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Abstract

Considering the cultural dimension in the path of sustainable development can be an
attractive strategy for the development of the territory, the safeguard of the diversity and
the enhancement of the economic and social conditions of traditional communities. The
employment of the notions in the field of design in the context of artisanal production can
foster the development of innovative products that embrace the local culture and traditions,
as well as promote synergistic and systemic relationships in which indigenous communities
can take an active part. In this scenario, the article will attempt to analyze the relationship
between design and local culture, reporting a case study carried out in the Amazon. In this
study, a collaboration between local designers and indigenous artisans was born, especially
to create new sustainable products that could provide a stable income for the indigenous
artisans. A collection of jewelry characterized by a strong Amazonian cultural charge was
developed in compliance with sustainable design principles, such as the use of the “Material
Driven Design” method. Although it is important to consider the ethical issues when dealing
with traditional communities, plan to production and services strategies product-related, to
think about a new products and materials that are useful to the society without undermining
the millennial heritage held by these groups, it is possible to conclude that a synergy between
craftsmanship and design can contribute to the enhancement of culture and territories.

Keywords: Product development, design sustainable, renewable raw material design and
territory culture, indigenous handicraft, Amazon.



Introduction

In a wide sense, culture permeates the
writing, the language, the architecture,
the gastronomy, the tools, the skills, the
technology, the customs, the art, etc. We
can divide the concept of cultural heritage
into two major branches: the material
goods (such as buildings, the territory and
others) and immaterial goods (such as
history, communication, services, use of
the product, conservation, etc). The idea of
heritage is similar to the idea of territory in
that it considers people’s life stories as well
as how they create and utilize their objects.
The elements of local culture - tangible
and intangible, memory, and the sense
of belonging — entwine with each other
and create a weft that unites the various
local scopes (the culture, the nature, the
tradition, the ethnography, the history, the
architecture, the religion, the language)
(Oliveira & Krucken, 2015; Sun, 2022: Brenna
et al., 2020; Cabrero & Ochoa, 2016).

Culture directly affects the way man
sees the world and his relationship with
it and it is therefore very difficult to think
of sustainability without considering the
cultural dimension. In addition to being a
crucial aspect, culture has also become a
key factor in the world economy: innovative

practices based on culture are perceived
as one of the most reliable resources for
the economic advancement of cities and
communities. Through the tools provided
by the discipline of design, it is possible to
create products capable of expressing the
essence of places. Indeed, it's possible to
employ an effective strategy capable of
promoting and enhancing the territory’s
cultural heritage (Ferrara, 2016; Lin, 2022;
Myerson, 2017; Sun, 2022; Aparo, 2013).

In this context, design can move into two
directions: it can develop new products/
services/systems inspired by a specific
culture, a process that Sun (2022) defines
as “from Function to Feeling”, or it can
improve existing products/services/systems
created by a craftsman or group within
a territory, a method that Sun (2022)
describes as “Inspiration from culture and
ideation from the product”. In these regards
and in terms of academic research, the
project “Sistema Design lItalia” of 1998,
coordinated by Professor Ezio Manzini,
stands out. The research highlighted the
territorial  dimension of Italian  design
and its territorial declinations, revealing
the strengths, specificities and the most
innovative signs for each area of the country.



In summary, design can be applied not only
with the aim of enhancing local cultural
products, but also to improve services
and systems related to that product, such
as resources related to the environment,
historical and cultural heritage and the
collective imagination associated to the
idea of place. In this way, the setting could
initiate a conversation with the origins while
simultaneously indirectly renewing and
reconfiguring the area. (Parente, 20716).

The craftsmanship, through its productions,
reveals the traditions and the features of a
people. As it combines values relating to
the regional context, cultural knowledge,
and its practices, the piece of craftsmanship
serves as a cultural display. Knowledge of
the processes and techniques involved, are
recognized as Intangible Cultural Heritage
(Stefanidi et al,, 2022; Mourdo, 2019). From
the perspective of sustainability, we can
define handicrafts as eco-friendly only if
they emphasize manual processing and
the use of natural and renewable materials
(UNESCO, 2023). The indigenous peoples
are the ones who stand out the most
in terms of regards sustainability in the
practice of craftsmanship because their
knowledge and customs emphasize the
harmony between the natural world and
human  populations.  This  formulation
can be an interesting path to sustainable
production, capable of contributing to
the development of modern science and
technology (Lin, 2022).

Nowadays, industrialization and
globalization have put a strain on traditional
handicrafts: large-scale manufacturing,
often providing necessities at a lower cost,
directly competing with craftsmanship.
Moreover, the excessive exploitation of
available resources and its  aftermath,
climate change, compromise the availability
of the raw materials necessary for artisanal
production. Another important problem is
the indifference of the younger population
towards craftsmanship because they
consider it extremely laborious and
incapable of steady income. Another
critical issue linked to craft traditions is the
phenomenon of “production secrets’, by

virtue of which the set of knowledge and
practices would be for the exclusive use of
a single group or a single community and
for this reason they risk being forgotten
(UNESCO, 2023; Li et al,, 2021).

In this sense, the safeguard of diversity and
of the peculiar characteristics embedded
in the artisan dimension can be a form of
mitigation of the effects of globalization, a
sign of resistance against a phenomenon
that has undermined traditional knowledge
and know-how. Cultural diversity isthe result
of a long process that took place within
specific territories (Follesa, 2013). This point
is especially important in considering the
rising interest in traditional craftsmanship,
which is seen as a powerful countertrend
to urbanization and industrialization. Many
people around the world have come to
appreciate craftsmanship as a reification
of cultural knowledge and values (UNESCO,
2023).

In this context, a new attitude based on
the awareness of environmental issues,
on social justice and on the promotion
of fair trade in the choice of products or
services emerges: the so-called “ethical
consumption” (Martins, 2020). A new type
of modern-day consumer shows up and
is aware of how the choice of products
and services reflects the social, cultural
and environmental values associated
with the initial local production. This new
type of consumer is looking for products
imbued with identity, because in them is
synthesized ancestral knowledge handed
down and perfected from generation to
generation (Lin, 2022).

It is therefore essential to reflect on the
relationship between craftsmanship and
design, in particular by focusing on the
need to implement practices aimed at
improving artisan products, enhancing local
culture and tradition, as well as encouraging
activities that stimulate the creative ability of
craftsmen and the interest of the youngest
to keep this tradition alive. In this setting,
the role of designers in communities or
groups of artisanal productions is growing.
The objective is to collaborate in the
development of products suitable for the



new needs of the market. The involvernent
of design in the context of artisan production
can foster the development of innovative
products and promote synergistic and
systemic relationships that embrace
indigenous communities. Furthermore, these
relationships are a major hotbed for the
configuration of environmental models and
economic and social sustainability (Mourao,
2019; Souza, 2015).

Through the design that highlights territorial
specificity it is possible to formulate a code
capable of waving a direct relationship with
the material and immaterial resources of a
place, anew rhetoric capable of carrying out
a process of re-identification with a specific
place and re-appropriation of a corpus
of knowledge. Design presents itself as a
crucial tool for defining a traditional heritage
enhancement strategy because it analyses,
evaluates and interprets the various
cultural factors. In this sense, in a project
that involves design and craftsmanship, the
designer has access to a complex network
of signs, materials, techniques and uses,
which constitute the cultural framework of
each territory and this must be the starting
point for the development of products/
services/systems (Follesa, 2013; Aparo,
2013).

However, it is necessary for the designer to
acceptthe challenge of correctly translating
and interpreting the characteristics of alocal
culture as a differential and competitive
factor, without interfering with its real
meaning. It is also important to promote
the true identity of the products origin
place (Mourdo, 2019). In the relationship
between designer and community/artisan
is essential to follow the international
regulatory  instruments  that protect
human rights and the rights of indigenous
peoples. Based on these considerations,
in 2015 the Intergovernmental Cormmittee
elaborated twelve ethical principles for the
protection of intangible cultural heritage
in order to guarantee its survival. These
principles pinpoint the best practices for
governments, organizations and individuals
who directly or indirectly influence this
heritage (UNESCO, 2023).

Based on the foregoing, the article analyzes
the relationship between design and local
culture through the description of a case
study carried out in the state of Amazonas
in Brazil, in particular by reporting the
experiences of collaboration between
local designers and indigenous artisans.
The cooperation resulted in the creation
of new products made up from Aruma
(schnosiphon arouma Korn), a perennial
and very abundant marantaceae, typical
of the Amazon rainforest. As a natural and
renewable raw material, this plant is widely
used by indigenous populations. With
the traditional technique of woven fiber,
they produce sieves, baskets, carpets and
accessories. Furthermore, objects in Aruma
represent an important source of income
for local families (Matsuno, 2000; Marques,
2009; Marques, 2015; Rios, 2011).

Methodology

In the following paragraph will be described
the project aimed to create new products
made with the fiber of Aruma, carried out
by two institutions operating in the state of
Amazonas, Brazil, the FUCAPI- Foundation,
Center for Analysis and Research and
Innovation and the SEBRAE/AM- Brazilian
Entrepreneur Support Service.

In the project, FUCAPI was responsible
for the creation of new products, namely
a team of designers in its department of
“Tropical Design from the Amazon’, made
up of a mentor designer, three product
designers and two graphic designers. The
department specializes in the development
of artifacts that can promote regional
identity and Amazonian culture, as well
as enhance local labor and regional raw
materials. The main objective of this
department is to provide a sustainable and
alternative means of development for the
region. Meanwhile, the SEBRAE/AM institute
with its craft department supports the
artisans of Amazonas in the improvement
of their production chain and manages the
introduction of their products to the market.
In the project, the craft departments
objective was to make this sustainable



supply chain, as well as to provide the
facility and logistical support necessary for
the designers during their first contact with
local artisans.

In order to create a line of new products
that could enhance the indigenous people’s
culture of the Amazon, as well as stimulate
the sustainable production of handicraft
products capable of bringing about a good
economic income, the project was divided
into three phases. During the first phase,
a general survey of the production chain
was carried out. In the second phase, a
workshop was organized for the exchange
of knowledge between craftsmen and
designers. In the last phase, new products
were developed based on the principles
of sustainable design, such as the
employment of the “Material Driven Design”
(MDD) method and the storytelling as an
effective commmunication tool.

The survey was carried out by one product
designer and one graphic designer in the
city of Sao Gabriel da Cachoeira (SGC), 850
km from Manaus, the capital of Amazonas
whose concentration of indigenous population
is the highest in Brazil (Artesol, 2022;
Portal Amazonia, 2022). The city of SGC
was chosen due to its close relationship
with SEBRAE, great cultural diversity and
rich tangible and intangible heritage. In
this region items are made with the most
diverse materials, all found in the forest and
skillfully transformed into baskets, ceramic
utensils, biojewels, wooden objects. These
products represent the culture and history
of each indigenous tribe and bear witness
to ancestral techniques reinterpreted in an
original way (Foirn, 2022).

Inthe same phase, in loco datawas collected
through the observation of production
processes, photographic recordings, interviews
and informal conversations. It was possible
to follow the artisanal production process
developed by different indigenous people,
especially those living in the urban area.
For five days the designers met two groups
of artisans and an independent craftsman
who presented their products, their uses
and their meanings.

The first group visited was the ASSAI
(Association of Indigenous Artisans of
SZo Gabriel da Cachoeira), made up of
indigenous people of various ethnic groups,
who produced baskets and accessories
made up from the fiber of the Amazon
palm tree Tucum (Bactris Setosa) and
with the usage of natural dyes in various
colors. The second visit was made to the
independent craftsman Duda Goncalves,
belonging to the Kubeo ethnic group,
who produces sieves, baskets, bags and
jewelry (Figure 1). Such objects are made
with Aruma fiber and are created through
exquisite and symmetrical weaving, like a
textile with sober graphic designs. Natural
dyes are also used in hues of black and red
(ONIC, 2022).

Figure 3. Baniwa e Coripaco handicrafts. (b) Kubeo
handicrafts (Ricardo, 2014; Mouco, 2022).

The third meeting was arranged with the
Areal community made up of an indigenous
artisans’ group, the majority of which belong
to the Coripaco ethnic group. The group
makes large baskets and sieves decorated
with colorful and extravagant graphic
motifs by weaving the Aruma fiber (Figure
1). It was possible to observe the working
process in all its phases: the varnishing, the
fiber removal, the braiding process (Figure
2). The natives who work the Aruma use
only the external part of the plant stem,
whose flat and flexible surface allows
the cutting of strips of few millimeters.
To separate the external part of the stem
from the internal section the natives use,
in precise movements, a knife with which
they make small cuts obtaining thin strips.
Subsequently, the weaving process begins,



carried out with rigorous symmetry which
results in objects with the most precise and
diverse textures. Colorful graphic patterns
can be created by pre-dying the stripes
with natural dyes.

Figure 4. Arumd fiber extraction process and handicrafts
(Ricardo, 2014; Mouco, 2022).

For the indigenous people, the main Aruma
application is in the handicraft sector which,
beyond the economic value, has a high
symbolic value and a great cultural charge.
For example, for the Baniwa, the traditional
baskets made up from the Aruma represent
an ancient art: this group believes that the
art of weaving has been transmitted by the
Gods to the male members of the Baniwa
tribe. The graphic representations on the
handicrafts derive from petroglyphs of the
ancestors and represent a useful means of
preserving the memory of past knowledge.
Each texture and graphic design tell a story
and contains a meaning linked to each
indigenous people culture (Ricardo, 2014:
Marques, 2009).

All the information gathered by the two
designersin SGCwas presented to the rest of
the team in Manaus and analyzed according
to the cultural weight, the quality of the
production, the degree of innovation, the
risk of disappearance and the availability of
raw materials. Based on these parameters,
the candidate chosen for the project was
the Kubeo craftsman, Duda Gongalves. His
skill, the quality of his products, his peculiar
technique of processing Aruma handed
down from generation to generation only
by his family, stand out compared to other
groups of craftsmen and the raw material
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with which he works is perennial and very
abundant in the Amazon (Matsuno, 2000;
Marqgues, 2009).

For the second phase of the project, the
“Material Driven Design” (MDD) method was
used, a product development method that
has a particular material as its starting point
(Karana et al, 2015). The method involves
four phases: the material understanding
(technical and experiential characteristics),
creating a visual experience with the
material, development of visual models
for the created experience, the design of
materials and product concepts (Mota,
2027). Based on the MDD method, a five-
day workshop was held within the FUCAPI
institution with the participation of the
craftsman Kubeo and the team of six
designers. On this occasion it was possible
to learn more about the techniques and
finishings created by the craftsman who
presented three types of weaving (ant
trail, palm leaf and diamond) (Figure 3).
Furthermore, the craftsman used three
types of finishes: the finishing with thread
and resin to fasten the weave, the finishing
with soft Tucum fiber thread for a more
refined and safer workmanship and the
finishing with vines and bindings that give
structure to baskets and sieves.

Figure 5. Types of weaving: (a) diamond, (b) palm leaf, (c)
ant trail. Types of finishing: (d) with thread and resin, (e)
with vines and bindings, (f) with soft fiber thread (tucum)
(Mouco, 2022).

The designers proposed the inclusion of
new materials and the use of industrial
dyes that would facilitate the production
process and further enhance the
handicrafts (Figure 4). The first experiment
involved the employment of copper wire in
the Aruma weave: the copper wires were
cut to the same length as the fibers and
then positioned in sequence (one Aruma
fiber, one copper wire and so on), and finally
were woven manually. In the initial phase,



the process presented some difficulties,
but the craftsman soon became familiar
with the new material. The copper wire
gave greater structure to the weave and
made the final creation more resistant. The
metal has also highlighted the different
patterns made by the craftsman by making
the texture more evident.

Figure 6. (a, b) Experiment with anilines of industrial
origin and (¢, d) and the intertwining of the copper wire
in the Aruma weave (Mouco, 2022).

As for the dye, anilines (concentrated
powder dyes to be dissolved in ethyl
alcohol of industrial origin) were used to
give a greater variety of colors than the
traditional red and black dyes used by
the natives. It has been observed that
Aruma absorbs dye well and the new color
palette gives the artefacts a more modern
look. However, over the long term it has
been noted that aniline dyes tend to fade
more quickly than traditionally used dyes
of natural origin. After this exchange of
knowledge, the designers moved on to the
last phase of the project, the development
of new products.

Risults

According to Cabrero & Ochoa (2016), the
designer is able to unify aesthetic’s aspetcs
with the perception of a specific territory.
He should be able to understand how local
experiences have been and will be turned
into signs and symbols often codified
in an element of design. In this way, it is
possible to experience a specific territory
through an object. On this premise, the
third and final phase of the product line
creation was formulated using the ancient
Aruma weaving techniques of the Kubeo
indigenous people. A jewelry collection
called "‘Aruma” was created (Figure 5) and
consists in nine sets, including necklaces,
earrings, bracelets. The geometric shapes

of the pieces highlight the Aruma weaving
and resemble the graphic motifs used for
traditional indigenous baskets.

The technigue with the 3 types of traditional
weaving (ant trail, palm leaf, diamond) of the
Kubeo craftsman was used. The materials
used ranged from copper threads to silver
pieces, to red gold plating, to leather cords.
The pairing with these materials gives the
Aruma fiber the status of a jewel In the
prototyping process, all Aruma fabrics
were woven by the craftsman based on
measurements defined by the designer. To
recall the texture of the finishings used for
the Kubeo baskets, but reinterpreted in a
modern key, the designers have conceived
necklaces with finishings similar to the
traditional ones but using copper threads
and leather cords. The silver parts were
made with artisan goldsmith technigues
based on technical drawings prepared by
the designers. The assembly of the silver
with the Aruma was done by assembly.

Another interesting point  was the
development of the graphic material
(Figure 5), an important communication
tool for the collection, which has greatly
contributed to the public exposure and
understanding of the work carried out
The two graphic designers have created a
catalogue containing the description of the
entire collection, photos of the sets, the
production process and the development
of the collection recorded during the
survey at SGC and during the workshop in
Manaus. Furthermore, covers containing
graphics obtained from the geometric
shapes chosen for the creation of each
set (square, rectangle, trapezoid, triangle,
rhombus, circle) have been included in
the catalogue. The use of “storytelling” in
product presentation has been a significant
communication strategy because it allows
consumers to connect with their native
land and cultural heritage (Chan, 2027).

After the catalogue was published, the
collection was displayed in several
exhibitions in different regions of Brazil. The
marketing of the sets was also launched in
Brazil and in other countries. The collection
has been awarded internationally e has



contributed to the diffusion of Amazonian
culture and the technique of weaving with
Aruma of Kubeo. It gave visibility to the
craftsman and obtained a positive response
from the public. For these reasons, other
products made with the same materials
and techniques (objects, bags, and jewels)
were created, improving the relationship
with industry and innovation.

Figure 7. (a) Set of Jewelry “Aruma’e (b) catalogue
(Mouco, 2022).

Conclusion

Through this project was possible to verify
the level of appreciation of indigenous
craftsmanship by a wider public. The
handcrafted products with a strong
Amazonian cultural charge have a high
potential and stand out from the other
products on the market. However, the
small-scale production makes it unsuitable
for a market that prefers larger production
chains. It has been highlighted how it was
necessary to rethink the production and
distribution strategies in response to the
consumption models of the large market
and to consider new consumption models.

Promoting a deeper relationship between
design and handicraftis an essential method
for preserving and enhancing culture and
territory. It is essential to carry out an in-
depth work, ethically fair and respectful of
the values of the individual craftsman and
of traditional communities.

Based on the experience with Aruma fiber
and with the prospect of promoting a more
sustainable approach to craftsmanship,
it is important, on one hand, to think of
products that do not scathe the millennial
heritage held by indigenous peoples; and on
the other hand, to look at the opportunities
offered by the use of Aruma waste in
the development of a new sustainable
biomaterial in line with the principles of the
circular economy.
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