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 The two terms ‘house’ and ‘home’ can be considered as two fairly different things.  1

It is possible to understand the difference in such way: while the first one is merely a a 

structure in which we shelter and dwell over a specific period of time, when we use the 

word ‘home,’ we are unconsciously implying the fact that there is a layer of emotional and 

psychological connection between us, as the inhabitants, and the space we call Home. 

 For decades philosophers and psychoanalysts such as Sigmund Freud have tried to 

explore the thoughts behind the sense of familiarity and the meaning of the word 

‘heimlich’. Precisely, Freud expresses his thoughts on the heimlich by writing about its 

opposite: the unheimlich; relating it to the ‘uncanny’: the strange feeling of noticing 

something familiar - but in disguise.  It is therefore possible to discuss the fact that 2

heimlich is, by interpreting Freud’s concept from a dweller’s perspective, that feeling one 

senses when entering a space - in this case, a house - and perceives that familiarity with 

the space surrounding him. 

 In the idea of contemporary nomadism, the sense of heimlich re-presents itself as 

the things and people surrounding us. The heimat (borrowing the term from the German, 

meaning ‘home’ and ‘feeling of belonging’) then, is not perceived as a physical location, 

heimat is now no longer the house you live in. The home with which you have such a 

strong emotional link is not fixed, rather, this link is found through other everyday 

common objects to which we give special value and people surrounding us, who are near 

us and walk our same path. A similar belief is the one of the Achilpa, an Australian 

nomadic tribe : their heimat is not a combination of four walls and a roof, their axis mundi 3

is set by a pole, which they carry with themselves every time they move to a new 

campsite. This pole helped orient themselves in the new surroundings - transforming any 

‘anonymous’ land into their heimat. 

 Hilde Heynen, in her text Nomadic Interiors or the Ambiguity of (In)habiting, 

argues how, because of the constant evolution of technology and the fact it is becoming 

! Banham, A Home is not a House, p. 371-378.1

 Royle, The Uncanny, p. 12

 Pombo and Heynen, Nomadic Interiors or the ambiguity of (in)habiting.3
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always more an essential part of our daily routine (and life in general) the heimat is subtly 

becoming virtual.  In other words, we feel ‘at home’ wherever we have our (virtual) heimat 4

with us - also known as our phone. We no longer have the need for physical objects such 

as souvenirs and photo albums as they are now conveniently saved onto our devices’ hard 

disk. We keep in contact with the people we love through text messages and social 

media. We don’t even need a kitchen anymore: we can order on-demand food through 

an app on our smartphone. 

 The heimat, our home, (or more realistically - the idea of home) is fading away. We 

are being allowed, through the use of technology, to uproot ourselves from our place of 

origin and move elsewhere, to explore and learn. In conjunction to this radical change, 

also the preconception of the minimum dwelling space has evolved: taking into account 

our willingness to adopt a more dynamic and volatile lifestyle, adapting to modern times 

and scrapping away space we don’t actively need or use anymore. 

 The aim of this essay is to analyse contemporary dwelling space and its relation to 

the nowadays trends of the ‘global population’ moving away from their home-country 

(either for work-related purposes or personal needs). With a comparison to case studies 

developed in the 1900s, such as Meyer’s Co-op Zimmer project, it will be possible to 

extract key elements which caused and/or helped the evolution - through time - of the 

minimum living cell. 

 One of the main factors of such an important change in the role of the minimum 

living cell is the fact that in present times, there is a worldwide tendency to work long 

hours, not allowing people to find the time to spend in their house. The less time we 

spend at home, the more our relationship with its space becomes superficial. We are 

starting to, somewhat, enjoy and like this instability and displacement dynamism, as we 

feel like we are able to move around freely, in complete control and ownership of our own 

condition and life choices; even though most probably these latter are imposed onto us 

by social or economical necessities rather than being our own, self-initiated, decisions. 

 Ibid. p.974
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 Numerous people displace for different reasons: some have a passions for 

knowledge, exploring and discovering places and cultures around the world; others seek 

freedom from a certain social, economical, or political situation which may complicate 

their life in their current state of living.  Many move abroad mainly because of a potential 5

career advancement and, perhaps, a better life quality combined with overall lower costs 

of living. 

 A survey obtaining information from 28 000 employers across 27 countries, 

revealed that approximately 37% of people working in companies which offer a formal 

relocation package or policy are willing to relocate globally for better careers.  Often 6

relocated employees move from one country to another yet keep working for the same 

company but, perhaps, in a different branch. This allows them to experience a positive 

change and break that ‘frenetic monotony’ they have been so used to in the last years - or 

even decades - of their lives. In most cases, the companies offering these relocation 

packages will cover part of the costs of moving, therefore facilitating and encouraging this 

nomadic lifestyle among its workers. 

 The current scenario of instability and unknown, dynamic, future has lead to a more 

easy-going and superficial approach towards dwelling spaces. In today’s culture, in this 

frenetic moving from home to work, from city to city, or even from a country to another, it 

is possible to say that - to a certain extent - every place we pass through is completely 

temporary. Short-term rents, Airbnbs, student accommodations - which are all results of 

fast-changing, global community’s needs - do not allow us enough time to create a 

deeper, sub-superficial emotional link between us and the space. 

 The role of the house is consequently transforming in a space that serves to the 

sole activities of basic human needs such as sleeping and cleansing - probably the two 

most intimate and important functions we perform everyday, no matter where we are. The 

‘minimum living cell’ is obtained by discarding any non-vital and unnecessary function 

from a typical house plan. 

 Moving.tips, “Why do people move abroad?”5

 Sourcingfocus.com, “37 percent of people willing to relocate globally for better careers, says Manpower 6

Inc.”
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Image 2 - ‘Contemporary Nomadism’
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 By looking at some already existing solutions, somewhat resembling the concept of 

‘minimum dwelling cell’ it is possible to understand the reasoning behind the introduction 

of capsule hotels in countries such as Japan. These type of structures are the result of an 

attempt to reduce living space to the minimum, to the extreme minimum: a bed. 

 Greatly popular in Japan and spread across the rest of Asia, capsule hotels are an 

agglomeration bed ‘pods’ stacked and gridded together - in order to make the most 

profit out of the floor area of the hotel - which provide basic overnight accommodation 

for people who cannot afford (or simply do not want to stay in) a more conventional hotel 

room.  This type of spaces is mainly used by workers and business man who live outside 7

of the main cities and need to stay in the city for a few nights and therefore stay in one of 

such pods at night solely to sleep, while using the city in order to do anything else (work, 

socialise, entertainment, etc.). 

 An example of a typical capsule hotel is the 9h (nine hours) hotel in the city of 

Kyoto (Japan). The name of the hotel clearly communicates the purpose and use of such 

service as ‘9 hours’ allow an individual just about the right time to refresh, take a shower, 

sleep and regain energies to start the next day. 

 Every possible interaction between the hotel’s service and the customer are 

‘activated’ digitally, scanning a QR code on the guest’s phone - activities such as 

checking-in and storing items in the lockers are completely automated because of the use 

of such technology. This allows the hotel to be very efficient at all times so that guests can 

come in anytime of the day and their entrance to the structure is completely 

independent.  8

 Solutions like capsule hotels combine the possibility of having high density 

dwelling cells, located in the centre of heavily populated cities, with the flexibility of 

adaptive minimum-stay times (often you can stay for as little as just one hour) at low costs, 

therefore making it affordable for everyone who has the necessity of staying in town 

without having to pay too much for their nomadic lifestyle. All of this is also using space  

 Tabuchi, “For Some in Japan, Home Is a Tiny Plastic Bunk.”7

 Campolo, Homeless but not Houseless. p.1398
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Image 4 - The Micro-Compact Home
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in a logical and efficient manner, condensing a basic function such as sleeping, into the 

minimum space possible - the surface area of a single bed - while yet providing a 

sufficient amount of privacy (the individual space) so that the hotel guests do not feel like 

they’re being deprived of their intimacy. 

 Even in more western examples of new contemporary living spaces, such as the 

Micro-Compact Home, it is possible to notice that most of the domestic functions that are 

usually associated with the spaces included within a typical house plan - such as a kitchen, 

a living room - are missing. A project designed by Horden Cherry Lee Architects in 

response to the growing demand for short-stay living accommodations for students : a 9

2.65m-per-side cube which becomes the new standard for a typology of minimum living 

cell, mainly addressed to students who need (or prefer) to live on-campus. Because of the 

technology and materials used in the production of such dwelling cubes, the 

transportation and on-site installation of these units contribute to a fast expansion and 

adoption these types of solutions for living. 

 Returning to the idea of heimat and heimlich, by looking at examples such as the 

9h capsule hotel and the micro-compact home, it is even more clear that the current 

direction in which the development on contemporary dwelling spaces is completely 

disregarding the concept (and, as a consequence, the need) for an emotional link with the 

physical space of our home. Consciously or not, emerging compact living structures are 

taking into account humanity’s bond with technology and the idea of the virtual heimat in 

order to allow for more advanced, plane and individualnessless spaces to be introduced 

and that will become part of our journey as spaces we (the contemporary nomads) dwell 

inside. 

 However, the idea of a neutral and minimal living space is not something new. 

Hannes Meyer was already looking into this thematic almost one-hundred years ago. His 

‘Co-op Interieur Project’, introduced in the 1920s, was a representation of what, in 

Meyer’s opinion, would have been tomorrow’s living cell. The project was first 

 Ibid. p. 1379
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publiclydshown through an article entitled ‘The New World’, published in Das Werk in 

1926 . 10

 As the title of the article refers to, in the text Meyer describes what the ‘new world’ 

means for him: a world composed of standardised elements. Space-saving elements such 

as the foldable chairs work as a symbol of mass production  of household items (furniture 11

in this case) suggesting that in the new world’s living unit we all have standardised 

furniture. A photograph of an interior space composed of very few elements of crucial 

importance for Meyer’s concept to be understood: a single bed, a folded chair hanged 

onto the wall, and a gramophone in the corner. 

 The bed being the most relevant object in the picture being the pivotal entity of 

the concept of living which has to be somehow linked to the thought of living being 

which needs to sleep in order to be able to ‘function properly’. The canvas chair is folded 

and hanged on the wall, suggesting the viewer a more versatile and variable space - with 

objects that can be compacted and put away to allow the space to be used more 

efficiently. The gramophone, the last one of the main three entities present in the photo, 

indicate a form of entertainment and pleasure: the tool through which the inhabitant can 

break the rigorousness of the living cell and enjoy his time there. 

 The ‘Co-op’ in the project’s name suggests a link to the Swiss co-operatives and 

the recurring concept of collective design Meyer was working at that time. Questioning 

the relationship between society and design, the individual and collaborative creation and 

production that was also being addressed by the Bauhaus.  12

 Similarities between Meyer’s project and nowadays alternative (minimal) living 

solutions can be noticed under many different aspects. First of all: the disappearance of 

our emotional link with our home. Personal items are no longer present inside such 

spaces: there is no decoration or ornament, no personal items which may inform one of a 

specific person’s taste and preferences. Standardised, mass produced furniture has 

 Franklin, Raquel. A reduction to the very minimum. p. 2810

 Ibid. p. 2711

 Franklin, Raquel. “The co-op principle – Hannes Meyer and the Concept of Collective Design”12
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replaced what was once bespoke and one-of-a-kind objects. The psychological 

relationship between the house and its dweller has faded away. Our interest in expressing 

our personality through the space we live in does no longer exist (or has become nearly 

inexistent). Today’s living cell is composed of standard - mass produced - components 

which are no longer unique to/for us. What all three case studies described in this essay 

have in common is the fact that, by simply looking at it, there is absolutely no information 

regarding who is inhabiting that space. Thinking about the bigger picture, the idea of 

collective living cells, all units will look exactly the same with absolutely no distinction 

between one cell from all the rest. 

 It almost becomes a scenario of a room without owner(ship), where people use the 

living unit in which only the indispensable minimum amount of space for personal use is 

provided  while the rest is shared with the other single dwellers; recalling the idea of co-13

op collective living. 

 People now tend to be more open to the idea of co-living and sharing most of 

their space with others. Today there’s an ideological projection where nomadism is almost 

seen and perceived as a trendy lifestyle which fulfils people’s desire to move. 

Standardising the living cell, reducing the costs by living nomadically, encourages people 

- who may have previously been more skeptical towards the idea of uprooting themselves 

from their heimat - to travel and explore new cultures. 

 In the 1950s, however, this was not the case. Nomadism and the minimum living 

cell had nothing to do with a choice of lifestyle. What projects like Meyer’s were actually 

trying to achieve was a normalisation of the working class cubicle: expanding to the 

minimum, to something dignified and with minimum, yet sufficient living space. At the 

time, the question was not ‘What is the minimum space someone can live in?’ but rather: 

‘What is the minimum decency (for anyone to live in)?’. 

 From Meyer’s questioning of minimum decency to nowadays never-ending 

exploration of super-compact dwelling spaces, the idea of the minimum living cell has 

been a recurring motif. Morphing through time, adapting to the innumerable changes in  

 Aureli, A room without ownership, p. 3313
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the social, economical, and political realms, this concept has always been present and a 

key part of the architecture of humanity. Perhaps the ‘minimum living unit’ has lost its 

original meaning, the one Meyer was intending as tomorrow’s living space, but no matter 

in what time period we live in, nor in which geographical region we face this 

standardisation of home, the ‘cell’ will always have to be considered as a template for the 

new spaces to be designed upon, challenging the relationship between the (living) space, 

the heimlich, and us - the inhabitants - with our primordial needs. 

!811
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Image 5 - The Co-Op Zimmer Project
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