But, in what conditions do they practice this sustainability? 
Considering their unsafe, unhealthy and uncomfortable living 
conditions these are not social sustainable ways of living.

Government and designers do not know how to deal with this 
problem. The use of public space by this population is still pro-
hibited until today. Some artists are worried about the home-
lessness phenomenon and are expressing some ideas in their 
works. It can be possible to propose better portable equipments 
to interfere in this process. 

Collective interdependence
Instead of judge nature as guilty for earthquakes, floods, fire, 
gales or torrents, nomads have surviving strategies based on 
strong community relations between them and nature. The no-
mads’ surviving depends on their interdependence because 
they are societies where everyone belongs and have to take 
care of the community. The group interdependence grows al-
ways that knowledge and experiences are verbally exchanged. 
Solidarity in a social arrangement organized as communities 
and constructed with collective activities is a consequence of 
the people proximity.  

Projects for collective use can reduce environmental impacts by 
far. To minimize energy consumption during all design phases, it 
is more efficient to project a collective used product.

5. What can designers do?
The social function of architects or designers is to adapt spaces 
to answer human necessities socially defined. This contribution 
can interfere positively if each project decision was made with 
responsibility. 

Considering the existing social and economical system, design-
ers can offer more alternatives. 

This work suggests applications and extensions based on no-
madic lessons. The survey of design solutions shows that:

1. Portable or disassemble buildings have been more accepted 
in commercial than in residential purpose. 

2. Vehicles only represent a good solution if they are economi-
cally viable and have a space for free traffic. It can demand 
changing on the urban planning. It must be capable of be de-
veloped with sustainable energy to make it move.

3. The advantage of retractable or folding furniture is to have 
more space when it is not used. However, a new product in-
side the house still contributes to the excess of consumer 

Figure 4. Lucy Orta: Urban Life Guard, 2005. View at installation with 23 Military 
stretcher beds (Photo by Lara L. Barbosa at Milan, 23th april 2008).
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goods. A better substitution is reusing the old objects with new 
functions guided to personal necessities. This transition is a 
kind of ready-made, and after this is easier to perceive the real 
exigencies.

4. Temporary installations require managing abilities. Space 
loans and the previous definition of durability must be consid-
ered to develop a project with good use.  

5. Textile segment and chemistry ideas applied both construc-
tion and garment have been a fertile field. As lightweight and 
strong structures, membranes permits big advances, more 
than what metal and mechanical design can do.

Some opportunities can be proposed for designers to promote 
more sustainable ways of life. The main design directions founded 
on this research are:

•	 To improve the ability of assemble and disassemble. 

•	 To promote a local adaptation.

•	 To facilitate the connectivity and exchanges between individuals.

•	 To develop and use alternative ways of providing shelter and 
security from natural elements.

•	 To enable users to repair or do the maintenance of the product.

•	 To avoid equipments that depends on fossil fuels. 

•	 To develop the strategic use of lightweight materials and ob-
jects including recycled ones, such as cardboard and plastic.

We hope that this paper generates new paths and researches 
that work for regenerate the relation among design, nomadism 
and sustainability, without borders. 
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