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abstract 
The developments that occurred in product manufacturing over the twentieth century have 
fundamentally changed our understandings of material culture. These developments have 
brought considerable material wealth but have also caused severe social and environmental 
problems. In this paper, the idea that, through mass-production, we have become 
‘dissociated’ from material culture is discussed. The argument is made that a radical 
rethinking of product design is required if we are to address critical contemporary issues in 
ways that are not only ethical and environmentally responsible but also culturally enriching 
and personally meaningful. Ways of re-engaging with objects to create meaning in our 
material environment are described in terms of inherent value and intrinsic beauty.  The 
suggestion that conventional notions of product beauty, what we might term ‘extrinsic 
beauty’, are incompatible with the principles of sustainability is introduced and discussed. 
This leads to conclusions about ways of seeing beauty, and understanding objects in new 
ways - as potential ‘symbols of beauty’.   
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introduction 
Over the course of the last hundred years or so there has been a significant shift in our 
relationship to material things. At the beginning of the twentieth century, many of our 
possessions, such as furniture items, soft furnishings, rugs, clothes, tools and hardware, 
would have been produced locally, regionally or within our own country. Indeed, many of 
them may have been created by our own hands. Products were generally built to last and the 



idea of ‘disposable’ products was virtually unknown. At the beginning of the twenty-first 
century few of our possessions are products of our region. A large proportion are imported, 
with different components being manufactured in various countries, brought together, 
assembled and distributed. Almost none of our products are produced locally or made by 
our own hands. Furthermore, the number of products we own has increased enormously, 
many products are now ‘disposable’ and the useful life of so called ‘consumer durables’ is 
often just a few years (Dormer, 1991; de Graaf et al, 2001). 
 
This shift has caused a severe detachment from our material world and this detachment, it is 
argued here, has not only contributed to socio-economic disparities and environmental 
degradation, it has also resulted in a lack of understanding, an erosion of meaning, and a 
devaluing of material culture. A re-framing of our views of physical products is required, 
together with a creative re-engagement with ‘things’, if we are to find lasting meaning and 
value in our material world. A material culture that is valued and meaningful would, in turn, 
help alleviate the damaging consequences of contemporary consumerism. A key 
consideration in this ‘re-framing’ is ‘design’. How we design products, the assumptions we 
make and the preconceptions we have when we design products, and our notions of good 
design, all have to be questioned, challenged and reconsidered. This is necessary because 
many of the precedents on which we have based our ideas about product design, and many 
of our working suppositions, are no longer valid or viable.  
 
Re-configuring our notions of material goods and the nature of functional artefacts is, a 
complex and fascinating design challenge. We have the opportunity today to design products 
in new ways that not only address critical environmental and social issues related to their 
production, but also allow us to restore depth, meaning and significance to our material 
culture.  
 
dissociation from our material culture 
The notion that we have become disassociated from our material culture is, at first glance, 
perhaps not a very obvious conclusion to draw. After all, we are surrounded by hundreds of 
material things that we use everyday, from furniture to technical equipment to appliances. 
We find these products useful and beneficial, and many of them tend to make our lives 
easier. Indeed, in numerous ways we have become dependent on products to live effectively 
in contemporary society – for communication, transportation, entertainment, and so on.  
 
Despite our dependency on them, there exists a chasm between the products we own and 
use and our ability to determine, contribute to and understand our material things. It could 
be said that the manufacturing sector in general and Industrial Design in particular have 
‘professionalised’ material culture and in doing so have usurped our participation. We buy 
products that are pre-defined, pre-packaged and presented to us as a fait accompli. This 
professionalisation of design and making has provided us with functional products that often 
have considerable instrumental value, but it has made relatively few contributions to the 
evolution of an inherently meaningful material culture. A material culture that is 
environmentally responsible, socially equitable, culturally enriching and personally 
meaningful. 
 
Our lack of ability to participate in the creation of our material culture is critically related to 
environmental care, and social, cultural and personal well-being. In terms of our material 



world and our possessions, when we are unable to participate we become reduced to mere 
consumers. Our lack of involvement in the making of our materials goods, and consequently 
our lack of understanding of the products with which we surround ourselves, undoubtedly 
affects how we value them. We become increasingly divorced from an intimate connection 
with ‘things’ – their meaning, their source, their make-up and their maintenance. This has 
reached a point where, today, it seems almost ludicrous to suggest that we might contribute, 
in a substantive and creative way, to the definition and making of our material possessions. 
But, such participation is not only consistent with the broad environmental and social 
principles of sustainable development, it is also essential, on a more intimate and personal 
level, if we are to imbue our material culture with meaning and value.  
 
It is often difficult to maintain interest in large, long-term, rather nebulous aims such as 
those of sustainable development unless they touch us emotionally and are continually ‘made 
real’ to us at a personal level in our everyday lives. Therefore, if we are to rethink our 
approaches to material culture, we must see the value in it not just as a means towards the 
distant, somewhat hazy end of sustainability - not simply in terms of rationalised steps 
towards ‘the social good’ or ‘environmental conservation’. A new approach to design and 
making must also be seen as an end in itself as an improved, more meaningful rendition of 
materiality that enriches our lives at a deeper, emotional level. This, in addition to the utility 
of the object, the economic benefits of its production, and the inclusion of environmental 
and socio-economic considerations in its design and production. This requires a greater 
understanding and a more profound relationship with our material world, which, it seems, 
can be best achieved at the local level. Numerous authors have suggested a strong 
connection between achieving more sustainable ways of living and small-scale, local 
initiatives. (for examples: van Der Ryn and Cowan, 1996; Sachs, Loske, Linz et al, 1998; 
Hawken, Lovins and Lovins, 1999; Pearce, 2001).  
 
creating meaning and beauty  
 
“The most beautiful house in the world is the one that you build yourself” 

(Rybczynski, 1989) 
 
While it might seem rather unusual to suggest that we should be more involved in the 
making of our everyday functional products, in other areas of our lives this is quite normal. 
For example, many people take an active part in the design and details of their homes. They 
design, modify and upgrade them over time, as needs and tastes change, and they personalize 
them in a variety of ways. To facilitate this, there is a supply chain infrastructure in place, in 
the form of home hardware stores, which allows people to purchase the basic components 
for home repair and decoration. People can do much more than simply choose from among 
pre-determined and pre-designed schemes. The availability of the basic elements allows 
people to participate in the design of their homes in ways that are creative, fulfilling and 
affordable. Moreover, a large variety of books, manuals and magazines are available that 
teach techniques and demonstrate possibilities. As a result, a house can be transformed into 
a specific home that reflects the values of the homeowner and is instilled with personal 
significance, meaning and value.  
 
Another common example is the preparation of a meal. Again, a supply infrastructure is in 
place to provide people with the necessary ingredients, and again information, techniques 



and recipes are readily available from cookbooks and magazines. Preparing a meal, 
particularly a meal for sharing with others on a special occasion, is an endeavour that is 
steeped in ritual, ceremony and meaning (Visser, 1991). Opportunities for creativity, in 
preparation and presentation are limitless. By comparison, a frozen TV-dinner, where all the 
elements of the meal are laid out on a segmented tray, is a commodity that has been 
predetermined and is anonymous; it allows no opportunity for the purchaser to be creative. 
The TV-dinner might be convenient but, beyond satiation of appetite, it is bereft of many 
qualities that render a meal meaningful. This is why it would be highly unusual, and would 
likely be seen as insulting, if we were to invite guests for a meal to mark a special occasion 
and we placed TV-dinners on the table. This is because in many societies the time and care 
one takes in the preparation of a meal, especially one for sharing with others, is an important 
and culturally significant endeavour. 
 
When we view homes and meals in this way, we tend to place greater emphasis on the 
intentions, the effort and the meanings behind the decisions and actions, rather than 
focusing solely on the end result. We can appreciate that a home or a special meal reflects 
the person who has created it, and the values and priorities of that person. While the end 
result might not conform to our established notions of beauty and might not be to our 
personal taste, nevertheless it can be seen as being beautiful because it is a symbol of the 
hospitality and generosity of the person who created it.  
 
inherent value and intrinsic beauty  
Unlike homes and meals, we do not generally make our own products. While some people 
might make a chair or a lamp, products such as stereos, hairdryers and radios are not things 
we generally think of making ourselves. Consequently, these types of products, purchased 
off-the–shelf, offer no opportunity for us to participate in their creation or to gain a sense of 
personal accomplishment. Thus, these products can be seen the consumer-durable 
equivalent of TV-dinners – predefined and pre-packaged. They can be valued for their 
function and, perhaps, for their appearance as an object, but they generally have little 
inherent meaning for us. Today, we are inundated with such products. Mass-manufacturing, 
often carried out in low-wage economies, means that these products are relatively 
inexpensive to purchase, but not cost effective to repair; and we have little compunction in 
discarding them when they cease to function, indeed we have little other choice.  
 
By contrast, something we have created ourselves, or that a loved one has created has a 
different kind of value for us. Such an object will be valued despite any lack of skill evident in its 
creation, and whether or not it actually functions well or as intended. It is valued over and 
above function and appearance. Its value for us is inherent to the thing itself as an 
expression of one’s creativity, or because of the personal association that it represents, rather 
than solely in its utilitarian merits or aesthetic attributes. Consequently, its beauty lies in its 
meaning and the intentions it symbolises and is part of its essential nature. Hence, its value is 
inherent rather than instrumental, and its beauty is intrinsic rather than extrinsic. Because of 
this, if such an object becomes damaged or ceases to function, we would probably be more 
likely to attempt to repair it, rather than simply discarding it. Moreover, if we had a hand in 
its creation, we would be more able to affect a repair because we already have an 
understanding of the object, what it is made from, how it is made and how it works.  
 



Existing examples of such artefacts would include furniture items made in a hobby class, a 
handmade quilt or sweater, or a model aeroplane made from a construction kit. But the 
electronic products and appliances that we use everyday are not created in this way and 
consequently they are bereft of qualities that make them intrinsically meaningful to us. And it 
is these types of products that we dispose of so readily and which are clogging our landfills. 
For example, in the Greater Vancouver region 13,000 tonnes of small appliances and 8,000 
tonnes of computer equipment ended up in landfill in 2001 (Jamieson, 2002). Moreover, it is 
these types of products that are the main areas of focus for industrial designers. And it is 
these types of products we must re-consider and conceive of in new ways if we are to 
seriously address the issues of sustainability within the field of product design and 
manufacturing. 
 
beauty or sustainability? 
There would appear to be a fundamental and irreconcilable disparity between our 
conventional notions of beauty, what might be termed ‘outer’ or extrinsic beauty, and 
sustainability. The word sustainability evokes ideas of longevity, continuity and endurance. 
‘Outer beauty’, on the other hand, is perishable and transient. It exists only for a short 
period, but fades with time. We speak of “the ravages of time”, by which we mean the 
inevitable erosion of beauty as occurrences over time besiege its perfection. Thus, the 
splendour of the rose wilts, and the loveliness of youth sags into old age (see Strong, 2001).  
 
So too with products. The modern product encased in its fashionably styled injection 
moulded casing is polished and perfect. But its flawlessness is, and can only ever be, fleeting. 
With the passage of time its fashionable colours and lines lose their appeal, its surface 
becomes blemished, and its once a la mode desirability weakens until it disappears altogether. 
At which point it will probably be discarded and replaced, and the cycle begins again. Hence, 
waste is increased, consumption is promoted, the principles of sustainability go unheeded, 
and our material world is devalued. 
 
preconceptions and perceptions of beauty  
The dhoti is a long, loose-fitting loincloth traditionally worn by Hindu men in India. 
Mahatma Gandhi is probably the most well known figure that commonly wore a dhoti. 
Moreover, Gandhi’s dhoti was made from cotton he had spun himself. If one came from a 
perspective where business suits and western fashions were the norms associated with 
power, social position and wealth, the dhoti could be readily dismissed as unsophisticated, 
coarse and undignified. Indeed, in the newsreels of Gandhi’s visit to Britain in 1931 the 
predominant tone of the commentary is condescending and disparaging. The reporter makes 
numerous remarks about Gandhi’s clothing and refers to him as a “bizarre little man” (Pathe 
Gazette, 1931). For Gandhi, however, the dhoti was much more than a simple article of 
clothing; the spinning wheel and homespun clothing had social, political, economic and even 
spiritual importance (Rühe, 2001). The dhoti was a distinct and conscious breaking-away from 
the ‘western’ business suit, which he had previously worn during his early career as a young 
barrister, and as such it was deeply symbolic. The dhoti, and more generally homespun cloth 
or khadi, represented self-determination, self-respect, creativity, cultural restoration, 
independence, and a political and economic statement against colonial rule. Seen in these 
terms, the dhoti becomes an extraordinarily dignified, meaningful and quite beautiful piece of 
clothing; a physical embodiment of a philosophy and set of values. 
 



Similarly, the beauty of the ‘local’ product lies in what it means, what it represents and what 
it aims for, rather than simply in its outer appearance as a physical object. In order to 
appreciate these aspects of a product, we have to have some insight and understanding of 
why the object is articulated in the way that it is. If we maintain our preconceptions, and 
look at and judge such objects from a conventional (i.e. unsustainable) perspective, then they 
can be easily ridiculed and rejected on the basis of established notions of beauty and taste. 
However, when its basis is understood, our perceptions of the object can change (Scruton, 
1979). What may have been regarded as ugly, crude or undignified can then, potentially, be 
seen as beautiful and an embodiment of meaningful values. And, of course, the converse is 
also true. 
 
objects as symbols of beauty  
 
“Delights from external objects are wombs of suffering. In their beginning is their end and no wise 
man delights in them.” 

(Bhagavad Gita) 
 
Like many of the world’s major sacred teachings, the Bhagavad Gita warns against finding 
pleasure in worldly objects, because such pleasures and delights are seen as distractions and 
obstacles to deeper, more profound understandings. However, we can find delight, not in the 
objects themselves, but in their (potentially) enriching and virtuous meanings – what they 
represent in terms of individual or collective creativity, the provision of healthy, meaningful 
employment, personal accomplishment, equitable and ethical work practices, and as a means 
of providing a living for people and their families. Thus, a functional object can become the 
culmination, physical manifestation and symbol of ‘good’ works – in its intention, design, 
making, use and disposal. Through this we can understand the beauty of an object in a 
different way. Beauty can be captured in the object through what it represents, and not simply 
in what it looks like. 
 
Unfortunately, most of today’s mass-produced products are not representations of ‘good’ 
works. Their superficial, fashionable façades too often disguise a hidden world of resource 
depletion, pollution and social disparity and exploitation. And so if, through its design and 
manufacture, the associated environmental, ethical and socio-economic issues go unheeded, 
or worse still are consciously ignored, then the object can become symbolic not of beauty 
but of ugliness and harm. 
 
 
references 
 
Bhagavad Gita, (1986) Barbara Stoler Miller (translator), Bantam Books, New York, The 
Fifth Teaching, Verse 22, p. 60 
 
de Graaf, J., D Wann and T. H. Naylor, (2001) Affluenza – The All Consuming Epidemic, Berrett-
Koehler Publishers, Inc., San Francisco, 39, 143, 145 
 
Dormer P. (1991) The Meanings of Modern Design, Thames and Hudson, London, 34 
 



Hawken, P., A. Lovins and L.H. Lovins (1999) Natural Capitalism – Creating the Next Industrial 
Revolution, Little, Brown and Company, Boston, 46-47, 106-110 
 
Jamieson, J. (2002) Landfills Hide Computer Hazards, Vancouver Province, Vancouver, British 
Columbia, published in the Calgary Herald, Monday, February 4th 2002, C5 
 
Rühe, P. (2001) Gandhi, Phaidon Press Ltd., London, 68 
 
Rybczynski, W., (1989) The Most Beautiful House in the World, Viking Penguin, New York, p. 186 
 
Pathé Gazette, (1931) Gandhi Goes To England, original newsreel footage included on the DVD edition 
(2001) of Richard Attenborough’s Gandhi, Columbia Pictures Industries Inc., 1982  
 
Pearce, J. (2001) Small Is Still Beautiful, HarperCollins, London, 177 
 
Sachs, W., R. Loske & M. Linz et al (1998) Greening the North, Zed Books, London, 86, 146-152 
 
Scruton, R. (1979) The Aesthetics of Architecture, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 72  
 
Strong, A. (2001) The Archetype of Beauty in Myth, Folklore and Fairy Tale, 
www.users.bigpond.com/anstrong/beautypaper.htm, accessed 02/02/2002, 12:17pm 
 
Visser, M. (1991) The Rituals of Dinner, HarperCollins Publishers Ltd., Toronto, 17-27 
 
van Der Ryn, S. and S. Cowan, (1996) Ecological Design, Island Press, Washington DC, 63, 65, 68, 79 
 


