Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 18(4), 165-202, Winter 2026

‘ ' Hosseini, Q., Anvari, Z., Vedadhir, A., & Gorjisefat, K. (2026). The culture of digital nomadism:
‘.,'f) An ethnographic study among Iranians in Tirkiye. Journal of Iranian Cultural Research, 18(4),
165-202. doi: 10.22035/jicr.2025.3520.37466

d.) https://doi.org/10.22035/jicr.2025.3520.3746 URL: https://www.jicr.ir/article_559.html
2008-1847 / © The Authors. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

Research Paper

The culture of digital nomadism: An ethnographic
study among Iranians in Tiirkiye

Qazale Hosseini', Zohreh Anvari**, AbouAli Vedadhir?®, Kusha Gorji Sefat*
Received: Feb. 7,2025;  Accepted: Jun. 2, 2025

ABSTRACT

Digital nomadism is a lifestyle built on digital technologies and travel, primarily
characterized by mobility and remote work. Despite its seemingly free and enjoyable
appearance, it carries inherent risks due to a "live-in-the-moment” ideology that often
overlooks traditional and modern life planning. To understand Iranian digital nomads in
Istanbul, Tirkiye, we conducted a six-month ethnographic study with autoethnography
approach, supported by thirty in-depth interviews. Participants were recruited using the
snowball sampling method. Iranian digital nomads in Istanbul can be categorized into
four groups based on their remote work arrangements: business owners, investors and
experienced professionals; Salaried professionals with long-term remote contracts;
Project-participants with short-term remote contracts; Novice and No-Contract Nomads.
While many digital nomads seek freedom from restrictive rules, Iranian nomads place
greater importance on achieving a better life and accessing global markets. This form of
"no-destination migration”, though seemingly escaping labor regulations and social
boundaries, paradoxically demands a higher degree of self-organization and self-control.
Sustaining a nomadic lifestyle necessitates a thorough understanding of domestic and
international laws concerning visa issuance, residency, taxes, and insurance across various
countries. Though seemingly borderless, the movement and freedom inherent in this life
appear to create more fluid political, social, and cultural boundaries.
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INTRODUCTION

Tiirkiye has emerged as a key hub for tourism and migration, attracting Iranian
digital nomads who, due to visa restrictions, often rely on tourist visas and short-
term residency. Digital nomadism, defined by the use of digital technologies and
remote work, has grown rapidly worldwide—accelerated by the COVID-19
pandemic—with 18.1 million participants recorded in 2024 and projections of over
35 million by 2035. Although 67 countries now issue digital nomad visas, Iranians
face exclusion in neighboring states such as Tiirkiye and the UAE, making access
more difficult. Nevertheless, middle-class, educated Iranians increasingly adopt this
lifestyle as a pathway for migration and work abroad, drawn by stable internet,
global financial networks, and more open sociocultural environments. This
phenomenon illustrates both a mode of escape from restrictive governance and an
entanglement with global economic, political, and technological structures.

PURPOSE

This ethnographic study provides a first examination of Iranian digital nomadism,
highlighting how the phenomenon—shaped by technological infrastructure, remote
work, and global mobility—is transforming labor structures. While studied
internationally for over two decades, digital nomadism remains unexplored in Iran,
making this research a foundation for future interdisciplinary studies on the
intersections of technology, mobility, and labor.

METHODOLOGY

This qualitative ethnographic study, conducted in Istanbul as part of the migratory
route of Iranian digital nomads, employed autoethnography (Ellis et al., 2011), field
participation, and 30 in-depth interviews with 13 women and 17 men aged 25-50,
including couples, families, and solo travelers. Participants—primarily programmers
(50%), educators and consultants (20%), financial actors in trading and
cryptocurrency (20%), and creatives (10%)—were highly educated, with 60% holding
undergraduate and 40% graduate or doctoral degrees. Snowball sampling facilitated
recruitment but also underscored the methodological challenge of balancing lived
immersion with analytic distance. The researcher’s IT background supported access,
and trust-building, while ethical safeguards ensured anonymity and integrity.

FINDINGS

Iranian digital nomads differ from Western counterparts in that their mobility is
shaped less by lifestyle choice (Makimoto & Manners, 1997; Hilbert, 2022; Sheller &
Urry, 2006) and more by structural pressures, including sanctions, economic
restrictions, and limited access to international networks. These constraints
transform migration into a strategy for survival and global connectivity rather than



purely leisure or autonomy. Unlike American or European nomads, who benefit
from favorable nationality and passport privileges, Iranian digital nomads must
navigate financial, legal, and infrastructural barriers that limit access to
international markets and digital networks (Thomas, 2024; Hashim, 2020).

Their lived experience reflects a hybridized, technology-mediated existence,
where global digital networks and transportation infrastructures enable opportunity
(McLuhan, 1964; Sheller & Urry, 2006; Cohen et al., 2013; Sutherland & Jarrahi,
2017), yet political and economic isolation impose persistent limitations for Iranian
digital nomads. Haraway’s concept of the cyborg (1987) captures this duality:
Iranian nomads are simultaneously empowered by technology and constrained by
geopolitical and domestic structures. Their movement and decision-making are
deeply influenced by Iran’s historical, cultural, and political context, highlighting
how national and international factors shape digital nomad practices (Latour, 2013).

In sum, Iranian digital nomadism illustrates the interplay between opportunity
and limitation in a globalized digital economy. It emphasizes that freedom of
mobility is context-dependent, contingent on structural, technological, and
geopolitical conditions. By examining the experiences of Iranian nomads, this
phenomenon underscores the unequal distribution of access, the significance of
technology-mediated survival strategies, and the complex relationship between local
constraints and global engagement.

CONCLUSION

Iranian digital nomads navigate a unique form of mobility shaped by structural
constraints, including sanctions, political isolation, and limited access to financial
and digital infrastructures Unlike Western nomads, whose mobility often expresses
lifestyle choice or autonomy, Iranian nomads move strategically to access
international networks and opportunities, making survival and access central to
their practices (Thomas, 2024). Their experience highlights how global rules and
infrastructures—while enabling movement—simultaneously impose inequalities
and limit freedom, transforming mobility into both opportunity and negotiation.
Yet Iranian digital nomads remain constrained by geopolitical and domestic
structures, contrasting sharply with the relative privileges of American or European
nomads (Cohen et al., 2013). Their practices reveal the complex interplay of local
political-economic realities, international sanctions, and digital infrastructures,
underscoring that freedom and mobility in the digital age are deeply unequal and
context-dependent.

NOVELTY

This study is the first ethnography of Iranian digital nomads, exploring the
phenomenon from the perspective of a sanctioned country. Digital nomadism,
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shaped by technological and economic transformations, also fosters cultural change
and forms of global citizenship. By situating Iranian experiences within this context,
the study opens new pathways for interdisciplinary inquiry.
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1. Islamic Republic of Iran Parliament Research Center (IPRC), https://rc.majlis.ir/; Iran National FIC,
https://www.fiu.gov.ir/; Financial Action Task Force (FATF), https://www.fatf-gafi.org
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1. United Nation Charter, Chapter VII: Action with Respect to Threats to the Peace, Breaches of Peace,
and Acts of Aggression, https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-7
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1. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-
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