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It. Sostenibilità estetica; Fr.Durabilité esthétique; Germ. Ästhetische Nachhaltigkeit; Span. Sostenibilidad 

estética; While relying on older ideas, the concept of aesthetic sustainability has gained traction as the 

developments in the discussions concerning aesthetics, on the one hand, and the discussions concerning 

sustainability, on the other hand, give rise to reconsideration of aesthetic theory and terminology. Human 

appreciations are subject to change. Yet, some works of art and artefacts, some landscapes, as well as 

many habits and practices maintain their aesthetic value over time, and we know from personal 

experience how intimidating it may at times be to acclimatize one’s values with appreciations that are not 

considered one's own. However, for instance, in case of urban planning and experience, adjusting 

aesthetic appreciation to favour preservation over demolition could sometimes be an environmentally 

more sustainable option, for example, in terms of the use of natural resources. In some other cases, for 

example, in the case of those architectural constructions accepted as part of cultural heritage, their heavy 

maintenance requiring exploitation of nature sometimes conflicts with aesthetic appreciation of natural 

environments. These processes lead to reconsidering aesthetic value as part of a complex network of 

interlinked values. 

In a very broad sense, the contemporary philosophical – and practical – relevance of the concept of 

aesthetic sustainability arises from the multidisciplinary consensus of humans’ irreversible role in the 

diverse forms of environmental change. For this reason, the earlier discussion on the relationship between 

aesthetic value and ethical values as well as ecological values, for example, in terms of aesthetic 

appreciation of nature, has been important to the development of the concept of aesthetic sustainability. 

However, long before the scientific understanding of global warming, the temporality of aesthetic value 

was discussed as one important question of aesthetic experience and experiencing change in perception. 

In terms of early discussions concerning the idea of aesthetic sustainability, the Platonist approaches to 

defining beauty as self-sustaining are especially relevant. From the contemporary perspective, it is 

nonetheless interesting that already Vitruvius (c. 30-20 BC) aimed to describe the criteria for both 

successful design, construction, and critique through the intertwinement of the ideals concerning material 

durability and utility with that of the aesthetic. Based on this, our conception of the links between 

aesthetics and sustainability calls for reconsideration, focusing on the power of this concept to continue to 
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inspire thought and action both from the perspective of aesthetics and diverse sustainability -related fields 

of inquiry. 

 

CURRENT DEBATE 

The multidisciplinary developments in conceiving sustainability influence the novelty of the concept of 

aesthetic sustainability and set targets for clarification in the current debate on the topic. For example, the 

question whether aesthetic sustainability should be conceived as a concept of aesthetics or of 

sustainability science, remains open. As for the background, the contemporary concept of sustainability 

derives from economic debates and its current inter- and trans-generational connotation was launched in 

the Brundtland Commission’s report in 1987, by which sustainability was conceived in relation to 

development as in “sustainable development”. Reflecting this new perspective, the idea and concept of 

aesthetic sustainability has been evolving since the 1990s onward within design theory (Harper 2018; Lowe 

2010), landscape ecology (through “cultural sustainability”, Nassauer 1997), and philosophical and applied 

aesthetics, within which it has mostly been discussed from the perspectives of environmental and 

everyday aesthetics (Saito 2007; Lehtinen 2021). Supported by the discussion on environmental 

aesthetics, which, since the 1960s, has challenged the art-centered conception of aesthetic value, 

philosophical aesthetics has only recently taken an interest in the concept of aesthetic sustainability 

(Haapala 2014; Saito 2007; 2017; Lehtinen 2021; Capdevila-Werning, Lehtinen 2021; Korpelainen 2021; 

Mikkonen, Lehtinen 2022; Brady 2022; Haapala et al. ed. 2023). 

The still sporadic philosophical discussion on this concept asks: How to conceive aesthetic value in 

aesthetic sustainability? The focus has been on defining key aesthetic categories and their role in terms of 

cultivating such design, production, and moral character that would support developing ecologically and 

socially sustainable human practices. For example, defending the view that aesthetic values cannot be 

subsumed under ecological values, some support the idea of aesthetic sustainability as a distinct category 

(e.g., Haapala 2014). Yet, others have denied the autonomy of aesthetic values from ethical values (Saito 

2017; 2022; Lehtinen 2023).  

As to the disciplinary field where the concept is explored, one particularly strong stance sees aesthetic 

sustainability as part of the domain of sustainable development (Lehtinen 2021). Within the aesthetics 

debate, however, the main contexts where the concept is mobilized are urban environments and urban 

experiences, which characteristically mix together questions on both environmental and everyday 

aesthetics. And although this should not be taken as diminishing the significance of the arts in the 

reflection about aesthetic sustainability, Saito (2017) has proposed the everyday as the fundamental 

aesthetic context in terms of aesthetic sustainability. 

Early work arguing for the acknowledgment of aesthetic sustainability within the sustainability framework 

bases the rationalization on the conception of our affective and potentially transformative relationship 

with beautiful objects found in environmental experience (Leist, Holland 2000; Meyer 2008; Lowe 2010). 

On the contrary, the discussion in contemporary philosophical aesthetics on the topic often highlights the 
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notion of aesthetic diversity (Saito 2007, 2017; Haapala 2014; Lehtinen 2021; Brady 2022). Especially from 

the perspective of inter- and trans-generational thinking inbuilt in the concept of aesthetic sustainability, 

also negative aesthetic values are considered important as they highlight the intertwinement of aesthetic 

and ethical values (Lehtinen 2021; Capdevila-Werning, Lehtinen 2021; Brady 2022).  

 

DISCUSSION AND ARTICULATION OF THE CONCEPT FROM DIFFERENT APPROACHES  

In general, aesthetic sustainability implies a temporal prolongation of aesthetic value (Lehtinen 2021). 

However, the contemporary conception of aesthetic sustainability is not only a question of aesthetic value 

but also that of sustainability in general. Thus, depending on the approach to sustainability – for example, 

either as a preferred state of global or local affairs and systems or as a continuous and never-ending 

process in which the overall health of ecosystems is not compromised – aesthetic sustainability can be 

understood differently. One can refer with it to the perceived quality of such an imagined or testified state 

or process or to the enduring processes concerning aesthetic values, tastes, preferences, manifestations, 

or aesthetic practices and cultures within transforming societies. The latter is indicated, for example, when 

discussing aesthetic sustainability through the scope of “sustainable aesthetics” (see Haapala et al. ed. 

2023). The former perspective, instead, is often discussed or assumed through the ideas of “the aesthetics 

of sustainability” (Kagan 2011; Saito 2017; Di Carlo 2014) and “sustainability aesthetics” (Shapshay, Tenen , 

Saito 2018; Daugelaite, Grazuleviciute-Vileniske 2020), which in turn concern ways or methods to achieve 

future-oriented aesthetic sustainability. In this regard, Yuriko Saito’s (2007) detailed discussion of the 

dimensions of Green Aesthetics is one of the preceding contributions. Both in Saito’s (2007; 2017; 2022) 

work and in Sacha Kagan’s (2011) approach, aesthetic sustainability comes close to discussions of style and 

taste, which are reconsidered through key categories of design, familiarity, and care, in Saito’s case, and of 

complexity in the cases of Kagan and Di Carlo (2014). 

A very different approach is provided by Leist and Holland (2000), who conceive of aesthetic sustainability 

not as a sphere of aesthetics but of sustainability together with the other two spheres of biomedical and 

material sustainability. For them, aesthetic sustainability refers to the beauty of nature and its culturally 

acceptable valuation, leaving the moral claim of aesthetic sustainability to mean living “a naturally good 

life” (Leist and Holland 2000, 10). According to them, “aesthetic sustainability finds its most enduring 

expression in communal traditions of valuing natural things intrinsically” (Leist, Holland 2000, 15). 

Contrastingly, Lehtinen (2021) understands aesthetic sustainability as a conceptual tool, as a component 

of critique that could be brought to consider various cases and the related sustainability deliberation. It 

consists of five key components (fig. 1), the emphasis between which varies according to the case that it is 

applied to. These elements are 1) subjective experience as the core element of aesthetic experience based 

on perception, 2) aesthetic values as socially contested notions of experienced quality, 3) functionality as 

how well the case in question fulfils its purpose, 4) environmental/ecological sustainability which cannot be 

overlooked, and finally 5) the direct relation to time which in many cases is linked to the material 

dimension of the case in question. As such, Lehtinen considers aesthetic sustainability as a component of 

sustainability but, unlike Leist and Holland, by virtue of the dialogue with other similar sustainability-
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related concepts, namely ecological/environmental sustainability, economic sustainability, social 

sustainability, and cultural sustainability. The concept of aesthetic sustainability thus functions to denote 

that dimension of the sought-after sustainability transformation to which discussion and research in 

philosophical aesthetics give meanings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: The five elements of aesthetic sustainability. 

 

DIALOGUE WITH OTHER FIELDS   

The current debate on aesthetic sustainability draws its power from multidisciplinary discussion 

encompassing aesthetics, ethics, environmental ecology, sustainability studies, as well as design theory 

and practice. Already Leist and Holland (2000) held that the unavoidable dialogue of aesthetic discussions 

about sustainability with economic and ecological discussions is a starting point. Lehtinen’s (2021) 

conception aligns with their view, yet understands aesthetic sustainability first and foremost as a concept 

of philosophical aesthetics and as one that could assist in discussing sustainability in a multidisciplinary 

context. In this regard, the concept of aesthetic sustainability is proposed for broadening perspectives and 
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enhancing reflexive practices in sustainability science, and it could be discussed from pedagogical 

perspectives, for example, when developing eco-social education and sustainability education. 

The link to everyday life is emphasized by the already recognized links to well-being research in which 

aesthetic sustainability will probably be a more pronounced theme in the future (see e.g. Galvin ed. 2018; 

Lehtinen 2023). The concept has also importance in understanding contemporary consumer culture and 

changes in it as is visible from recent advances in sociology-based consumption studies (Loukianov 2023; 

Lehtinen 2023). The normative potential of the concept is present in how it is touched upon – even if not 

always directly used as such – in various fields of design theory and practice, for example, in landscape 

architecture (Meyer 2008), architecture (Lee 2011; Daugelaite, Grazuleviciute-Vileniske 2020) as well as 

studies on urban complexity (Di Carlo 2014), and product design (Harper 2018). 
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