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This is an intriguing, and fulsome, dissertation on the theme of digital nomadism based on the
results of a multi-site research location including Wroclaw, Kyiv Baku Berlin, Barcelona,
Stuttgart and Porto. Of the principal research instruments that worked particularly well, and
entirely appropriately for this research agenda, was a form of ethnography. The leitmotif of
the thesis is an exploration of, and a challenge to, the now popular assumption that digital
nomadism represents an advance that, as Azad puts it,

“[...] coincided with and fostered cultural narratives that placed importance on
individual autonomy and creativity as indicators of professional and personal success,
thereby suppressing conventional views about stability and routine” (p11).

In a critical manner, the thesis can be said to confront and undermine this techno-bro conceit,
and one held and advanced despite the evidence, by popular commentators, notably on
various mass media platforms. The idea of a new subjectivity personally curated by
individuals is hardly new, but a social mélange of technological (apparent) autonomy, class
position, and new, and developing, labour processes, has seen this sector blossom. Figures
cited from the USA (2024) suggesting nearly 20 million workers describing themselves as
DN is astonishing and could imaginatively be matched elsewhere in the global north.

The thesis presents a substantial radical political economy of DN taking into account both
TNs themselves, local non DN workers, local community and activist players in those
communities affected and impacted by DNs. Especially prominent are those who then are
reconstructed by the actuality of DNs. Thus, while DNs directly impact local community
economies and spatial living arrangements (the well-known examples of Barcelona on the
study), the consequential reconstruction of loyer-rentier is something that is significantly
underreported, and it is to the credit of the thesis that this, and its implications, are examined.
Moreover, this is important since it is one of the critical aspects of the underlying insecurity
DN workers that they themselves recreate an exploitative relationship with others i.e. those to
whom they sublet. The thesis identifies and unpacks the physiognomy of (I counted eight)
“digitalized subjectivities” and these are significant — and this for me is a fundamentally
original argument based on the interviews — in showing us the contradictory and overlapping
‘identities’ held by DNs. As Azad says, these (overlapping) subjectivities “both contest and
reinforce market-driven imaginaries” (p1)

The thesis presents a convincing interrogation of a range of existing literature, both the
boosterists-advocates, and those whose more critical work provides a backdrop to Azad’s



own thesis are interrogated. The former include writing that takes for granted glib ideas of
flexibility and autonomy, and one of the strong features of the thesis is that it poses questions
to these tropes trenchantly and emphatically, throughout. (beginning p14 and passim): Azad,

“These speculative projections and tailored product rollouts are ultimately driven by
packaging continuous mobility as an aspiration, highlighting the globalization of labor
markets in conjunction with the development of remote work technologies. A
sociological reading of these changes reveals that corporations and states are
competing to cultivate new revenue streams by circulating narratives that present
location-independent work as a “flexible” alternative to the traditional nine-to-five
work arrangement. Therefore, it is crucial to critically scrutinize how this “flexibility”
is priced, who benefits from it, and who is exposed to and bearing the consequences
of paving the way for these new realities.” (p14)

I should like to raise a number of issues and questions and present (some very limited)
concerns.

The thesis is based on a strong and well researched agenda and this, together with its
underlying arguments, represents its core strength. That said, there are several points to raise
that are crucial and would need to be addressed were publication considered. This is certainly
a route I would very much support. The first thing I think requires some thought is the
overall structure of the thesis. It is a PhD, not a published book, so while the usual rules
would not apply nevertheless, and even for a PhD, we have to wait some time before we get
to the actual empirical account and assessment of the findings. While clearly we need a full
and proper indictment of precursors, these could be reduced somewhat.

(What is “emergency research”? p 17).

P21 what is meant by, “

“The first apparent epistemological intervention”? (p21) Explain “epistemological
intervention”.

When you write, “The exploitation of inequalities between sending and receiving contexts is
not considered a genius practice in such theoretical framings”. (p21) what is meant by, “a
genius practice”?

On page 24, clarification is required when you write, “So again, they are expected to be
employees but rather freelancers with multiple clients” Do you mean, “So again, they are
expected to be NOT JUST employees but ALSO freelancers with multiple clients”?



Suddenly, we have to wait until p 30, right at the end of chapter one, before we are given a
“road map” which runs to 5 pages. This should be right at the start so that the reader has
some clear signposting. This is because it is only now that you present your strategic
methodological and theoretical perspective, and as I read it, your prognosis, the “Triadic
framework”.

The concept of “social suffering” is ambiguous and especially where a critical political
economy perspective overdetermines the thesis. It works in an important sense where
empathetic understanding is crucial, as it is to the research and the manner in which it was
conducted. Yet, arguably, might it cover, or hide, precisely what you want to reveal? Thus,
the idea of suffering covers all the issues raised by the interviewees, clearly knocking down
the pop’ notions the thesis addresses. But could it be said also that the idea of DN suffering
actually obscures the different ways in which all those you research, and whose social
positions you interrogate, suffer? While they are all exploited, some are exploited differently
than others, and in ways in which, the main landlords especially, are not exploited at all. In
fact they are beneficiaries one would have thought? This is by of asking whether the term
might work as a metaphor rather than an analytical tool of what is otherwise a very sharp
political analysis of the range of impacts on distinct living and working patterns — and people
- who live within and beyond the economic eco-system of DN actors?.

And then, what does it actually mean when you write that you want to explore whether
“digital nomadism [is] a form of social suffering, or rather, as a symptom of it” ? (p 37). This
is quite tight and requires unpacking for conceptual clarity.

On p 39, “...aparadoxical dialectic of mobility”. Unpack, since ‘things’, social reality, can
be understood as either paradoxical or dialectic, depending on whether one is a Marxist or
otherwise inclined. Intersectionality, is another problematical concept. This conceptual
clarification matters, especially since the thesis wishes to challenge taken-for-granted
concepts about DN.

I very much appreciated a range of summations, including your discussion of the issue of
mobility, the fiction that DNs have freedom to come and go that lies at the centre of DNs
activity, “Thus, for driving global connectivity, space is opened for some and commodified
for others in its very architecture of systemic inequality, making it closed” (page 52).

There a number of curious lapses in style and presentation and one especially made me pause
to consider its purpose and intent in relation to the leitmotif. On p 66 the subsection “2.3.5
Relational Hierarchies and Exclusionary Intimacies”. Especially when you write that,



“While reworking and typing with the intention of the last time, the second part of this
section, my sharp attention to the work was disrupted by a brief prompt to close the
document and not save the work until the afternoon, resulting in the loss of five pages.
This event traumatized my relationship with this work. Recovering from that, after
another two days of slow writing, I am closing the gap of that day. However, the
consequences will be felt in the delivery of the rest of the thesis. Now, summarizing
the relational dimension as one of the strands of the theoretical tool to be used in the
future pages of this work, I would say that experience has empowered me. However, it
may not work similarly for women, considering their losses throughout history, as
readily available to us intellectually. Technological mediation in everyday life may
cause such coincidental disruptions, which is understandable, considering it as one of
the possible challenges to achieving the goal, whatever it might be”. (p67)

While all of this makes sense can you say more about how it relates to the study and
arguments?

Pp 69-73 is unclear and I suggest that you delete this section (2.4 reflexive Dimension) in any
anticipated published book form.

P 75. Much of this is repetition about “presumable bodies” in digital worlds.

“Presumable bodies participating in nomad kind of mobilities should be moderately
adaptive to navigate most of the relational and structural factors as they constantly
shift spatial and technological terrains”. (p75) This requires unpacking — not
reinterpreting the words per se, rather it would be useful to have an incisive critique of
this discourse, then the words.

Likewise, “The iterative interview process informed this approach, as three tools were
developed to facilitate in-depth conversations about digital nomadism with individuals who
have associated embodied experiences, and two tools were created for non-owner hosts,
encompassing three phases of the study. Composites reflect congruent inquiry logic with the
emerging themes of a certain phase, mapping evolving field priorities”. (p105).

P79 — Repetition of the idea that actors with much cultural capital , social, economic etc
capital are relatively privileged and profit from social hierarchy.

P 133. When you state in subsection “4.3 The Entrepreneurial Self” that,

“This romanticization masks the internalization demands of neoliberal capitalism,
which involves navigating the blurring boundaries between exploitation and
empowerment that work through discourses of self-optimization despite identity
fragmentation and the toll of emotional labor, whereas surveillance and self-discipline
coerce freedom, leading to a reimagining of subjectivity”.
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I do not doubt this, but I’m not clear on the description of the internal, or subjective, tensions
and conflicts DNs experience as “identity fragmentation”, and I cannot observe it from the
empirical material. This is quite a strong descriptor. Is it meant polemically?

The section “4.3.2 Freedom as coercion....” Is very strong, very well-conceived as is the rest
of this chapter featuring ‘borders’ and border regimes.

Chapter 5 p 140. This introduction is repetition. Excellent passages on the tensions of shared
living spaces.

“forty anonymized composite interviews: twenty-eight with mobile freelancers identifying
with the digital-nomad community, and twelve with local non-owner hosts who accommodate
them”.

Then we wait until “3.3.1 Sample Population and Participant Diversity” for a discussion of
methodology and to read that you interview 60 people...... .You write that, “My sampling
strategy was critically informed and therefore intentionally diverse, including more than sixty
interviews with individuals who experience digital nomadism as a lifestyle, as well as other
stakeholders who were exposed to it”. It is a little confusing and while you mention others
you worked with previously, which is good, why do you not refer to your excellent articles,
one with Mancinelli, “Digital Nomadism and Lifestyle Migration (2024) and your own,
“Sufferings of Digital Nomadism” (2023), and your assessment of Beverly Thompson in
International Sociology 39 (2) 20247 1t is important to reference what you have written.

I should like to pick up on just several more points that require clarification and, or,
reworking.

On p81 you refer to “structural violence”. This is important and a sociologist understands
this but in a variety of ways that are not explicit here. It is as if we can take for granted what
this means but it is not evident from the material. Is it enough to just state that capitalist
restructuring and the reconstitution of existing, and the creation of new, labour processes and
social relations, while disruptive, are also violent? This could be discussed more fully.

Relatedly, and an example in my view of a too loose use of concepts that while in the
vernacular may work, in the context of an academic thesis, are not only imprecise but may
lead to misunderstanding. Specifically, p 147, what is referred to as “cognitive dissonance” is
not what Festinger meant by it (the basis of ideological recalibration).

Identity/subjectivity p 163 passim. This is perhaps the section and conceptual distinction that
requires the most obvious reworking as it clearly constitutes a significant feature of the thesis
where we need to be able to distinguish between someone’s reconstituted self and the social
character of their self-understanding. Especially for a published book, this needs to be
thought though more clearly and can be part of the discussion of the thesis.

Relatedly, having told the reader that the digitalized subjectivities are meaningful insofar as
they constitute, and are constituted by DNs, we are now told that first they are ‘heuristic



tools”, and second, that they are about subjectivity — the focus of the thesis here — not
identity. It is confusing. What is “real’ in that case, since for Weber, ideal types are indeed
typifications, nominalist descriptors, but for you identity is real, if it can be put that way, and
therefore, why are identities not also ideal types? Weber or Marx, or Another?

In the conclusion you write that you are not interested in summarizing and that you focus on
youth. But while you may not be interested in providing a (regular) conclusion, a regular
conclusion is interested in you. This is for a very good reason. Part of the process of writing
a PhD is to explore, and then for the reader to follow, the sense of the arguments, the use of
material, exploring the sense the author makes of their interpretation of the material, the data.
It is part of the exercise to see how the author him/herself is able to sum up concisely their
view. This is not easy by any means yet it is surely required. Instead, we are told that the
focus has been on “youth”. But has it? Of course, the majority of those interviewed may
have been young, whatever that is (18-21? 21-25? 25-30/57) but this has not been specified in
terms of a literature that would involve pertinent questions about , for example, youth
transitions. It would mean that you could not write, again loosely, that most of the population
are in a precarious situation. Aside from the fact that this is not country specific, it is an
overgeneralization because it is just not the case. There is indeed a high level of precarity in
many OECD countries, but in fact, most people who are in employment are not in precarious
jobs. But this is an issue here were we are now into the conclusion. Rather than digging into
the material and data you have, you decide to go into another area — youth, precarious labour
and a general discourse on capitalist political economy.

Finally, on methodology. P 197, I refer the “Digital Nomad Interview Tool”. The section
“Negotiating Neoliberal Orders and Solidification of Borders”. Question 2. Are you sure
that your respondents understood what is meant by “neoliberal policies”?

Recommendation

I recommend passing this thesis. That said, notwithstanding my favorable view that this
thesis that brings together very original material and other data, I think that for a book,
certainly, and we can discuss this in the viva, it requires a more conventional account of the
data collection, a firmer, orthodox conclusion, reworking of a number of passages as
identified, and especially a reworking, clarification, of the theme carrying the distinction
between identity and subjectivity.

Professor Paul STEWART
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