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Abstract. The aesthetics of industrial objects has traditionally been framed by
the diatribe opposing beauty and utility. Modernism has privileged a simple but
functional aesthetic, following the motto “less is more”. In the second half of the
twentieth century, new aesthetic categories emerged that enhanced playfulness,
irony, and memory. At the turn of the century, industrial production faced the
challenges of environmental sustainability: this is how ecodesign has come about.
Originally quite a niche, this new trend is now practiced by many brands. Design
today is geared towards natural fibres and recycled materials, reconciling beauty
with the ethics of responsibility. Given these premises, this essay aims to outline a
theoretical framework for the aesthetics of industrial objects, which goes beyond
the useful Vs beautiful dialectics. In this regard, centre stage is taken by the notion
of frugality. Already prominently featured by the sociological and anthropolog-
ical debate, this notion is now also part of the architectural discourse (see the
Manifesto for a Happy and Creative Frugality). As it combines beauty, health,
and well-being, frugality provides an aesthetic-functional category, and it can
notably provide a theoretical model for the production of sustainable objects and
clothes. Nevertheless, the challenges faced by design in the ecological transition
are broader. They concern in fact a different way of relating to the environment and
designing lifestyles. In this regard, frugality can also become an ethical-aesthetic
measure of life and a healthy way of inhabiting the world.

Keywords: aesthetics of care · aesthetics of frugality · ecodesign · eco-fashion ·
lifestyles; aesthetics of design

1 Introduction

The aesthetics of machine-made mass-produced objects has often been framed within
the diatribe opposing beauty and utility. In contrast to the artisanal production of unique
pieces, which can borrow from the major arts the values of originality, creativity, and
beauty, industrial objectswould boast greater cost-effectiveness, but little aesthetic value.
Design research has consequently strived, as is well known, to bestow beauty on the
objects of industrial design [1, 2].

While defining the architecture of the twentieth century, Modernism, and its favour
for simple and functional forms, has also strongly impacted object design. The motto
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“less is more” coined by the German architect LudwigMies van der Rohe, pointed in the
direction of essentiality. For Mies, the “steel skin-and-bones” form of an architecture or
of an object is the result of rational research aimed at revealing the structure of things,
bringing out their intrinsic beauty.

In the second half of the century, new trends emerged which, although pointing
in diverging directions, opposed rigid modernist functionalism. In the wake of Robert
Venturi—whom we owe the idea that the maxim “less is more” should be replaced with
“less is bore” —, but also of Charles Jenks, and of the groups Alchimia and Memphis,
a “postmodern” aesthetics featuring eclecticism and decorativism developed.

The industrial objects of the second half of the twentieth century are fun and extrava-
gant, re-reading the Baroque in the light of pop culture. Therefore, they give up not only
simplicity, but often also functionality—one could mention, for example, the imagina-
tive creations of Alessandro Mendini, Andrea Banzi, Achille Castiglioni, among others
on the Italian scene. Some postmodern objects aim at the recovery of memory and lost
roots, becoming carriers of anthropological meanings and ritual values, others instead
stimulate fantasy and humor, exaggerating shapes and colours. Form must no longer
follow function, pace the well-known modernist principle (Form Follows Function),
promoted by the American architect Louis H. Sullivan [3], but emotion (Form Follows
Emotion), according to the intuition of the German designer Hartmut Esslinger.1 In
order to achieve this goal, it is not only necessary to visually seduce, but to stimulate all
the senses, engaging the imaginative and affective sphere of the consumer: this is how
emotional design comes about [5].

With the emergence of this new theoretical line in design culture, the big groups in the
automotive, agri-food, and cosmetics industry have focused their research on the effects
of sensory stimuli (i.e., noises, tastes, smells) on consumers. As a result, a paradigm
shift has taken place: from a techno-centric design based on rationality and functionality
to a holistic and anthropocentric design, which takes into account sensory experiences
as well as the relationship between the objects and the user. This trend supports a new
assessment of the space occupied by perceiving subjects as well as of the objects they
interact with in the light of the aesthetics of atmospheres, as outlined by the German
neo-phenomenologist Gernot Böhme [6, 7].

As it lays emphasis on sense perception (aisthesis), design culture has been influ-
enced by those aestheticisation phenomena which, since the late twentieth century, have
affected all areas of everyday life [8]. In the field of philosophical aesthetics, this issue
has been first addressed by Wolfgang Welsch [9], however numerous studies have since
then pointed out how the search for beauty, originality, and creativity has transferred
the categories of art to everyday objects, and wrapped them up in a sort of “aesthetic
ether” [10]. It is no coincidence that some scholars have resorted to the category of aura
to indicate the halo of artistry that seems to emanate from certain objects turned into
“cult goods” by their branding [11]. Paradoxically, whereas aura for Walter Benjamin
was “the unique appearance of a distance, yet near it may be” [12] and was linked to
the unrepeatability and authenticity of the work of art, aura is now attached to serial
industrial products. Thanks to their brand, design objects acquire symbolic value and,

1 Founder of Frog Design, Esslinger has collaborated with big international brands such as Sony,
Apple, and Louis Vuitton. [4]
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consequently, a higher economic value regardless of quality requirements. Although
Jane Forsey [13] has remarked that aura is a “weak” category within the framework
of design aesthetics, as it fails to explain the appreciation of objects in their ordinary
use, there is no doubt that by now capitalism in Western societies has a strong aesthetic
connotation and relies on the categories of art to seduce consumers and promote sales
regardless of needs. In this scenario heavily featuring the “staging” of goods, design
has had—and continues to have—a key role in the various areas of what Böhme calls
“aesthetic economy” [14].

According toLipovetsky andSerroy [15], four eras in the aestheticisation of theworld
can be distinguished; in each of these eras, the systems of production, distribution, and
consumption have been variedly imbued and reshaped by operations of an aesthetic
nature. In the most recent era, the “transaesthetic” one, the exposure value has replaced
the functional and ritual values still featured in the previous eras. In this phase, the homo
aestheticus has lost all cultural points of reference, and wanders around chasing the
mirages of aesthetic consumerism, whose goal is not to satisfy desires but to always
arouse new ones.

Marked by hyper-consumption, fast-fashion [16], excessive production of garbage,
and highly polluting waste materials, this phase has had a major role in damaging the
environment; consequently, the design must address the crucial issue of “planned obso-
lescence of products”. Design culture today sees a new trend emerge, which—without
giving up the aesthetic component (i.e., hedonism, playfulness, image, beauty, creativ-
ity)—has also embraced the ethical dimension. Mixed approaches have emerged, such
as responsible consumption and sustainable luxury. The hybridisation of ethics and aes-
thetics, of art and ecology, is the defining feature of our time, what Lipovetsky and Serroy
call new transaesthetic capitalism [15]. Products now embody values that go beyond the
useful Vs beautiful dialectics, including respect for the biosphere and sustainable devel-
opment [17]. At this turning point, new avenues are opening up for design culture, and
new theoretical models need to be identified which can guide design to devise lifestyles
in harmony with the world we inhabit.

2 Sustainable Design Between Ethics and Aesthetics

Nowadays design is facing a new cultural paradigm shift: environmental sustainability.
The ecological question actually emerged with the oil crisis of the 1970s and 1980s. Bio-
inspired design came about back then, and, based on the aesthetic category of mimesis
[18], aimed not only to imitate themorphological aspects of nature, but also to emulate its
operating processes and organisational and behavioural models [19]. However, environ-
mental commitment was back then a niche and strongly ideological trend, linked to envi-
ronmental activism, the political emergence of green movements, and the widespread
opening of specific points of sale for organic and natural products—especially in the
food and cosmetics sector. Differently, today the awareness of the depletion of natu-
ral resources and the risks caused by industrial pollution is more common and has led
several people to change their lifestyles. As a result, people are often willing to spend
more on sustainable, quality products that reconcile ethics and aesthetics. This is why,
according to Lipovetsky and Serroy, in the new millennium the issue of environmental
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sustainability has become a “big business” [15]. In fact, a new synergy between indus-
try and ecology, as well as between market economy and sustainable development, has
emerged. In these hybridisations, design plays a significant role, in that we expect the
design of objects to take into account not only aesthetic and functional factors, but also
their environmental impact. As a result, both mass-market and luxury companies openly
boast their environmental commitment. A new “green” capitalism has then come about,
which creates alliances between consumerist futility and planetary responsibility.

The sustainable aesthetics behind the new design orientations once again revolves
around the materials. Modernism favoured solid and transparent materials, such as steel
andglass, inspired by aminimalist aesthetic,which for Paul Scheerbart, one of the earliest
theorists ofGlasarchitektur,was also an expression ofmoral rigor [20]. In the second half
of the twentieth century, design used indestructible, hygienic, and “disposable” plastic,
in line with the fast-paced life of the economic-boom society.

Contemporary ecodesign uses instead natural fibers, recycles waste, exhibits imper-
fections, and therefore can find an interpretative key in the aesthetics of care, as outlined
by the Japanese-American philosopher Yuriko Saito [21]. Along these lines, what has
been thrown away or set aside by the consumer society undergoes creative rehabilitation
and comes back to new life [22]. Within this framework, the imperfection of the prod-
ucts, instead of becoming waste, as in the traditional model of production, is enhanced
and put on display, as in the Japanese art of kintsugi which, by gluing back pieces of
pots and ceramic cups with a paste of gold powder, transforms fractures into ornament.

Along these lines design becomes the promoter of behavioural models which put
care and respect before hedonism and appearance, guiding buyers towards responsible
lifestyles or, as Vanessa Batut and Fred Causse argue [23], towards an “art of living” in
which ethics and aesthetics find reconciliation. Among the many creations that embody
this ecological philosophy, we could mention the Spring Rain lamp by the Japanese
designer Nosinger, which is made of rice vermicelli; the Ekobo dinnerware in lacquered
bamboo; the Arka Ecopod coffin in recycled and perishable—as its content—paper.

Research on materials has developed especially in the field of fashion, the sphere
of the ephemeral and passing-by. As matter of fact, precisely to counteract the harmful
consequences of fast-fashion, which creates new models every week, producing large
amounts of waste, the fashion industry cannot avoid confronting the issue of environ-
mental sustainability. This has led to the emergence of several companies that produce
sustainable fabrics. Some examples can be found also in Italy. For instance, since 2014,
Orange Fiber [24] has been producing fabrics from citrus by-products, that is, from juice
production leftovers, which would be otherwise disposed at economic and environmen-
tal costs. By using technology to extract from citrus waste cellulose which is suitable
for spinning, Orange Fiber is able to produce high-quality fabrics for the luxury fashion
market.

Along the same lines, since 2016 Vegea Company [25] has been promoting the
integration of chemistry and agriculture; the company name stands for the union of Veg
(Vegan) and Gea (Mother Earth). Vegea transforms biomass and agro-industrial residues
into new materials for fashion, furniture, packaging, and transport, and it has developed
in particular an upcycling process for grape leftovers from wine production.
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Other companies have patented materials made from the weaving of vegetable fibres
(pineapple, mango, etc.) to replace the leather and avoid the pollution produced by
chemical tanning [26]; the experimentation of fabrics derived from corn, soy, andmilk—
which produce the physiological well-being of those who wear them—has also been
developed for the production of clothes and accessories in thefield ofwomen’s, children’s
and even high fashion [27, 28]. These are soft fabrics that resemble silk and cashmere to
the touch, but are more breathable, absorbent, and hypoallergenic. In particular, the milk
yarn—produced from casein—is pleasant and comfortable on the skin. Dairy proteins
have the characteristic of nourishing and hydrating and therefore this fabric turns out to
be beneficial and stimulate blood circulation. It is no coincidence that these materials
find great application in sports clothing and medical devices—such as sheaths, socks,
leggings, etc.—that help microcirculation and drainage.

As a result, a new interpretation is provided of the dialectics between aesthetic and
functional factors, inasmuch as beauty can no longer be separated from the comfort and
physiological well-being of the person, nor can it go to the detriment of those moral
values that define a behavioural habit. In light of this new lifestyle, designers and brands
that resort to these sustainable fabrics have the opportunity to create objects and clothing
items in which aesthetics is reconciled with the ethics of responsibility. Wearing a dress
or an accessory is therefore not only a way to protect or beautify one’s body, but it can
also express a different relationship with the environment.

3 Frugality as an Aesthetic Category for Ecodesign

Although design is increasingly attentive to environmental issues, the theoretical debate
is still ridden by ambiguities and uncertainties, and a conceptual framework suitable
for the interpretation of eco-sustainable products is still missing. Design theorists are
well aware that, in order to solve current environmental problems, it is not enough to
develop clean technologies and sustainable processes and products, but it is necessary to
impact lifestyles [29]. To this aim, the appeals coming from various quarters in favour
of an economic model focused on reducing—i.e., reducing waste, consumerism, waste
materials, and energy consumption—should not translate into a reduction in the symbolic
value of goods; rather, their symbolic value needs to become richer and denser if it is
to transform people’s habits, directing them towards healthy models of life in harmony
with nature. It is, therefore, necessary to identify aesthetic categories which are capable
of promoting new lifestyles without diminishing the symbolic value of products.

In this respect, the category of frugality could produce the desired outcome. Already
introduced in the architectural debate by the architect Paolo Soleri [30, 31], and later
developed further by an international movement (Manifesto for a Happy and Creative
Frugality in the Architecture and Planning of Urban and Rural Areas [32]), frugality
stands for an architecture profitably integrating natural or recycled materials and coun-
teracting the hyperconsumption and waste which characterises contemporary capitalist
societies.

In the wake of Wright’s organic architecture, Soleri supports the “lean alternative”,
which is not only a working method but also a lifestyle based on the principle of “more
with less”. According to Soleri, each of us, regardless of the amount of resources avail-
able, should use the bare minimum. It is not a question of reinterpreting Ludwig Mies
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van der Rohe’s rationalist motto “Less is More”, but of establishing a new relationship
between human beings and nature focused on leanness [33]. Soleri’s “more with less”
might recall Walter Benjamin’s words. In Experience and Poverty (1933) Benjamin
argues that poverty of experience could be an opportunity for renewal and a reason for
building from scratch [34]. Upon closer inspection, Soleri’s leanness seems to come
close to the concept of frugality, that in classical culture expressed the golden middle
way between too little and too much [35].

This category seems particularly suitable to interpret industrial production focused
on natural fibres and agro-food waste, as the same etymology of the word (from the Latin
frux, frugis) references fruits, the products of the earth. Moreover, as Roman civilisation
believed frugality to be an “agrarian virtue”, and connected it to the farmers’ ability
to know how to tell apart the essential and the superfluous, this notion can provide the
“frugal” object or habit with a symbolic value aimed at promoting sustainable lifestyles.
In time, the adjective frugal has in fact undergone ametaphorical spin andhas beenused to
qualify a honest, upright, correct behaviour.When it comes to design such a moderation-
based approach should not be understood as a renunciation of comfort and aesthetic
aspects, but on the contrary as a critical space open to a positive and creative perspective,
which symbolically reinterprets the ancient agrarian virtue of frugality. Today both the
term frugality and probity have entered the sociological and anthropological debate to
indicate a healthy way of life, capable of restoring a balanced relationship with nature.
This new harmony between human beings and nature may lead to a condition of well-
being—or even happiness [36]— what in the consumerist economic model was only a
distant mirage.

Within this context, design can play a decisive role, inasmuch as it can transform an
ideal of life into a socially structured andwidespread practice. By designing objectsmade
of recycled materials or natural fibres, design can offer “frugal alternatives”, counteract-
ing both the “conspicuous consumption” trend [37] typical of contemporary capitalist
societies and its harmful impact on the environment. The goal of design, however, should
not only be the production of objects, albeit made of recycled materials. In fact, it is not
enough to give aesthetic value to waste, as no change is thus produced to the economic
model; such a direction could even lead to increasing the production of waste to be
recycled. Design should instead act on the symbolic value of goods, proposing lifestyles
in which happiness is not connected to luxury but to frugality. Frugality is not, despite
the general belief, a negative concept; it does not stand for decrease or renunciation,
not even for simple life, as Emrys Weastacott points out [38]. Frugality expresses the
pleasure (from the Latin verb fruor = to enjoy) that comes from a healthy and moder-
ate lifestyle which, being fully satisfying, does not need the superfluous. By embracing
such ecological aesthetics, design can mark out an important space for reflection but,
above all, it can initiate creative paths leading to more widespread responsible lifestyles.
These latter would ultimately call for a sustainable political and economic system that
reconciles human beings with nature.
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4 Conclusion

Design culture is nowadays facing the challenges of environmental sustainability.
Although many solutions have already been tested in terms of technique and production
processes, the theoretical debate still features ambiguities and the available interpreta-
tive models lack assertiveness. Design has walked past the traditional diatribe opposing
beauty and utility, and new interpretative standpoints are required in order to include the
ethics of responsibility and respect for the environment. In this regard, useful input can
be provided by the aesthetics of care as aimed at positively assess the creative recovery
of waste and the enhancement of imperfections. Furthermore, the aesthetic category of
frugality provides a promising framework, inasmuch as, far from pointing to a decrease,
it conveys the feeling of satisfaction produced by the right middle way between excess
and deficiency. Originating in the agricultural milieu of Roman civilisation, this category
does not only fit the production of objects with natural fibres and out of agro-food waste,
but it is above all capable to guide design to devise healthy and sustainable lifestyles,
ultimately restoring harmony with nature.
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