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14 Next Consciousness.
Fashion innovative scenarios, processes,
and products



 
 

Metamorphosis with(in) fashion:   
futuring through a new fashion design framework  

CIANFANELLI Elisabetta 1, TUFARELLI Margherita2, COPPOLA* Maria Claudia 3 
1DIDA, Design Campus, University of Florence, (Italy)   
2 DIDA, Design Campus, University of Florence, (Italy) 

3 DIDA, Design Campus, University of Florence, (Italy) – 
*mariaclaudia.coppola@unifi.it 

Abstract   
Current global fragility calls for fashion design to embrace and take part in Transformation through  
Transition to more desirable futures with(in) both physical and digital dimensions of reality. The digital  
and sustainable transition are trampling these dimensions in a disruptive and mutual way, providing  
fashion design with a new research landscape.By conceiving a research framework for the advanced  
design culture in the Transformation Era, the contribution starts from the hypothesis of research of a  
human-decentered paradigm. Hence, the paper will explore ongoing contemporary transformations  
with(in) fashion design in both the physical and digital side of reality, discussing the new design  
parameters and approaches related to wearable products. The aim is to contribute to a broader debate  
to help develop fashion products able to promote the next consciousness of fashion through more-than 
human values.  

Keywords   
fashion design, sustainability, transition, transformation, human-decentered  

1.           Futuring through fashion  
Today, the concept of limitedness sounds more familiar than ever: current social, environmental and  
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Fig 1. Preliminary framework for the advanced design culture in the Transformation Era.   

Thus, by conceiving a research framework for the advanced design culture in the Transformation Era,  
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design stems from the hypothesis of research of a human-decentered paradigm. This is highly relevant  
since it is generating new insights with(in) the design of wearable products. Hence, the paper will  
highlight how these values will soon affect fashion’s production, distribution and consumption models,  
as well as reshape the modes of representation by and through it. In these new dimensions, fashion can  
address new narratives by investigating the role of non-human-factors through more-than-human design  
approaches. The aim is to contribute to a broader debate that helps to develop the next designing  
direction for fashion aiming at conceiving products able to trigger a new culture and consciousness of  
fashion by interpreting contemporary transformations.   

2.            Fashion between physical and digital side of reality  

The research framework provides fashion design with new coordinates – identified as futuring through  
fashion design –, which have been experimented and tested through design. At a first glance, the  
framework relies on a radical shift in focus compared to the approaches traditionally related to them. In  
fact, it seems that fashion design practice is undergoing a sort of "relational turning point" by not  
assuming the centrality of the human in the design processes, but focusing on the complexity that  
surrounds human beings and things (Smelik, 2021). A plurality of interdependent relationships emerge,  
resulting in tangled lines influencing each other mutually. In this sense, the very concept of “humanity”  
as we know it falters, with its profile appearing far more blurred than expected. 
Reference is made to what Laura Forlano (2017) discusses as the emergence of “the hybrid figure of  
the posthuman – and related concepts, such as the non-human, the multispecies, the more-than-human,  
the transhuman and the decentering of the human – [which] greatly expands our understandings of the  
multiple agencies, dependencies, entanglements, and relations that make up our world”. The blurring of  
the human concept actually reflects a much wider extension, which embraces the entire perception of  
reality, both in its physical and digital component. Hence, the paper will explore these two dimensions  
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to help develop fashion products able to promote the next consciousness of fashion through more-than 
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Today, the concept of limitedness sounds more familiar than ever: current social, environmental and  
economic crises, in their multiple manifestations, unveiled the structural fragility of our planet (Rockström  
et al., 2009). Among the plurality of human affairs, fashion embodies one of the most impactful ones,  
with its industry globally interwoven into the greater unsustainability of current paradigms (Niimaki et al.,  
2020). This scenario is getting even more faceted because of the challenges raised by digital  
transformation and sustainable transition. Here, fashion design is called to reconsider its traditional role  
towards society, markets and the environment, questioning the forced obsolescence paired with the  
unconscious production of its products (Cachon & Swinney, 2011) to focus on the next narratives that  
fashion might tell about its imagined future (McCorkill & Varadarajan, 2013).  
Assuming fashion design as a world-making/mythopoetic practice leads us to urgent questions: whose  
world is going to be designed and who will it be delivered to? Fashion system’s unsustainability develops  
as a layered issue, calling for a new research framework to be properly addressed. The digital and  
sustainable trajectories are trampling both physical and digital dimensions of reality, triggering mutual  
transformations. As a result, a new research landscape is emerging, spotted by several coordinates  
through which fashion design is currently reorienting its practice, experimenting new values and  
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Fig 1. Preliminary framework for the advanced design culture in the Transformation Era.   

Thus, by conceiving a research framework for the advanced design culture in the Transformation Era,  
the contribution discusses recent experimentations in fashion design aimed at pushing Transformation  
through Transition in both physical and digital dimensions of reality (Pozniak, 2019; Vaccari & Vanni,  
2020), which, in turn, affect traditional fashion design paradigms. For instance, futuring through fashion  
design stems from the hypothesis of research of a human-decentered paradigm. This is highly relevant  
since it is generating new insights with(in) the design of wearable products. Hence, the paper will  
highlight how these values will soon affect fashion’s production, distribution and consumption models,  
as well as reshape the modes of representation by and through it. In these new dimensions, fashion can  
address new narratives by investigating the role of non-human-factors through more-than-human design  
approaches. The aim is to contribute to a broader debate that helps to develop the next designing  
direction for fashion aiming at conceiving products able to trigger a new culture and consciousness of  
fashion by interpreting contemporary transformations.   

2.            Fashion between physical and digital side of reality  

The research framework provides fashion design with new coordinates – identified as futuring through  
fashion design –, which have been experimented and tested through design. At a first glance, the  
framework relies on a radical shift in focus compared to the approaches traditionally related to them. In  
fact, it seems that fashion design practice is undergoing a sort of "relational turning point" by not  
assuming the centrality of the human in the design processes, but focusing on the complexity that  
surrounds human beings and things (Smelik, 2021). A plurality of interdependent relationships emerge,  
resulting in tangled lines influencing each other mutually. In this sense, the very concept of “humanity”  
as we know it falters, with its profile appearing far more blurred than expected. 
Reference is made to what Laura Forlano (2017) discusses as the emergence of “the hybrid figure of  
the posthuman – and related concepts, such as the non-human, the multispecies, the more-than-human,  
the transhuman and the decentering of the human – [which] greatly expands our understandings of the  
multiple agencies, dependencies, entanglements, and relations that make up our world”. The blurring of  
the human concept actually reflects a much wider extension, which embraces the entire perception of  
reality, both in its physical and digital component. Hence, the paper will explore these two dimensions  
considering, however, that they cross, overlap and influence each other seamlessly.  
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Fig 3. Anouk Wipprecht, Spider Dress (Jason Perry photo, 2015); Tony Maticewski and The Fabricant, The  
Animation Overcoat (The Fabricant, 2021).  

As for the physical world, digital fashion designers deal with new cultures, environments, social  
narratives, as well as new tools and materials. For instance, no-gender and no-size are a distinctive  
element of dresses as interpreters of Gen Z’s society, in which gender identity is no longer related to  
consolidated profiles (Akdemir, 2018). Further sources of transformation can be found in environmental  
catastrophes and increasingly exasperated living conditions - global warming, air pollution, pandemics  - 
which have slowly marked common imagination with the need to intervene on the fragility of one's own  
body, in order to feel safe in the intimacy of one's own identity. This encouraged a series of  
experimentations which frame fashion design as the activity to conceive and develop wearable products  
tout court (Hrga, 2019), taking advantage of the latest technological advancements: in this sense new  
fashion products are not only sewn, but also 3D printed, assembled, welded (Bolton, 2016; Smelik,  
2018). The work from Anouk Wipprecht (Cass, 2016) will be taken as a reference to present a series of  
projects that, in the same wake, combine robotics and nano-electronics, making fashion an experience  
that transcends mere appearances through products that augment the human body. In fact, the resulting  
garments gain the ability to facilitate and augment the interactions we have with ourselves and our  
surroundings, suggesting the challenging contribution of fashion in designing more-than-human  
proximity. Other than handheld devices, such experiences reshape the individual dimension and its  
spaces of expression through fashion, triggering new ways to interact with the world around us.   
Moreover, the theme of fragility extends even beyond the individual sphere. As explained above, the  
social and environmental impact linked to current industrial and economic models underlying fashion  
products has exposed the planet to an endemic fragility. This calls for a change of direction, so that 
fashion products should result from design processes paired with models of production, distribution and  
consumption that embody a sense of care while choosing and processing raw materials, ensuring the  
well-being of workers and the protection of the environment (Fletcher, 2017). Therefore, a "conscious  
wave" in fashion seems to grow, nurtured also by the change in consumers’ perspectives and  
behaviours, who are looking for more durable garments and transparent processes (Amed et al., 2020).  
However, the latest developments in the digital world are also contributing to this, laying the foundations  
for new virtual markets (Pozniak, 2019; Heim & Hopper, 2021).   
The development of digital media – ranging from virtual and augmented reality for cutting-edge customer  
experiences to virtual avatars to enter virtual social spaces – inspired new design approaches, as well   
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as new production and consumption models that are easily encountered in the growing concept of digital  
couture – exemplified by the work from virtual maisons like Tribute Band and The Fabricant (Särmäkari,  
2021). Recent experimentations with NFTs, skins and digital garments highlight the new opportunities  
offered by virtual commodities for digital spaces like Animal Crossing, Roblox or even Zoom (Gibson,  
2021). Since digital media are means for the individual to imagine, construct and convey a highly  
personal value, they enable new forms of fashion practice, which is now strewn with nonhuman avatars  
and clothing that defies gravity. Gucci and Burberry models with alien features on the one hand and the  
impossible geometries of The Fabricant’s clothing on the other, make it increasingly evident that the  
metaverse is becoming the space for unconstrained experimentation with(in) fashion. Here, fashion  
develops new aesthetic languages to portray a dis-embodied humanity: the power of the digital turn in  
fashion can be found in the possibility to design a whole world of preference in which one’s own image  
and narration can be designed and experienced as digitally materialized.  

3.            Designing with(in) more-than-human materialities  

The trajectories discussed so far portray the layers of the ongoing Transformation Era, experienced  
through a change of perspective from different points of view, faceted as fashion itself: Design and  
Production, Communication and Marketing, Culture and Society. The digital and sustainable transition  
have been shaping these three dimensions in a disruptive way, so that fashion designers have new  roles 
to play in the designing process, relying on a wide variety of digital tools which can be used and  managed 
simultaneously. In this sense, designers are beginning to handle more-than-human  materialities. From 
raw materials like cotton to smart materials like digital films and materials made of  chains of biological 
elements, from the intangibility of digital fabrics to the tactility of advanced textiles:  handling more-than-
human materialities requires a dynamic concept of life in which human bodies,  fibers, fabrics, garments 
and technologies are inextricably entangled. Designers have historically been  asked to conceive the 
“new material asset of society” and today, by thinking with/through/by more-than human materials, they 
are encountering new design parameters and approaches related to wearable  products, provoking a 
metamorphosis that could be read as the foundations of a next consciousness for  fashion and the new 
meanings of dress.  
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The development of digital media – ranging from virtual and augmented reality for cutting-edge customer  
experiences to virtual avatars to enter virtual social spaces – inspired new design approaches, as well   

 
 

as new production and consumption models that are easily encountered in the growing concept of digital  
couture – exemplified by the work from virtual maisons like Tribute Band and The Fabricant (Särmäkari,  
2021). Recent experimentations with NFTs, skins and digital garments highlight the new opportunities  
offered by virtual commodities for digital spaces like Animal Crossing, Roblox or even Zoom (Gibson,  
2021). Since digital media are means for the individual to imagine, construct and convey a highly  
personal value, they enable new forms of fashion practice, which is now strewn with nonhuman avatars  
and clothing that defies gravity. Gucci and Burberry models with alien features on the one hand and the  
impossible geometries of The Fabricant’s clothing on the other, make it increasingly evident that the  
metaverse is becoming the space for unconstrained experimentation with(in) fashion. Here, fashion  
develops new aesthetic languages to portray a dis-embodied humanity: the power of the digital turn in  
fashion can be found in the possibility to design a whole world of preference in which one’s own image  
and narration can be designed and experienced as digitally materialized.  

3.            Designing with(in) more-than-human materialities  

The trajectories discussed so far portray the layers of the ongoing Transformation Era, experienced  
through a change of perspective from different points of view, faceted as fashion itself: Design and  
Production, Communication and Marketing, Culture and Society. The digital and sustainable transition  
have been shaping these three dimensions in a disruptive way, so that fashion designers have new  roles 
to play in the designing process, relying on a wide variety of digital tools which can be used and  managed 
simultaneously. In this sense, designers are beginning to handle more-than-human  materialities. From 
raw materials like cotton to smart materials like digital films and materials made of  chains of biological 
elements, from the intangibility of digital fabrics to the tactility of advanced textiles:  handling more-than-
human materialities requires a dynamic concept of life in which human bodies,  fibers, fabrics, garments 
and technologies are inextricably entangled. Designers have historically been  asked to conceive the 
“new material asset of society” and today, by thinking with/through/by more-than human materials, they 
are encountering new design parameters and approaches related to wearable  products, provoking a 
metamorphosis that could be read as the foundations of a next consciousness for  fashion and the new 
meanings of dress.  
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