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Has efficiency killed beauty? A
designer’s search for meaning
As designers, we must not forget that aesthetics is just as important
to design as UX.
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As interface designers, we know that one of the most crucial dimensions of
design — and of the user experience — is aesthetics. There is even a well-
known psychological principle that captures this idea: the Aesthetic–Usability
Effect (Nielsen Norman Group), which refers that people tend to perceive
beautiful interfaces as more usable:

People tend to believe that things that look better will
work better — even if they aren’t actually more
effective or efficient.

Over the past decade, however, our field has undergone a true revolution:
the conversation has shifted heavily toward UX, research, testing, and
metrics. As an example, let’s look at Google Trends data for the topic User
Experience Design. While these are not absolute numbers, the relative interest
clearly shows that since 2015, interest in UX has grown by nearly tenfold.

Screenshot: Data for the topic User Experience Design from 2015 to mid-2025 (Google Trends)

All of that is undeniably important. Yet I am, after all, a Head of UI, so allow
me to speak up for my people — for visuality, for beauty — and to ask
whether beauty can be measured and systematized, or whether it is nothing
more than a subjective perception shaped by culture, experience, and
emotion.

Today, we’ll dive into one of the most poetic and profound branches of
philosophy — aesthetics. For over two and a half thousand years, the greatest
minds have been searching for the truth:

What is beauty?

Why does it affect us so deeply?

And have we lost the magic of beauty forever?

So, what are we really talking about here?

Let’s start with the basics — what is aesthetics? Today, we’re interested in it
primarily as a branch of philosophy that explores not only beauty, but also
why some things evoke admiration while others provoke rejection.

Alexander Westenberg, in Introduction to Philosophy: Aesthetic Theory and
Practice (Saito et al.), offers the following definition:

Aesthetics is a sub-branch of philosophy that
examines questions of the pleasantness of our
experiences concerning things in the world (where
pleasantness is taken in a broad sense to include, for
example, the intellectual pleasure of being
challenged or confronted).

He notes that this is a deliberately broad and somewhat imprecise definition,
but one that allows for a deeper exploration of the topic. Nevertheless, I find
this definition particularly appealing because we can also interpret it in the
context of our relationship with users: a user might, at times, find the
challenges we create in interfaces to be something pleasant — which leaves
us room to design in ways that are new and non-repetitive.

Stupid is as stupid does by Eewei Chen (Image Source)

Aesthetics doesn’t deal with art alone — it’s concerned with everything
related to perception. In the context of interface design, this can mean
forms, colors, sounds, images, and sensations.

And of course, for us — as creators of the beautiful, working at the
intersection of multiple disciplines — I believe aesthetics can help us gain a
deeper understanding of how our users perceive the world, and give us a
foundation we can confidently stand on in our visual work.

How did we get here?

I’ve always loved looking for answers to modern questions in the experience
of those who came before us.

Of course, Plato or Pythagoras knew nothing about user interfaces — and
yet, I believe the questions they asked resonate surprisingly well with the
ones we face today. Their reflections can help us better understand the
present — in design, in culture, and in perception.

So, I invite you to take a brief journey through history — to explore how
humans have perceived the world and themselves — and to look at seven key
philosophical eras, each offering its own answer to our essential question.

Antiquity

Humans were seen as part of the cosmos — like a column in a temple:
essential, yet integrated into a system of ideal proportions. Beauty was found
where there was order.

On one hand, all that was beautiful had to be proportional, symmetrical,
harmonious. Pythagoras, for example, was known not only for his famous
theorem, but also for discovering that musical intervals — such as the octave
(1:2), the fifth (2:3), and the fourth (3:4) — could be expressed through simple
numerical ratios.

Similar triangles as one of the proofs of Pythagoras’ theorem (Image source)

On the other hand, Plato believed that true beauty was not what we see, but
an eternal idea shining through matter — and we merely recognize its
reflection. This aligns with his Theory of Forms, where beauty exists as a
transcendent, unchanging essence, while physical beauty is merely an
imperfect copy.

As it was said by Plato in the Phaedrus:

But of beauty, I repeat again that we saw her there
shining in company with the celestial forms; and
coming to earth we find her here too, shining in
clearness through the clearest aperture of sense.

The spirit of the era: Human beings didn’t strive to create beauty, but to
remember it — like a soul recalling the truth.

Acropolis panoramic view by Ggia (Image Source)

The Middle Ages

Human beings became insignificant before God. The world was merely a
temporary passage, and beauty was found not in the body or in colors, but in
symbols.

Beauty served a purpose — to point toward the divine. As Ilario Colli writes
in his article Middle Ages: Beauty and God:

Beauty, as it was conceived by the Medieval artist,
was to be put to use in the service of that one,
supreme governing principle […] god.

The spirit of the era: The artist was not a creator, but a conduit, bringing
divine presence into the world. In this worldview, beauty wasn’t about “I like
it” — it was about “I am in awe.”

Photo from Book “Stained glass of the middle ages in England and France” (Image Source)

The Renaissance

Humanity returned to the center of the universe. No longer seen merely as a
sinner, the human became a creator in their own right. The body was viewed
as a perfect mechanism, and the mind — a tool for understanding the world.
Beauty came back down from the heavens and returned to the Earth.

Leonardo da Vinci drew the Vitruvian Man, which, according to Britannica,
“The arrangement of the figure within the two shapes reflects the
Renaissance humanist belief that the human body is a microcosm of the
universe”

Vitruvian Man by Leonardo Da Vinchi (Image Source)

The spirit of the era: Renaissance artworks were filled with vivid color and
lifelike presence; art became beautiful in itself once again.

Age of Enlightenment

Humanity placed its faith in reason. Everything could be explained,
categorized — even taste. Beauty was no longer revealed from above but
sought through the logic of perception.

It was during this time that aesthetics officially emerged as a branch of
philosophy, introduced by Alexander Baumgarten, who in his Aesthetica
defined it as the science of sensory knowledge.

Immanuel Kant went further and attempted to reconcile rationalism and
empiricism. A paradox arose: beauty is subjective, yet we experience it as if
everyone else should agree as Paul Daniels argues in his work Kant on the
Beautiful: The Interest in Disinterestedness.

The spirit of the era: Creativity was disciplined by reason. Artists
approached their work with the precision of scientists.

Declaration of Independence imagines the drafting committee presenting its work to the Congress by John
Trumbull (Image Source)

19th Century — Romanticism

Humanity grew tired of reason. It began to seek depth — to value emotion,
pain, and passion. Aesthetics became intimate, even tragic.

In Arthur Schopenhauer's aesthetics it states that only through beauty can
we momentarily escape the grip of will and suffering.

And Nietzsche challenged the entire classical tradition: true beauty, he
argued, lies in life itself, in strength, in self-affirmation — not in symmetry
or harmony. As he writes in The Gay Science:

The total character of the world, however, is in all
eternity chaos — in the sense not of a lack of
necessity but of a lack of order, arrangement, form,
beauty, wisdom, and whatever other names there, are
for our aesthetic anthropomorphisms.

The spirit of the era: Art returned to the sensual, and the artist began to
create using emotion and chaos as tools for reflecting the true beauty of life.

Wanderer above the sea of fog by Caspar David Friedrich (Image Source)

Modern and the 20th Century

Humanity found itself inside a system. Industrialization and urbanization
gave rise to mass culture. In a world of factories, advertising, war, and mass
production, beauty was expected to be functional.

In the Bauhaus Manifesto, Walter Gropius asserted that form must follow
function — a statement that marked the beginning of a new design approach
and school whose lessons we still apply today, such as Johannes Itten’s color
wheel and color contrasts.

“Farbkreis” by Johannes Itten (Image Source)

But many philosophers disagreed — among them Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer, in their essay The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass
Deception. They argued that culture was turning into an assembly line of
copies — into kitsch in the truest sense — and that we were losing depth of
perception.

The spirit of the era: Beauty became fake, a copy, a wrapper, and the artist
was reduced to a “factory worker”.
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The Scream by Edvard Munch (Image Source)

Postmodern and digital aesthetic

Humanity has become an algorithm. Globalization has reached its peak,
borders have been erased by the internet, and the pace of time has
accelerated dramatically.
What was beautiful yesterday may be forgotten by tomorrow.

We live in a world of filters, feeds, and reactions. Beauty has become a
metric: if it’s likable, it’s beautiful.

Gabriela Ratulea, in Approaches to Aesthetics: Postmodernism, perfectly
describes our current reality:

The condition of art would relate first to the
emancipation from the main narrative discourse of
modern legitimising: aesthetics. The end of modern
philosophy means at the same time the end of
aesthetics as a founding discipline.

The spirit of the era: Art has moved beyond the confines of aesthetics,
becoming more accessible than ever — and today, each of us is an author.

Bits & Pieces Put Together to Present a Semblance of a Whole by Lawrence Weiner (Image Source)

The eternal conflict between reason and emotion

If we look closely, almost every philosophical era has had its own way of
seeing beauty — a debate that’s lasted for thousands years.

From antiquity’s early attempts to explain the world and define beauty
through science… to the Middle Ages, where it was found only in reverence
for God… to the Renaissance and Enlightenment, when it returned to earth
as a subject for reason and dialogue. Romanticism brought beauty back to
emotion and the unmeasurable. And finally, our own eras of Modernism and
Postmodernism pushed toward clarity and logical harmony.

Yet in every one of these eras, there were thinkers who believed the opposite
— like Pythagoras, who found beauty in numbers, and Plato, who sought it in
the radiance of the Idea. And that is precisely why this philosophical debate
has survived to this day.

Let’s briefly explore the two main approaches — empiricism and rationalism
— and see if any of their tools or insights might still serve us today.

Beauty as a revelation of feeling

Empiricism, in the context of aesthetics, holds that all knowledge comes
through experience and perception. That means beauty is something we
feel, not something that exists independently. It’s not a formula or a system
— it’s a state, a shiver, a resonance.

Empiricist thinkers like Hume, Burke (according to Sanjeev Niraula) and
Schopenhauer argued that the beautiful cannot be calculated. It lives within
us — in our response. Sometimes it’s irrational. Sometimes it’s sacred.
Sometimes it provokes catharsis. Beauty is a feeling, a vision, a presence of
something greater than ourselves.

This approach resonates deeply with Romanticism, with Eastern aesthetics
like Wabi-sabi, and with 20th-century philosophers who spoke of the
sublime and of emptiness as a form of beauty like Theodor Adorno.

Many great works became great precisely because their creators broke the
rules of their time. Modern artist Matt Gabler states that Pablo Picasso
sensed the arrival of a new era and boldly trusted the feeling — his
groundbreaking works such as Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and the invention of
Cubism shattered the conventions of representation and pioneered modern
art.

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon by Pablo Picasso (Image Source)

For myself, I take away from this part the following question and thought:
Why try to lock beauty in a cage? If something strikes us as beautiful —
maybe we should just let it be and not destroy the magic by over-analysing it.

Examples of the Empirical Approach:

Woman with a Parasol — Madame Monet and Her Son by Claude Monet (Image Source) — Impressionist
paintings that capture fleeting light and emotion; painting not what is, but what is felt.

Typographic Process, Nr 4. Typographic Signs by Wolfgang Weingart (Image Source)— Typographic chaos
with a punk soul; grids are broken, but the message hits you viscerally.

Piano Sonata No.1 in C-Major by Mozart— At times defies strict logic, but always resonates with the inner
rhythm of the human spirit.

Beauty as logic and structure

On the other hand, Rationalism claims that true beauty is not a coincidence
— it is the manifestation of order. If we find something beautiful, it’s because
there is something within it: a number, a proportion, a pattern, a structure.
It can be described, measured, and even replicated.

This is how the rationalist view gives birth to design systems and rules:

Golden Ratio (1.618…) — An ideal proportion found in nature,
architecture, and art; believed to be visually balanced and inherently
harmonious.

Fibonacci sequence — A sequence where each number is the sum of the
two preceding ones; often reflects natural growth patterns and spiral
forms.

Harmonic Division — Dividing a line or space in a ratio perceived as
balanced; a foundation for classical composition.

Gestalt Principles (Irvin Rock and Steve Palmer) — A theory of visual
perception explaining how we instinctively “complete” forms: proximity,
closure, symmetry, etc.

Bauhaus — A movement that turned aesthetics into a system: pure
shapes, functionality, minimalism, rhythm, and repeatable structure —
the new language of a modern age.

Examples of the Rationalist Approach:

Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci (Image Source) — Built on the golden ratio: from the geometry of her face to
the background proportions. It’s not just painting — it’s mathematical composition.

Poster by Josef Müller-Brockmann (Image Source) — A classic of Swiss typography: grid systems, modular
layout, alignment, and rhythm create visual clarity and harmony.

Prelude in C major, Op. 28 №1 by Frédéric Chopin — Its phrasing, dynamics, and pacing mirror Fibonacci
numbers (13, 21, 34…), giving the piece a natural, flowing structure.

A conflict we’ll never resolve

Philosophical perception of beauty always stood on a tightrope — balancing
between intuition and rationality, art and utility. One of the clearest
examples of this clash between empiricism and rationalism is the story of
Johannes Itten.

Color Sphere in 7 Light Values and 12 Tones by Johannes Itten (Image Source)

He created the now-famous color chords and compositions and taught a
course where students explored form, material and color through sensory
experience and experimentation. Itten believed that beauty comes from
within — through intuition, the body, and individual perception — and wrote
about it in his book The Art of Color: The Subjective Experience and Objective
Rationale of Color.

But his approach clashed with the vision of Walter Gropius that he stated in
Bauhaus Manifesto, who prioritized function, standardization, and industrial
thinking. In 1923, Itten left the Bauhaus, making way for László Moholy-
Nagy — a symbol of technological aesthetics and constructivist logic.

Poster for the Bauhausaustellung by Joost Schmidt (Image Source)

In my experience, rationalism can be deeply seductive for us designers. It
gives us structure, grids, rules — a sense of control. But if we rely on it too
much, it’s easy to lose the living essence of design.

Groundhog Day that lasted a century

Almost nothing has changed over the last hundred years. Miško Šuvaković’s
2019 paper, What Happened to Aesthetics and Art over the Last 100 Years?,
examines the ongoing tension between phenomenology and structuralism,
modernism and postmodernism, theory and practice — demonstrating that
the core questions of aesthetic philosophy remain strikingly familiar.

Since the dawn of industrialization and the rise of mass culture, we’ve been
living in a kind of endless groundhog day. The tools evolve, the scale grows —
but the core questions remain the same.

Photograph of Duchamp’s Fountain by Alfred Stieglitz (Image source)

We, the viewers, have begun to influence the artists. What sells better
becomes popular. We’re now part of the artistic process — shaping the
creator, shaping the work.

Art no longer leads humanity forward. We’ve accelerated so much that
artists can barely keep up: documenting, reflecting — and often, simply
following us.

The world of interfaces — same stage, same play

The same is happening in interface design. We strive to personalize
everything: wrap the user in a warm blanket, pour them a cup of plant-based
cocoa, do everything for them.

I will quote my colleague Christophe Essig in his article The Personalisation
Gap: Why Many Brands Struggle to Stay Relevant in the Digital Era. I believe this
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Gap: Why Many Brands Struggle to Stay Relevant in the Digital Era. I believe this
thought perfectly captures what I feel — and there is no need to rephrase
something that has already been said so well:

What’s missing is authenticity. Emotion. Relevance
rooted not in metrics, but in meaning.

Research, UX testing, insights — we move toward simplicity, comfort,
predictability. But we pay a price. We rarely ask anymore:
What does a person truly want? Beauty — or efficiency?

Evolution of McDonald’s Logo showing the way of simplification. (Image Source)

Because the second one — efficiency — is simply more profitable. Business
favors the invisible, seamless, conversion-optimized interface.

That’s how logos become monochrome. Interfaces — indistinguishable from
one another. As if they all rolled out from the same industrial press.

Where do we draw the line?

Don’t get me wrong — I’m the kind of designer who puts user experience
first. It truly matters. But I want to ask myself — and you:
Where’s the line?

At what point must we, as creators, step forward again? When do we begin to
make something that actually makes someone stop — reflect — or simply
enjoy beauty? And make their own, real choice.

So what about aesthetics? Today, aesthetics in design is a field of tension-
Between beauty and efficiency. Between marketing and personal truth.
Between templates and risk.

Adorno, the great critic of mass culture, already saw the danger back in the
mid-20th century, as we can see in The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as
Mass Deception:

The culture industry perpetually cheats its
consumers of what it perpetually promises.
… It impedes the development of autonomous,
independent individuals who judge and decide
consciously.

And in some ways — I agree with him.

What if?

Sometimes I wish we could go back a few centuries and give Leonardo da
Vinci a task — to design a sign-up page. And assign Immanuel Kant as the
product owner — reminding everyone that true beauty is disinterested
pleasure, something that resonates within us, beyond utility.

But even then, in the pre-digital age, the question of beauty remained open.
And today, we still often can’t say with certainty whether an interface is
beautiful apart from its UX function.

In my team, we practice an exercise called Yeah or Nah for critiquing wow-
sites — something I’ll definitely write more about in detail later. But for our
current context, there’s only one important rule in this exercise: you cannot
use UX arguments; you can only refer to the aesthetic attributes of the page.
From experience, I can tell you — it’s not as easy as it might seem to forbid
yourself, even temporarily, from using logic.

Screenshot: SOTD Category on Awwwards.com that we are using for Yeah or Nah

Magical design

Yes, we do research. Yes, we test hypotheses. We analyze behavior, metrics,
audiences, product history. But even within the most strict UX approach,
there’s always space for the irrational.

As followers of the empirical approach believe there’s more to aesthetics
than just method, rules, and system, I believe there’s something magical in
design — intuition, risk, an author’s voice.

And if we want to create not just a “functional” product, but something real,
we, as designers, will have to take that leap.

I like the idea proposed by Michal Malewicz in his video Flat Design is OVER.
What’s Next? — that beauty will return to design, and that we are moving
away from the path of total simplification toward a more sensitive and
aesthetic approach.

Flat Design is OVER. What’s Next? by Malewicz

Aesthetics in design today isn’t a luxury. It’s a reminder that we design for
humans, not just for algorithms. And even if there’s no exact definition of
beauty — I’ll allow myself, in the concluding section, to interpret the
thoughts of philosophers and creators in a way that they can become a set of
guiding principles for working with aesthetics in interface design.

The philosophy of aesthetics as a foundation for aesthetics of
interface design

1. It’s the user’s perception that shapes aesthetics, not design it self.

John Locke argues in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding:

The porphyry has at every time a configuration of
particles that is apt to produce in us the idea of
redness when rays of light rebound from some parts
of that hard stone.…

2. At the heart of every interface should be an idea — not just form.

Plato reflects in Symposium:

But what if man had eyes to see the true beauty —
the divine beauty, I mean, pure and clear and
unalloyed, not clogged with the pollutions of mortality
and all the colours and vanities of human life…

3. Design for resonance, not for the algorithm.

Wassily Kandinsky, in his essay On the Spiritual in Art, writes:

Color is the keyboard. The eyes is the hammer, while
the soul is a piano of many strings. The artist is the
hand through which the medium of different keys
causes the human soul to vibrate.

4. Seek universality. Aesthetics is an accessible experience, not an elitist
one.

Immanuel Kant claims in The Critique of Judgment:

“The beautiful is that which pleases universally,
without a concept.”

5. Through design, we can free the user’s attention from noise.

As it is described in Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation:

…the person who is involved in this perception is no
longer an individual, for in such perception the
individual has lost himself; he is pure will-less,
painless, timeless subject of knowledge.

6. Don’t just serve function — offer a feeling. A beautiful illusion where the
user feels well.

David Hume (in Of the Standard of Taste) suggests:

Beauty is no quality in things themselves; it exists
merely in the mind which contemplates them.

7. Be honest with your users. Step away from convenient templates.

Adorno and Horkheimer argue in The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass
Deception:

The culture industry endlessly cheats its consumers
out of what it endlessly promises.

And…

I’ll leave you with my closing thoughts and takeaways.

Design can be measured. Improved. Optimized. But we must never forget —
something within it resists metrics. And that something is what makes it
alive.

Create with intention.
Think like a philosopher.
Feel like a human.
And remember: Sometimes, magic is a method too.
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