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When – and why – modernism became 

old fashioned

The intellectual and cultural climate in the 

1970s was in sharp contrast with that of 

the 60s. In the sixties, the ideals of "making 

the world a better place" had flourished in 

virtually each and every aspect of society, 

and the realization of this future paradise on 

earth was, so it was generally thought, going 

to be made possible only by one dominating 

force: modern technology. However, after 

1970 the Western world was increasingly 

prey to doubt, despair and often completely 

irrational and violent protest rallies, aimed 

against modern - especially large scale - 

technology.

The precursors of this "culture change" had 

been witnessed in the second half of the 

sixties. The protests at several European 

universities from May 1968 onwards can 

be seen as a suddenly emerged resistance 

against the authoritarian and outdated 

nature of universities at that time, but there 

of the global ecological balance as outlined 

debating about adapted – read: simplified, 

‘low’ - technology for the Third World. On 

the other hand there were the massive, 

non-violent rallies against the American 

role in the Vietnam war, against nuclear 

energy and, a few years later, against the 

installation of American cruise missiles in 

Europe. Last but not least, there were small 

but, seen from a cultural perspective, rather 

influential groups of predominantly French 

and Italian intellectuals who claimed to be 

served as the impersonation of the ‘New 

Man’, precursor of an equally `New World'. 

Needless to say, in these circles even mildy 

critical comments on the consequences 

the collective re-education of the people 

is more to them. The student rallies and 

protests in France and Italy, but also in 

univers i t ies in  the US and a lmost  a l l 

universities in South-America were rooted 

in a long-standing tradition of intellectually 

As modern technology is anathema to 

the ideals of anarchism and the student 

revolts were inspired by anarchist ideals, it 

goes without saying that these rallies were 

inspired by, and inspired in turn, strong 

feelings against modernism and technology.

Yet, it would be wrong to attribute these 

sent iments of  ant imodernism and the 

suddenly mani fest  d istrust  of  modern 

at universities. On the one hand there were 

respectable lobbies from the political and 

scientific establishment, aimed at "fine-

tuning" the course of the modernisation 

process. They limited themselves to showing 

an increasing concern about the degradation A
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"élites" opened the door to highly irrational 

and extremely antitechnological attitudes. 

By and by, even the political establishment 

was to a certain extent  inf luenced by 

these radical groups, in the sense that 

they at least also started wondering if a 

technological Utopia was indeed feasible. 

Thus, antimodernism in the Western world 

reinforced itself. 

There were, however, other major factors 

and events contributing to antimodernism 

in this era. First  of  al l ,  there was the 

successful "splashdown" of the Apollo 17 in 

December '72. In spite of NASA's adamant 

c la ims about  the  immense sc ien t i f i c 

importance of this project, many people 

experienced a certain degree of doubt. This 

reserved attitude was – to say the least 

– reinforced when in 1986 the American 

flight, killing all astronauts on board. The 

disaster, so it turned out, was caused by 

the failure of a 5 dollarcent 0-ring.  The fact 

that the project had cost hundreds, even 

thousands of millions of dollars was crystal 

clear, but what were the practical results? 

And how could the enormous cost of the 

project be tallied with the growing realisation 

ambitious social reforms program of the 

American government, was turning into 

launched parts of this program, among 

sixties, adding extra pressure to a national 

budget already at risk from the Vietnam war 

and the ambitious space program. What 

were American patriots to think of the total 

absence of military successes in South-

East Asia, where generals as a last resort 

took recourse to defoliants and napalm 

bombings while the devastatingly horrible 

consequences for Vietnamese villagers 

were shown in large pictures on the front 

pages of American newspapers?

By  themse lves ,  t hese  even ts  wou ld 

have sufficed to cause lots of people to 

start doubting the merits of modernism. 

was that during the early sevent ies i t 

became increasingly clear that even the 

most powerful, the most modern and the 

richest nation on earth could not afford to 

continue paying for these titanic combined 

government efforts of space flight, large 

sca le  soc ia l  re fo rm and war.  Due to 

tremendous overspending, within a few 

US changed from creditor to debtor nation. 

In December 1971 president Nixon had to 

apprise the nation of the fact that the value 

of the American dollar was no longer linked 

to the price of gold. The ensuing devaluation 

meant an abrupt ending to the international 

monetary system that had been the bedrock 

of modern Western society: the Bretton 
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to create a crushing impression and to 

change the international political agenda 

permanently. The analysis was not seen as 

a sacrosanct conclusion: in later years the 

econometric basis proved to be meagre, 

to say the least. It was the apocalyptic 

message itself that packed the punch. 

According to the report, the world was at 

the brink of an unprecedented, threefold 

crisis. First, there was the menace of mass 

destruction of human civilisation by nuclear, 

bacteriological and chemical weaponry. 

Second ,  the re  was  the  ca tas t roph ic 

development of a growing rift in income 

between a minority of ever richer countries 

on the one, and a majority of poor lands on 

the other hand. And finally there was the 

menace of a ever faster world population 

growth, that would manifest itself in acute 

famine on a global scale, in worldwide 

exhaustion of natural resources and in 

global poisoning of the environment. Early 

who in the optimistic sixties had been lonely 

prophets, now suddenly found support for 

their ideas from unexpected sympathisers.

In  th is  po l i t i ca l  c l imate ,  ideas about 

desirable and undesirable forms of industrial 

production, energy, "special" technology for 

the Third World and the desirability of a new 

international economic order underwent 

an radical change. Also in this climate, an 

operational since 1968, was suddenly given 

Unfor tunate ly,  a  s ide e f fec t  o f  these 

developments was that small, extremist 

groups in the Western world felt the need 

to misuse this climate as an alibi to deploy 

all available means in their rebellion against 

Western establishment. The decade of the 

seventies would be characterised by city 

guerrilla groups operating on a global scale: 

Woods Agreements, regulating post-war 

international finance and establishing the 

International Monetary Fund. 

A totally unrelated factor causing a radical 

change in the way the role of technology 

by Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

professors like Forrester and Meadows, 

without a doubt be considered the Mecca 

of Western technological establishment, 

was financed by one of the internationally 

most prestigious group of intellectuals and 

and  written by the highest ranking scholars 

of the MIT, in short: a group of people that 

of idealistic losers. The know-how of the 

technological university caused the report 
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countless successors. Once more, the 

alarming success of these groups and the 

panicked reaction patterns of the political 

establishment illustrated the vulnerability 

of modern technological society, as was 

also seen in the massive and ultimately 

successful resistance of the Iranian people 

Shah had failed in his attempts to enforce 

an ultrafast modernisation of his country, not 

sparing the rod in doing so and receiving 

substantial support from the US for his 

efforts. After the Shah's flight to the West, 

however, fundamentalist groups within islam 

managed to establish a medievally tinted 

theocracy within the blink of an eye. Thus, 

it became clear that Western modernist 

ideo logy might  not  be as un iversa l ly 

transferable or even desirable as had been 

thought in the sixties: Iranian society was 

not against change per se, as was illustrated 

by the ayatollahs' rapid success, but had 

been opposed to the modern, "Western"-

inspired life style that the Shah had tried to 

impose.

Postmodernism and the undermining of 

functionalism

The emergence of new, antitechnological 

ideals and the undermining of modernism 

that went hand in hand with it, had certain 

consequences for the rul ing ideas on 

architecture and design. In the 1950s and 

1960, modernism in architecture and its 

direct counterpart: functionalism in design, 

had been solely and solidly founded in the 

principles of large scale, modern technology. 

Undermining these principles inevitably 

meant undermining the most influential 

current to date in 20th century architecture 

and design. The first blows were dealt 

Venturi published his Learning from Las 

phrase that's possibly the most cited in all of 

postmodern architecture critique: “…Modern 

architecture died in St. Louis, Missouri on 

The assault on functionalism in design was 

initiated in Italy, more precisely in Milano 

– where two avant-garde studios gained 

tremendous success shortly after having 

opened their doors: Alchimia, established by 
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functionalism to postmodernism; we shall do 

this by discussing the developments within 

Dutch design in the last decade of the 20th 

century.      

Dutch postmodernism: Droog Design

Even before the Second World War Dutch 

design was fully dominated by the Bauhaus 

principles of the later years. There were two 

reasons why this influence was stronger 

in the Netherlands than elsewhere. First, 

a purely Dutch avant-garde art movement, 

van Doesburg, had left an unofficial – Van 

Doesburg's repeated attempts to apply for 

a job as a lecturer at the Bauhaus had been 

even so, a highly important impression on 

could procure, postmodernists adopted a 

purposefully élitist attitude: mass production 

was forsworn and the idea was to produce 

exclusive, manual ly craf ted products, 

manufactured in small numbers and sold for 

outrageous prices to a well-to-do, artistically 

inc l ined c l ique o f  conno isseurs .  The 

functionality of a truly postmodern product 

was of secundary importance, which led to 

the absurd situation that products had no 

discernable function anymore: postmodern 

chairs tend to be unsuited as seats, and 

postmodern bookshelves are not primarily 

in the 19th century, a vehement aversion to 

modern, large-scale technology. 

In the last part of this paper we shal l 

d e s c r i b e  h o w  i n d u s t r i a l  d e s i g n  a s 

a  d i sc i p l i ne  can  be  a f f ec ted  by  t he 

c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  t h i s  c h a n g e  f r o m 

One does get the impression that the 

pr inciples of postmodern design were 

initially mainly inspired by the dominance 

of functionalism, which was felt to impose 

an irritating restriction. As a consequence, 

postmodernist  design seemed to l imit 

majority of functionalist design principles. 

The abstract minimalism of Ulm was labeled 

as "boring" and the taboo on decoration 

that was part and parcel of it, was violated 

time and time again, sometimes with an 

almost sadistic alacrity. The functionalists' 

was ironically rephrased and replaced by 

'democratic' nature of functionalist design, 

i .e .  the  a t tempt  to  c rea te  a f fo rdab le 

products of good quality that the masses 
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Netherlands. Small wonder that the post-

war legacy of the Bauhaus, the Hochschule 

on Dutch design philosophy in the 1950s 

and 1960s. That is why a relatively long 

period went by before postmodernism could 

start taking root in Dutch soil. But once 

postmodernism had established itself, Dutch 

design experienced a wave of unparallelled 

international success.

The institutionalisation of postmodernism 

in the Dutch design world happened along 

two separate but closely entwined lines. 

The first development in this sense was 

a radical revolution in the curriculum of 

the most important non-academic design 

college in the Netherlands, the Academie 

voor Industriële Vormgeving (Academy for 

by one of the lecturers: design guru and 

In the last decade of the 20th century the 

entire course, previously wholly based on 

Ulm functionalism, was changed into an 

orthodox postmodernist program. In 1999, 

when Edelkoort was elected president of the 

Board, the college had gained international 

fame and its Dutch name was changed to 

the more internationally oriented Design 

A second milestone was the establishment 

of a platform for young, talented designers 

platform was named Droog Design. [ILL. 

cheek reference to the intended simplicity 

and humor in the products it promoted. [ILL. 

one might like to utter at Droog Design's 

address – and in the next paragraphs we 

shall maintain that there is ample room 

for criticism – no-one can deny that this 

very movement was the main contributor 

to the great international success of Dutch 

design of the past twenty years. Never 

before have Dutch designers received such 

lavish international praise and acclaim, and 
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never have Dutch design colleges attracted 

so many students. Virtually all successful 

designers starting their career at Droog 

Design's studio, had been recruited amongst 

students of the Design Academy. 

On the  o ther  hand –  and tha t  i s  the 

drawback of Droog Design's overwhelming 

success-:  never before has an avant-

garde design movement caused so much 

vagueness and confusion about quality 

cr i ter ia  in  design and about  the very 

foundations of the discipline itself.

The other side of the coin: vagueness 

in foundations of product design 

What are the grass roots of this paradox? 

We maintain that it had to do with the fact 

that exactly at the apogee of the successful 

a l l iance between design and industry 

(approximately the 60s and early 70s of 

ian’ functionalism, a complete turnaround 

in the dominant design philosophy took 

place with the advent of postmodernism. As 

stated before, postmodernism was strongly 

ant imodernist  and i t  indeed ser iously 

unde rm ined  func t i ona l i sm,  t he  t hen 

universally accepted foundation of product 

design. The ensuing boom of conceptual 

design in the eighties and nineties is in our 

view the main reason for the vagueness and 

ambiguities surrounding the fundamental 

principles of product design as a discipline 

that characterises the design discourse 

since the last quarter of the 20th century, 

and that lasts in fact until today. 

The enormous success of  the Design 

Academy and Droog Design contributed to 

the fact that postmodernist ideas exerted 

considerable influence on the curricula of 

other art academies offering some type of 

design training. Each and every academy 

gradually veered more and more towards 

the Droog viewpoints,  becoming ever 

"dryer". Of course, there is no objection 

to this slow but certain change in taught 

design philosophy, as long as one bears in 

mind the fact that Droog Design was, and 

is, an important innovative current, featuring 

artisanal, small-scale product development, 

strongly rooted in the tradition of artisinal 

crafts.

On the other hand, Droog Design had and 

has nothing to do with the technological 

innovations that are, as we speak, causing 

a revolution in the realm of the production 

techniques of mass produced consumer 

goods surrounding us. A first glance will 

prove this viewpoint: a single look at lamps, 

objects will suffice to conclude that the 

product assortiment that Droog Design 

is offering, is literally the same as what 

success in the late nineteenth century. [ILL. 

a century before, the inevitably exorbitant 



61Overseas Trend

prices of these pieces, handmade in small 

numbers, make Droog- products available 

only to a small and exclusive circle of 

connoisseurs. 

Thus, the comparison between the English 

nineteenth century eclect ic ism of  the 

on design academies is complete. Droog's 

in f luence does admit tedly take those 

aspects of product design that are rooted 

in craftmanship to the next level, but at the 

same time it causes an ever increasing 

chasm between the know how that large 

scale production companies expect from an 

industrial designer and the curriculum taught 

at the academies. In that sense the gigantic 

popularity of conceptual design in general 

Design in particular are, just like the role 

modernisation of design education.
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Thus,  by the end of  the 20th century 

p o s t m o d e r n i s t  i d e a s  h a d  g a i n e d  a 

dominant influence on design curricula in 

art academies, not just in the Netherlands 

but elsewhere in the Western world, too. 

However, the situation was different at 

technical universities, where postmodernism 

was  i ndeed  a l so  one  o f  t he  f ac to r s 

c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  i n 

curricula of industrial design, but here in a 

completely different way. The fundamentally 

questioning character of postmodernism – 

"anything goes" is a favorite saying among 

postmodernists –, the aversion to modern 

viewpoints, i.e. the elevation of design to 

some form of applied ‘fine art’, led to a 

situation where postmodernism could in 

no way be integrated in design curricula 

at technical universities. The vociferous 

way postmodernism dominated design 

discourse in general, forced other crucial 

issues concerning the future of design to the 

background.

This means that one question remained 

unanswered, namely how the technology 

o f  t h e  ‘ t h i r d  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  w a v e ’ 

(miniaturisation, electronics, bio- and gene 

our l iving environment during the very 

heyday of  postmodernism, should be 

incorporated into design practice. Apart 

from some odd, rather ad hoc adaptations, 

for instance the introduction of `sustainable 

design',  design education at technical 

universities continued to be based on the 

technical-scientific foundations of Ulm-ian 

functionalism. This meant that academic 

training in industrial design in the early 

21st century was based on technological 

principles of, by that time, nearly half a 

century ago!    

E p i l o g u e :  A  p l e a  f o r  a  m o r e 

technological attitude in design

This realisation carries certain implications. 

The current technological development is 

mainly fed by ultrafast developments in the 

materials, construction techniques and, last 

but not least, bio- and gene technology. It is 

more than obvious that these developments 

are changing both the products we use and 

their production methods to the point where 

products and methods are rapidly becoming 

unrecognisable. In turn, this will lead to a 

revolutionary change with respect to product 

design requirements. There can't be the 

slightest doubt that existing design schools will 

only be able to develop the required revolution 

within design philosophy and establish the 

necessary curricula in close collaboration 

with the disciplines mentioned above in which 

these technological breakthroughs are actually 

happening and with those branches of industry 

that are experimenting with the practical 

application of new technologies. However, 

if for the time being we limit ourselves to 
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the recent design developments in our own 

country, the Netherlands, it looks as if there is 

very little chance of this happening in the near 

future.

I f  design studies and t ra in ing,  at  the 

existing design academies and technical 

universities alike, will not somehow manage 

to incorporate the current technological 

revolution in their curricula, the designing 

of high tech objects will very soon be taken 

over by other disciplines. In fact we have 

of this shift: industrial designers do not play 

a noteworthy role in, for instance, computer 

software development, minimal invasive 

surgery and practical implications of nano 

technology, to name a few fields that are 

characterised by ultrafast changes, and 

that are revolutionizing from day to day the 

material world that surrounds us.

I f  t h i s  t r end  con t i nues ,  t he  p roduc t 

designer's task wil l  soon be l imited to 

the invention of an umpteenth variation 

on an age-old theme with, for sole social 

relevance, the fact that the "happy few" will 

from time to time be treated to the sight of 

a new, utterly charming lampshade or other 

trivia.

* * * * *
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