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Abstract 
Throughout history, the development of industrial design in Spain has been a complex process 
that has made it di   cult to defi ne a distinctive identity. In other words, Spanish industrial 
design has lacked a clear identity and has faced challenges in establishing a coherent success 
strategy, similar to what has happened in other countries.

This study highlights the importance of national identity throughout history, focusing particularly 
on the 20th century. It examines the development of design in Spain and compares it to 
successful strategies adopted elsewhere to understand why it is challenging to defi ne an 
identity in the fi eld of Spanish industrial design. Finally, the work presents a series of refl ections 
that invite discussion about the identity of Spanish design, its evolution and its potential use, 
emphasizing the need to forge its own design culture and taking advantage of diversity and 
its eclecticism.

Keywords: IIndustrial design, case study, Spanish design, identity, design identities, design 
theory.
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Introduction
The development of industrial design has 
been linked to historical stages and periods 
from which design movements or trends 
have emerged, such as Modernism or 
Pop Design. This development has also 
been infl uenced by the needs of specifi c 
locations, as refl ected in American Styling 
or Russian Constructivism (Dormer, 1993). 
This historical and geographical association 
generates characteristics in design, 
marking a style, an identity. In fact, as Guy 
Julier (2010a) asserts, an identity is shaped 
by all the circumstances that infl uence 

that matter; in this case, design 

g design cultures beyond a simple 
visual culture, asserting that design needs 
its own culture. Julier (2006) refers to this 
concept in the following terms:

"It is a term that, for me, defi nes how 
designers think and work through di  erent 
media. Di  erent approaches and thought 
processes, but with a common goal: to 
communicate. Design is a way of life; it is in 
everything around us. We should all strive 
to do things better."
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Through this term, the author emphasizes • 1. Value. The designer's role in creating 
value.

• 2. Circulation. Design moves 
considering a series of elements that 
infl uence productive processes; from 
available technologies to politics and 
economic fl uctuations.

• 3. Practice. Individuals as bearers of 
collectively performed practices
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Analysis
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From the British Arts & Crafts 
movement to the phenomenon 
of Italian design.
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Some pillars of national 
identities

• - Importance of industrialization and 
the emergence of new industries.

• - Economic strength of companies 
and consumers.

• - Promotion and sustained support 
over time for values of quality, innovation, 
and added value that design brings to 
business and the economy.

• - Sustained communication of these 
solid design values both internally to 
society and externally in the image of 
the country, its companies, products, 
and designers.

• - Utilization of major events such as 
World's Fairs.

• - Emergence of world-class designers 
or companies that exert leadership in 
design and identity creation.

• - Promotion of design schools and 
their educational models.

• - Support and promotion of a culture 
of innovation.
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The lack of identity in 
Spanish design. Turmoil and 
eclecticism

• 1. First, the understanding of industrial 
design and its origins from the world 
of decorative arts, with this discipline 
being developed hand in hand with 
the fi eld of fi ne arts in its early stages, 
and later with architecture. Therefore, 
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the understanding of an autonomous 
discipline was slow and gradual.

• 2. On the other hand, it is important 
to highlight the strong roots of 
craftsmanship, due to slow and almost 
non-existent industrialization in the 
early stages of the industrial revolution, 
establishing signifi cant di  erences with 
the rest of the European continent. 
Additionally, within the Spanish territory 
itself, this industrialization was more 
successful in certain areas such as 
Catalonia, the Basque Country, or 
Valencia.
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Conclusions

• - The historical development of the 
country has imposed a mindset that 
hindered the culture of innovation and 
design in particular. Consequently, there 
has traditionally been a low level of 
awareness among companies regarding 
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the value of innovation in general; in 
products, processes, and services. The 
creation of identity and business value 
through innovation and the consequent 
contribution of rational, cultural, and 
experiential values to the product 
(largely intangible values) have not been 
su   ciently present in the minds of 
companies. Therefore, throughout the 
20th century, there has been no culture 
of innovation in general or design in 
particular.

• - There has been inadequate 
communication of design values. At 
times, the message that has reached 
society has been even negative, giving a 
superfi cial image instead of highlighting 
the contribution of design to the 
competitiveness of companies; as well 
as its economic value and the values 
of quality, functionality, and comfort 
transmitted to the user. The message 
has not been correct or sustained both 
internally and externally.

• - The much later and weaker industrial 
development, with the exception of 
some regions like Catalonia. There has 
not been, in general, a strong industrial 
bourgeoisie with its own companies 
to drive innovation and design. The 
industrialization of the second half 
of the 20th century was generally 
due to the establishment of foreign 
companies, which designed from 
abroad. Thus, there has not been a 
strong locomotive e  ect generated by 
domestic companies.

• - There have been no periods of 
sustained economic prosperity during 
the 20th century. The situation has 
reversed in the last decade and the 
early years of the 21st century, however, 
these outbreaks have been thwarted 
by a very deep crisis. This has not 
promoted either industrial development 
or domestic consumption of design.

• - The contribution to identity from 
rational values (tangible) has been 
scattered, and except for exceptions, 
there has not been su   cient valuation 

of these. Thus, eclecticism turns out to 
be the common denominator which 
comes to be the opposite of stylistic 
identity; however, it could well be 
considered a style in itself characteristic 
of Spanish design.

• - The enormous wealth of multiple 
cultural identities available in Spain (from 
the arts, literature, history, gastronomy, 
sports, traditions, the variety of cultures 
and peoples, or the legacy of one of the 
most spoken languages in the world) 
has not been exploited by companies 
when providing multiple positive, clearly 
identifi able values to their products and 
their identity as brands. In addition, 
Spanish design has never been linked to 
the identity of the country (the country 
brand has not been used).

• - Until a few years ago, there was 
no tradition of design schools. The 
incorporation of this discipline into 
the University itself has been very 
recent, so its creator and transmitter 
role of innovation is just beginning. 
For the same reason, the designer's 
vision as an integral product manager, 
communication skills, and strategy 
were simply limited by their training. 
As an addition, entrepreneurs did not 
have su   cient training and awareness - 
culture - about the use and importance 
of design.

• - Despite the important work of the 
so-called pioneers of Spanish design 
in the internal development of the 
discipline, there have been no world-
class fi gures in the fi eld of design and 
artistic avant-garde who, with their own 
success and that of their products, 
would have championed Spain's image 
as a design country.

• - The impulse of design from 
institutions throughout the 20th century 
has been erratic and inconsistent. 
E  orts to promote design have been 
made by the professional collective 
or by certain productive sectors. This 
lack of impetus is still notable today, 
with the absence of state public bodies 
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that oversee the interests of design, 
following the disappearance of the DDI 
(State Society for the Development of 
Design and Innovation).
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