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Introduction: Beyond Dutch Design: 
Material Culture in the Netherlands 
in an Age of Globalization, 
Migration and Multiculturalism

Joana Meroz and Javier Gimeno-Martínez

Over the years, many things have been called Dutch design, starting with national 
industrial exhibitions in the early nineteenth century and continuing in the last quarter 
of that century with debates about what constituted a characteristically Dutch style 
in the applied arts and Art Nouveau. Later, similar discussions were held about the 
typically Dutch character of De Stijl and later Dutch industrial design. Internationally, 
Dutch design gained acclaim with graphic design in the 1970s and in the 1990s, with the 
Dutch organization Droog Design. Since then, unexpected things started being labelled 
Dutch design. In today’s age of globalization, migration and multiculturalism, Dutch 
design operates transnationally, comprising foreign objects, subjects and practices in 
the Netherlands and abroad. By drawing on recent discussions on national canons and 
critiques of methodological nationalism, this special issue proposes alternatives for a 
more dynamic understanding of Dutch design and national design canons. As such, it 
builds on scholarship problematizing Dutch design and contributes to wider debates on 
the transnationalism of national design histories.

Keywords: material culture—national identity—nationalism—Netherlands

Introduction: the expanded field of Dutch design
As we write, preparations are well under way in the Netherlands for the celebration of 
Dutch design’s twenty-fifth anniversary next year (2017). Some may wonder at the arbi-
trariness of the implied birthdate (1992?), but the point is for Dutch design’s anniversary 
to coincide with the centennial commemoration of De Stijl—Dutch design’s implied 
forefather.1 For ‘2017: The Year of Mondriaan to Dutch Design. 100 Years of De Stijl’, 
governments, tourism agencies, museums and academies are collaborating in numer-
ous exhibitions and events combining the legacy of De Stijl with the work of contem-
porary Dutch designers. Whatever else Dutch design may be, cases such as this indicate 
that it certainly has become a reliable and coveted resource, a black box whose function 
is to advance multiple cultural, educational, political and economic agendas. This special 
issue of Journal of Design History aims to open up to debate the idea of Dutch design 
as a fixed essence that is taken for granted, and to reflect both on the relations that 
constitute it and on the effects of its operations. As such, it builds on recent scholarship 
problematizing Dutch design and contributes to wider debates on the transnationalism 
of histories of national design in times of globalization, migration and multiculturalism.

In the Netherlands, a conceptualization of the relationship between industrial produc-
tion and the nation can be traced back to early nineteenth-century national industrial 
exhibitions.2 The last quarter of that century saw the search for a specifically national 
style in the applied arts, modelled after the so-called Dutch Renaissance style of the 
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Dutch Golden Age.3 This formed the base of what, around 1900, was labelled as 
a typically Dutch variant of Art Nouveau4—with one of its best known proponents,  
H. P. Berlage, today labelled ‘the godfather of Dutch design’.5 In 1956, art historian 
Hans Jaffé cemented the reputation of De Stijl (1917–1931) as a particularly Dutch con-
tribution to modern art, given its embodiment of the ‘Dutch spirit’.6 Shortly afterwards, 
Dutch spirit was used to typify the national characteristics of Dutch post-war industrial 
design.7 In the 1970s, Dutch graphic design gained international recognition, and in 
the 1990s, the Dutch organization Droog Design placed Dutch product design on the 
international map. Since then, some surprising things started being given the Dutch 
design label. Dutch design exhibitions, competitions and publications initiated both at 
home and abroad started including foreign designers (not only those trained or based 
in the Netherlands but also those based or trained abroad), courses on Dutch design 
started being taught internationally, and the new national design fund started subsidiz-
ing applications by non-Dutch parties for projects outside the country. Through such 
operations, the term Dutch design has been stretched. This ‘expanded field’ of Dutch 
design, to borrow a term from Rosalind Krauss,8 can be understood in terms of what 
political scientist Anthony D. Smith calls the delocalization of national culture in times 
of globalization.9 He argues that global culture is not rootless, but comprises diverse, 
originally nationalized, but now highly mobile cultures.

However, despite Dutch design’s apparent openness, global mobility and increasing 
internal heterogeneity, the essentialist narrative of national culture underpinning it has 
proven remarkably resilient. An unambiguous, stereotypical narrative of Dutch design 
helps to differentiate and add value to nearly interchangeable goods and services in the 
global cultural market. Yet an implicitly essentialist approach to Dutch design perme-
ates much of the literature as well. This is manifested either through a preoccupation 
with the Dutchness of Dutch design (its origins, developments and characteristics), 
or through the implicit assumption that the national context is the most—or even 
the only—relevant explanatory context for Dutch design. Both cases presuppose what 
historians Siep Stuurman and Maria Grever have called a ‘homogeneous people living 
in a geographically and temporally stable national space’.10 However, today, as they 
observe, the Netherlands ‘include[s] large numbers of citizens whose immigrant or 
minority families do not necessarily share a common historical experience’,11 and as 
discussed above, Dutch design operates in an expanded field that crosses national 
borders.

Constructivist scholars of nationalism have argued that nation-states are invented tra-
ditions rather than self-evident, perennial entities.12 As Stuurman and Grever argue, 
this implies that dominant national histories are actually contested fields of ‘competing 
national narratives linked to competing political agendas for nation-building’,13 and 
as such are deeply entangled in developments that transcend national borders.14 This 
does not imply that national design histories have no place in design scholarship, but 
that their formations have to be understood in relation to the global networks through 
which they evolved.

This introduction is structured as follows. To position this special issue’s contribution to 
existing scholarship on Dutch design, it begins with a brief historiographical overview. 
Next, by drawing on recent discussions on national historical canons and on critiques 
of methodological nationalism, it proposes alternatives for a broader understanding of 
national design canons in general and Dutch design in particular. Finally, it concludes 
with a discussion of how the contributions collected in this special issue relate to these 
alternatives, which are further fleshed out by the contributions themselves.
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Dutch design historiography
To specify this special issue’s contribution to existing Dutch design scholarship, this sec-
tion provides a brief outline of the historiography on the topic—in short supply even 
in Dutch.15 In contrast with Dutch design’s international renown, English language 
literature on it is unexpectedly scarce; aside from often-celebratory design journalism, 
most texts are in Dutch. Existing English language writings comprise general survey 
histories,16 partial accounts in international design surveys,17 publications on individual 
Dutch designers and design studios, and a still modest but rapidly expanding interna-
tional scholarship on the subject.18

The earliest surveys of the applied arts in the Netherlands appeared in the first half 
of the twentieth century. Most of these were commemorative books commissioned 
by professional applied arts societies. The first was Karel Sluyterman’s 1909 overview, 
which contains a collection of works by Dutch applied artists between 1884 and 1909 
and was published to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Association Arti et 
Industriae.19 The second such survey, published exactly twenty years later, was likewise 
commissioned to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of a professional society of applied 
artists, the Dutch Society for Trades and Applied Arts. The New Direction in the Applied 
Arts in Netherlands, written by textile designer Jo de Jong, provides a summary of the 
history of the applied arts in the country between 1890 and 1929.20 The overviews of 
Dutch industrial manufacture that the Association of Netherlands Manufacture pub-
lished to commemorate its thirtieth, thirty-fifth and fiftieth anniversaries were com-
paratively more inclusive in terms of type of product and less discerning in taste.21 
However, by far the most comprehensive overview of design in the Netherlands in the 
pre-war period was The Applied Arts in the Netherlands.22 This twenty-four volume 
series of monographs on contemporary Dutch decorative and industrial arts, issued 
throughout the 1920s, covers highly diverse areas, including stained glass, mosaic, 
batik, lace, hand weaving, theatre set, toys, marionettes, masks, shadow plays, sacred 
art, the decorative art on Dutch passenger ships, modern and industrially manufac-
tured furniture, textiles and graphic design, among many others.

The first publications proposing the idea that design from the Netherlands embodies 
and represents the national cultural identity emerged in the post-war period. As men-
tioned above, there were already debates before then about what constituted a typical 
national style in the applied arts.23 A theoretical argument on the reciprocity between 
the country’s material culture and its national character appeared in 1956 with the pub-
lication of De Stijl 1917–1931: The Dutch Contribution to Modern Art, art historian and 
deputy director of the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam Hans Jaffé’s influential doctoral 
thesis.24 In this, Jaffé explains the Dutchness of De Stijl by drawing on the notion of the 
Dutch spirit (Nederlands geestesmerk) that was proposed by historian Johan Huizinga 
in 1934.25 At a time when the Netherlands was deeply segregated into so-called pil-
lars26 and when Dutch people identified first and foremost with their pillar and only 
secondly with their country,27 Huizinga argued that all Dutch citizens had one common 
identity and homogeneous culture that he called the Dutch spirit. Huizinga character-
ized the Dutch spirit as constituted by a bourgeoisie expressed through love of freedom 
and democracy, a mercantile disposition, modesty and soberness, ethical and aesthetic 
cleanliness, tolerance and honesty, directness and individualism. In that the Dutch spirit 
is conceived as fixed and existing independently of the perception that individuals and 
groups may have of themselves, it can be described as an essentialist conception of 
national identity.28 Jaffé relied on the Dutch spirit to ‘explain the origin of “De Stijl” and 
its particular appearance’, for example proposing that De Stijl’s ‘aesthetic sterility’ was 

 at V
rije U

niversiteit A
m

sterdam
 on Septem

ber 24, 2016
http://jdh.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://jdh.oxfordjournals.org/


216
Introduction

the result of Protestantism’s rejection of exterior materialism.29 Soon after, this essen-
tialist approach to national identity was used to explain the Dutchness of Dutch indus-
trial design. In Industrial Design from the Netherlands (1964), graphic designer Pieter 
Brattinga provides an impression of ‘good’/modern Dutch post-war industrial design, 
including toys, lighting, tableware, furniture, professional equipment, transportation, 
heavy machinery and appliances.30 In the volume’s introduction, Brattinga explains that 
industrial design from the Netherlands is distinguished by its particularly Dutch charac-
teristics, which likewise derive from ‘the inherent Dutch spirit’. Brattinga writes: ‘Jaffé’s 
observations, made in regard to De Stijl members, can be applied to most native Dutch 
designers and architects [. . .] the cleanliness, Calvinism and [bourgeois] public opinion, 
have had considerable, if subconscious, influence on the shaping of Dutch design.’31

In the meantime, emerging design scholarship in the country was more concerned 
with developing design as an object of academic study than with its national identity 
(or lack thereof). Propelled by the revolutions of the 1960s, post-war industrial design, 
as popular culture, slowly started making inroads into university art history depart-
ments.32 Crucially, when this happened, art history was in the process of taking a social 
turn, with Marxist, post-structuralist, anthropological and psychoanalytical frameworks 
becoming influential alternative approaches to traditional art historical concerns with 
great artists and stylistic evolutions. Consequently, when design became established 
as object of academic interest in the 1970s, it was from the outset approached from a 
cultural perspective rather than conventional art historical perspective.33 This resulted 
in a series of publications that evidenced either a focus on everyday (rather than iconic) 
objects—and even the proposal to erase the distinction between design and non-
design altogether—and/or a contextual (rather than heroic) approach to the canon of 
modern design.34 This first generation of design historians became the first generation 
of design curators in Dutch art museums, which, likewise driven by the wave of democ-
ratization in the 1960s, had started opening up to industrial design. The influx of cul-
tural design historians into Dutch art museums led to a series of design exhibitions that 
focused on anonymous design, materials and the contextual meanings of objects.35 
This cultural approach to design as everyday material culture culminated in the massive 
event that was ‘Holland in vorm: Dutch Design 1945–1987’ (1987), when five Dutch 
art museums simultaneously held six exhibitions, each focusing on one aspect of design 
(institutional, professional, graphic, interior, jewellery and contemporary), that together 
provided a survey of post-war Dutch design.36 Newspaper reviews rejoiced in pointing 
out the bizarre heterogeneity of the event’s contents, ranging as they did from bell pep-
per hothouses and metro trains to conceptual jewellery, beer crates to theatre posters, 
and buoys to Gerrit Rietveld’s Red Blue Chair. It is important to point out, however, 
that while ‘Holland in vorm’ was the largest public affirmation that the Netherlands 
indeed had its own design tradition, there was great scepticism—among the organ-
izers, designers and the general public—concerning whether there was such a thing as 
a common national identity at the base of the design on display.37

As the 1980s drew to a close, this anxiety concerning whether such a thing as typi-
cally Dutch design existed gave way to an unabashed, government-led campaign to 
establish Dutch design as an internationally-recognized brand differentiated by its typi-
cal cultural heritage. Dutch international cultural policy underwent major reforms in 
response to the collapse of the Soviet Union, the related emergence of neo-liberal 
capitalism as a dominant ideology, and the concern that Dutch identity would dissi-
pate upon European unification. The ensuing international cultural policy of promoting 
the national culture abroad as a ‘lubricant’ for Dutch geo-political economic inter-
ests became known as Holland Promotion.38 One of the programmes developed in 
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that context was the creation of a recognizable image for contemporary Dutch design 
abroad, by grounding it in the lineage of renowned national cultural icons and tradi-
tions. While Dutch graphic design was already well-known internationally, and the 
government had already gone some way towards promoting Dutch design via the 
international travelling exhibitions ‘Dutch Design for the Public Sector I’ (1973) and ‘II’ 
(1978), and ‘Design from the Netherlands’ (1980),39 it was generally acknowledged 
that the Netherlands was still not as known as a ‘design country’ as Italy, Denmark 
or Germany were.40 It was the intention of The Netherlands Office for Fine Arts, 
which between 1985 and 1992 implemented Dutch international cultural policy in 
the visual and applied arts, to change that.41 To this end, it took a selection from 
‘Holland in vorm’ and created the international travelling exhibition ‘Rietveld’s Heirs: 
Contemporary Dutch Design’ (1989).42 Yet, unlike ‘Holland in vorm’ and the previous 
international travelling exhibitions mentioned above, ‘Rietveld’s Heirs’ proposed that 
there was a common national identity—an ‘authentic Dutch character’43—uniting this 
disparate collection of objects, which were described as ‘precision, reliability, discre-
tion. Form, function and materials represent a solid unit, showing that the theories and 
imagination of the architect Gerrit Rietveld have, still and always, a current importance 
to Dutch designers.’44

The suggestion that there was such a thing as typically Dutch design, whose particulari-
ties emanated from Dutch cultural heritage, was further elaborated and disseminated 
by the Dutch organization Droog Design. Given that, according to the government, the 
Dutch design Institute (the government body responsible for the promotion of Dutch 
design between 1993 and 2000) did not fulfil its task satisfactorily, Droog unofficially 
came to represent Dutch design abroad. Since its establishment in 1993 by art historian 
Renny Ramakers and designer Gijs Bakker, Droog has functioned as a platform, pro-
ducer and distributor of (initially at least) non-commercial, often (partially) handmade 
design products manufactured as one-offs or in limited editions with artistic aspira-
tions. As design historians Timo de Rijk and Damon Taylor have shown, Droog made 
the case through numerous publications and presentations that although the projects 
in its collection were materially, visually and ideologically diverse, they all emanated 
from a common, ‘typically Dutch’ mentality.45

Ramakers and Bakker held that this typically Dutch mentality expressed the nation’s 
identity, which they characterized as rooted in the country’s seventeenth-century past 
and as having echoes of the Dutch spirit: bourgeoisie and mercantilism, Calvinism and 
rejection of exterior materialism, tolerance and openness, individualism and independ-
ence.46 In the course of time, they argued, this Dutch identity was translated into the 
country’s material culture, a material culture whose attributes—soberness, innovative 
creativity and conceptuality—in turn embodied and expressed this Dutch identity. To 
Ramakers and Bakker, this correspondence between Dutch national identity and mate-
rial culture was perfectly illustrated by the country’s modern and functionalist design 
tradition, starting with the clean aesthetics of abstraction, geometry and primary col-
ours of De Stijl. Droog established itself as the progeny of this venerable Dutch design 
lineage and in the process established Dutch design as the materialization of an essen-
tialist vision of national identity.

It is crucial to keep in mind, however, that Droog did not disseminate the idea that 
there was such a thing as a typically Dutch design, but rather, specifically promoted 
the idea that those designs—and those designs only—included in the Droog collec-
tion were products and representations of the national culture. Consequently, in the 
1990s, the idea that such a thing as Dutch design existed was generally accepted, but 
remained largely synonymous with Droog.
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In the course of the 2000s, the notion of a typically Dutch design became increas-
ingly independent from Droog as a variety of actors appropriated it to explain the 
Dutchness of different design practices. Exhibitions such as ‘Do Normal’, curated by 
Aaron Betsky and held at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in 1998, ‘Double 
Dutch’, held at ExperimentaDesign in Lisbon in 1999, ‘Droog & Dutch Design’ held 
in Tokyo in 2000, ‘Reality Machines’ held at the Netherlands Architecture Institute 
in 2002 and Betsky’s by now infamous ‘False Flat’ all reiterated (versions of) Droog’s 
narrative of a typically Dutch design mentality to legitimize the Dutchness of a variety 
of design practices beyond those included under Droog.47 So while Droog had lent 
Dutch design its main narrative, this narrative ultimately became independent from 
Droog. This is not to imply that the term Dutch design hereby came to refer more gen-
erally to design from the Netherlands; on the contrary, as the exhibitions and publica-
tions above attest, its use remained restricted to indicate those (conceptual, artistic or 
avant-garde) design practices that were seen to have some affinity with, or somehow 
be derivative of, Droog.

This essentialist and narrow conception of Dutch design was met in the first decade of 
the twenty-first century with increasing criticism, which was accompanied by the pub-
lication of alternative histories of design from the Netherlands. In a forceful review of 
False Flat, art and design critic Domeniek Ruyters condemned Betsky for distorting the 
history of design from the Netherlands to accommodate Dutch design as the sole right-
ful heir to the country’s design tradition.48 In line with such criticism, a number of schol-
arly studies challenged the normative historical framework of the canon of functionalist 
modern design on which the narrow definition of Dutch design rests. In his 2003 book 
Designers in the Netherlands: One Century of Product Design, De Rijk proposed an 
understanding of Dutch design more representative of the heterogeneity of the coun-
try’s material culture, by also including examples of commercial, industrial design.49 
From a related perspective, in her 2007 book Women in Design in the Netherlands 
1880–1940, design historian Marjan Groot proposed a more inclusive history by also 
incorporating work by female designers.50 These texts advance from a critical spirit 
that sought to correct a narrow understanding of Dutch design. Yet, this period also 
saw the publication of historical overviews of Dutch design that through their reliance 
on existing secondary literature (unwittingly) consolidate the canon of functionalist 
modern design. Dutch Design: A History by Mienke Simon Thomas is a case in point. 
Although the publication purports to advance from the ‘context of design’ and only 
secondarily relies on designers and products, this very formulation already indicates 
that designers and products remain the focus of attention, with cultural, economic 
and political–social contexts merely serving as background information.51 Similarly, 
Frederike Huygen’s Visions on Design: Dutch Design in Texts, a comprehensive two-
volume compilation of primary sources from between 1874 and 2000, advancing as it 
does from the understanding of design as a cultural activity, largely remains centred on 
canonical design practices.52

This special issue takes up the critical spirit of historical revision and confronts it with, 
on the one hand, contemporary issues of globalization, migration and multicultural-
ism, and with contemporary scholarship on transnational histories of national design 
on the other. Given that today the expanded field of Dutch design has become dis-
connected from traditional boundaries, including foreign subjects and objects both 
at home and abroad, this special issue contributes to Dutch design scholarship by 
proposing a transnational and deterritorialized understanding of Dutchness that 
reaches beyond romantic but ultimately untenable notions of geographically-bounded 
national communities.
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National design canons today
That nationalism is a widespread doctrine today is a moot point. According to soci-
ologist Michael Billig, ‘[n]ationalism is the ideology by which the world of nations 
has come to seem the natural world—as if there could not possibly be a world 
without nations’.53 Using the nation-state as the basic unit of study can seem 
obvious given that it provides a well-defined analytical framework. Nevertheless, 
as mentioned above, nations are themselves cultural constructions, and as such, 
accordingly need to be approached as artificial entities. Two current discussions 
in the humanities and the social sciences that relate to national canons and meth-
odological nationalism are relevant in this respect. Historians Maria Grever, Kees 
Ribbens and Siep Stuurman argue that national canons reproduce the hegemony 
of the nation-state. They see national canons as products of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth-century hegemonic nation-state, and as tools for nation-building 
processes when implemented in education. The current situation, characterized by 
transnational movements, migration and supra-national entities, questions those 
national canons.54 Therefore, these authors argue for the development of compet-
ing historical perspectives rather than for the replacement of old historical canons 
by new ones.55 Moreover, they claim that competing historical perspectives serve 
to demonstrate the selectivity of historical national canons. In design history, vari-
ous authors have discussed the nation as a framework either to reconsider estab-
lished national frameworks or to present alternative ways of discussing them.56 This 
special issue adds to this revisionist trend by reconsidering what is the scope of a 
national framework. Problematizing the concept of methodological nationalism, it 
explores the boundaries of national histories of design.

National canons are examples of ‘methodological nationalism’. Methodological nation-
alism is defined as ‘the equation between nation-state and society’, and has been 
fervently contested in sociology.57 Sociologist Daniel Chernilo explains that methodo-
logical nationalism became widespread for historical reasons (the expansion of the 
nation-state since the Enlightenment has proved unstoppable) and for conceptual rea-
sons (since national categories have been used extensively to shape the most abstract 
conceptions of society).58 Likewise, Smith states that there are good reasons for the 
primacy of methodological nationalism, but he cautions that when methodological 
nationalism is accepted at face value, the nationalist order of things is reproduced and 
reinforced, thereby exerting an unnoticed influence.59

These and other authors agree that both national canons and methodological national-
ism present limitations when approaching current historical developments. In this intro-
duction, we will concentrate on three limitations and analyse their relevance for design 
history. Firstly, Grever and Stuurman hold that national canons are problematic because 
they do not reflect a national reality that is multiple rather than monolithic. Nationality 
can be strongly rooted in citizenry, but, for example, Dutch people can also see them-
selves as Amsterdamers, Surinamese, Turk or Muslim.60 Secondly, methodological 
nationalism establishes a hierarchy between the national and the international, where 
the former precedes the latter and consequently where the latter is seen as a product 
of the former. Sociologist Szusza Gille argues that even when interrelations between 
the two are acknowledged, these assume the pre-existence of the national and its 
power to condition the international. This is problematic since it limits the capacity of 
the national to be interlocked in transnational narratives.61 Thirdly, Chernilo holds that 
methodological nationalism is unable to grasp the opacity of the nation-state, which 
becomes naturalized into a fused form of socio-political arrangement. He considers the 
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conceptualization of the nation-state as historically elusive, sociologically equivocal and 
normatively ambiguous.62

If national historical canons are based on the presupposition of a homogeneous com-
munity, which justifies the nation as a valid analytical framework, then conversely, the 
acknowledgement of the national community as heterogeneous opens up other pos-
sibilities. National canons become problematic when confronted with multi-layered 
and dynamic identities. This is very much so, as Ribbens argues, when the canon 
marginalizes or even excludes ‘the perceived primary identity of a given group’.63 
As discussed above, the discourse around Dutch design has been reductionist in 
relation to the essence of the nation. Nonetheless, foreign designers are sometimes 
included in histories of design in the Netherlands. Simon Thomas’ Dutch Design: 
A History mentions the French Pierre Paulin, who in 1959 worked for Artifort, and 
the Amsterdam-based Czech Borek Sipek, who was awarded the Kho Liang Ie prize 
in 1989.64 So national design canons can include foreign designers that have studied, 
worked or lived in the country—albeit it as exceptions that prove the rule. Indeed, 
one could say that this integration has happened in spite of rather than thanks to 
the methodology employed. If anything, these exceptions reveal the lack of corre-
spondence between the apparent simplicity of methodological nationalism and the 
complexity of national reality.

An additional conflict is the incorporation of previously excluded designed objects in 
a national framework. If foreign designers have proved difficult to nationalize, canons 
have been even stricter with the objects themselves. Their inclusion has been more 
problematic if their production is not national, even if they might have been con-
sumed in the country. In these cases, even if a product is used nationally, its vertical 
allegiances with foreign descent of manufacture irremediably exclude them from the 
national canon. Kjetil Fallan and Grace Lees-Maffei have recently proposed looking at 
nations as sites for design, encompassing the manufacture, mediation and consump-
tion of design.65 If the mediation and consumption of products plays as important a 
role in their configuration as their conception and manufacture, then their nationality 
might also be construed wherever they are used. Lees-Maffei states in Made in Italy 
that ‘products are as much made through their consumption and mediation as they 
are through their manufacture’.66 With this, she emphasizes the role of mediation 
and consumption in defining the meaning of objects. Lees-Maffei studies how ‘made 
in Italy’ is shaped outside the country of origin and its implications for non-Italian 
consumers.67 What this special issue proposes is not the mediation of national labels 
abroad but the insertion of foreign subjects, objects and practices as part of national 
design because of their use in a specific country. The narratives associated with 
nationally ‘manufactured’ products can be implemented to nationally ‘used’ products. 
However, although this concept is clear in theory, methodological nationalism still 
prevents, for example, the inclusion of Tupperware products in a survey of design in 
the Netherlands, even if this product is vastly consumed in this country. The difficulty 
of multiple vertical allegiances is then reflected in the reluctance to associate national 
design not only with the place where objects have been designed, but also with the 
place where they are consumed.

Subsuming the international to the national has been another flaw of methodologi-
cal nationalism. As Gille states, this framework ‘becomes a built-in obstacle to the 
discovery that the international may in fact precede and even affect the social space 
of the nation’.68 Presupposing a national origin for international interactions pre-
cludes other categories such as the individual or the transnational being taken into 
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full consideration. In times when international communication between individuals 
can be instantaneous, national influence needs to be reconsidered. Methodological 
nationalism would trace common characteristics among national designers, grouping 
them into stylistic schools, or explaining the emergence of local manufacturers in terms 
of local material resources. However, in a world where influences are instantaneously 
spread through the internet and where corporations are increasingly difficult to locate 
nationally, methodological nationalism falls short. The global traffic of influences does 
not need to take place between nationals but between individuals who in their turn 
do not necessarily need the national framework to communicate. Physical proximity 
is no guarantee of a homogeneous style, since designers can be more influenced by 
what happens in a remote studio than by fellow nationals. The national has indeed an 
impact on the international traffic of influences and goods, but is insufficient to fully 
explain that traffic.

Chernilo discusses the difficulties that methodological nationalism poses for grasp-
ing the opacity of the nation-state, given that it presents the nation-state as histori-
cally invariable, transparent in its mechanisms of legitimation and normative for the 
future of nations. He claims that the nation-state has evolved historically, becoming 
totalitarian, democratic or imperialist, but that methodological nationalism does 
not reflect this evolution in time. His second critique is that the nation-state her-
alds its continuity while at the same time having the capacity to continuously re-
invent itself. Finally, Chernilo questions the normativity of the state as the only 
construction to legitimate nations.69 In light of this, a national history of design 
that bypasses methodological nationalism would acknowledge the capacity of the 
nation-state to evolve, change and reinvent itself instead of displaying it as dia-
chronically permanent. A history of design in the Netherlands, for example, would 
need to acknowledge that the nation was something very different in the sixteenth 
century from what it was in the twenty-first century regarding its degree of auton-
omy, the composition of the state and the influence of different social groups. 
As we have seen in the examples above, methodological nationalism creates a 
continuum between the two historical moments, minimizing the differences and 
maximizing the similarities.

Design history can illuminate the opaqueness of the state in many ways. Design 
contributes to communicating the state through emblems and symbols, national 
exhibitions and the establishment of museum collections. Studying the circum-
stances of their creation and dissemination could contribute to revealing the state 
as a changing entity.70 From this perspective, the state becomes a mutating entity 
that communicates itself as immutable—except, of course, for revolutionary periods 
or transitional moments. A national history of design that explores the mutability of 
the state would focus on its discontinuities, putting into question the continuity of 
national design canons.

The final question we will address here is whether the nation constitutes a proper 
analytical framework, and if so, how to study it. The authors discussed acknowledge 
the relevance of methodological nationalism, since nation-states have been decisive 
forces in shaping history. Chernilo recognizes that methodological nationalism is neces-
sary for conceptualizing the nation-state, and that ‘in small portions, and under strict 
doctor’s supervision, some form of methodological nationalism may be a necessary 
evil’.71 If the nation-state is conceptualized with the sophistication and self-reflexivity 
necessary, it can remain a useful analytical framework. To achieve this aim, generating 
conflicting narratives can work as antidotes for the flaws of traditional methodological 
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nationalism. A design history concerned with and in consonance with the above-men-
tioned aspects would be self-reflexive and consider carefully what is at stake when 
labelling a designer or a product as national. Clearly, this would imply embedding the 
nation-state in a global logic.

Beyond the Dutch design canon
Advancing from the premises laid out above, this special issue presents a collection of 
articles portraying a number of competing historical perspectives as a means to discuss 
the hegemonic canon of Dutch design. These contributions exemplify different types 
of corrections to the methodological nationalism examined above. The four articles 
question the national canon by confronting the different dimensions of objects, i.e. the 
actual, the represented and the experienced objects, in relation to the construction and 
performance of the national.

Some of the quintessential examples of Dutchness such as tulips and blue Delftware not 
only refer to the Dutch Golden Age but are also products of interculturation. If tulips 
come from Turkey, blue Delftware imitated Oriental motifs. This connection between the 
domestic and the exotic is illustrated through Anne Gerritsen’s article on seventeenth-
century material culture in the Netherlands. She proposes an inclusion of the exotic 
within the national by confronting the represented object as exotic with the experienced 
object as national. This exemplifies the abovementioned possibility of expanding the 
notion of national products to include those consumed in the country, even of foreign 
origin. In the seventeenth century, the construction of a national material landscape was 
not as exclusively restricted to nationally produced objects as it is today.

Damon Taylor’s article on the iconic chest of drawers ‘You Can’t Lay Down Your 
Memory’ renders visible how an object can have not just one biography, but multiple 
biographies. Being a quintessential token of Dutch design, this article shows that it 
was injected with a Dutchness produced by Droog. These narratives held that this 
object was a natural outcome of the Dutch character while concealing the artificial-
ity of mediation. In this sense, the mediatory origin of the Dutch design label in the 
1990s is scrutinized, and the role of the actual object and the represented object are 
separated.

Vlisco is a Dutch manufacturer that produces textiles for the African market. Even 
when complying with all the requirements of being considered a Dutch product, its 
aesthetic, target public and foreign use makes it paradoxically foreign. Implementing 
ethnographic research, M. Amah Edoh’s analysis of Vlisco’s textiles cuts through the 
contradictory visions of an apolitical design practice against a highly politicized prod-
uct. In this case, Edoh reflects on the tension between the represented object as 
political and the experienced object as apolitical. She elaborates on Billig’s state-
ment that the national, because of its ubiquity, becomes natural. She argues that 
even when designers’ goals might be offering their best when designing without 
a manifest political vision, this neutrality is hardly sustainable within a post-colonial 
vantage point.

Once the ethnonational discourse around Dutch design took shape in the 1990s and 
gained recognition abroad, the traits of Dutch design came to constitute a distinct aes-
thetic. As soon as both national and foreign designers started participating in reproduc-
ing this aesthetic, the concept of Dutch design was stretched and its elasticity tested. 
Joana Meroz studies how Dutch international cultural policy capitalized on this double 
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nature of ethnic/aesthetic Dutch design through its display at the 2012 exhibition 
‘Confrontations’ at the Vitra Design Museum. The represented object, in the form of 
an ethnic discourse, collided against the material object that represented the transna-
tional nature of the Netherlands. Here, blood and soil surrendered to aesthetics and a 
mentality in defining Dutch design.

To conclude, this special issue proposes critical revisions of Dutch design while explor-
ing its transnational material and social entanglements. In other words, the scholarship 
presented here both revises received historiography and presents alternative perspec-
tives previously excluded from mainstream discourse. Ultimately, Beyond Dutch Design 
serves as a case study of the enduring importance of national design histories in a 
globalized context, new national design histories that are open, dynamic and flexible.
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