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1. Situation of the times in the 1930s-60s 

The First World War, which began in 1914, became a global war with imperialism and 

nationalism. Tanks, poisonous gas, and other new weapons were invented at this time, and Britain 

and France, which had been most powerful nations until this time, gave place to the United States. 

In the United States, which became the world 's strongest nation after the First World War, a mass 

consumer society, called ‘the American Way of Life’, emerged.i 

The collapsed world economy due to the aftermath of the Great Depression gave the 

opportunity to expand the forces of totalitarianism, such as German Nazism and Italian fascism. 

The Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini, first used the term totalitário in the early 1920s to refer to 

the new fascist nation of Italy. Totalitarianism is a political ideology based on Communitarianism, 

collectivism, and socialism, which has been altered in the direction of expediting individual 

freedoms and preceding the interests of society as a whole. Representative totalitarian countries 

are Fascist Italy, Militarism Japan, and Nazi Germany.ii 

As Germany, Japan and Italy formed the Axis and the United States, the Soviet Union and 

Britain formed the Allies, the world was divided into two parts. World War II became a worldwide 

war after the Allied declared war on the Axis because of the German invasion of Poland, and later, 

the Japanese empire then started the Pacific War to check the United States and then joined the 

World War. As a result of the war, Germany, Japan and Italy, the Axis, collapsed and the world 

formed the United Nations.iii 

After World War II, Europe was undergoing post-war restoration, and Third World countries 

were undergoing a complex process of independence, but the United States was growing 

economically and expanding its consumer market. From the viewpoint of advertising, as 

newspapers and radio, which are mass media, can be used as advertising media, various 

phenomena have occurred in consumption and advertising. In addition, there were important 

variables such as the revitalization of the automobile industry, the popularization of cars, the baby 

boom and the birth of television.iv 

 

2. Modernism 

Modernism refers to the stance of individualism against traditional tradition and authority, to live 

as a free and equal people by modern science and culture. It also refers to the tendency to 

emphasize the machine civilization or modernity of city life, or aesthetic modernism and the 

universal sense of Western art in general. Modernism, in other words, refers to the art movement 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/totalit%C3%A1rio
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that took place after the 20th century.v 

In the transition from the nineteenth century to the twentieth century, a new approach to the 

design of the visual, material and space world emerged. Along with growing complaints about 

exponential consumption, the international group of progressive architects and designers 

believed that engineering rationalism provides a better basis for moving into commercial 

pragmatism in the capitalist market, and This belief is the foundation for the dramatic modification 

of the principle that has long served as a decorative art. The group was breaking away from the 

rules of etiquette that dominated social and cultural life in the West for centuries, and many of 

them rejected the concept of decoration as a new design language.vi 

Many books were written about the developments in architecture and modernism design, which 

supported the machine aesthetics that occurred in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Many 

articles on design history were focused on the writings of architects and emphasized the works 

of designers who developed modern theories and theoretical relationships. In 1936, Nikolaus 

Pevsner showed a line from William Morris of the arts and crafts movement to Walter Gropius of 

the Bauhaus, pointing out clearly that architects and designers were central to the transition from 

historicism to modernism. 

Bauhaus is the name of a school of architecture established in 1919 by architect Gropius. The 

spirit of modernist art and important style features are brought to the design through Bauhaus. 

Functionalism, the emphasis on traditional formative principles, geometric simplicity and 

abstraction, stylistic unity, as much as possible to suppress concrete metaphors and symbols are 

the characteristics of modernist design. In short, it is a simple design that is faithful to the basic 

principles of molding so that everyone can use it comfortably and not get bored easily. Above all, 

Modernity has introduced the concept of objectivity, totality, universality, and practicality to the 

world. 

 

3. Totalitarianism and Modernist Design Principles 

In his preface to his book, Modernism in Design, Paul Greenhalgh said that modernism largely 

has two historical stages between 1914 and 1929 and the 1930s. The first is basically a set of 

ideas, a vision of how design can change the human consciousness and improve the condition 

of matter, and the second step is to focus on style rather than on ideas. The 1930s was the time 

when mechanical aesthetics was introduced internationally to enter the environment and interior 

spaces, or it was a time when modernism was originally used by the German and Italian political 

systems that embraced the idea of opposing the democratic faith that Modernism had created. 
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The clearly described rules of modernity have become an effective tool for the domination of 

power by ideology.vii 

In William Morris' s way, one side of modernism is closely connected with social and political 

idealism. From the early 20th century, visual, material, and spatial cultures played a major role in 

the violent political activities that had spread throughout Europe. Many Russian avant-garde 

artists, designers and architects had the opportunity to inject Modernity into society, which was 

formerly a broken society in the world of material culture. In that context, it was very powerful to 

define the design as an ideological concept, and in particular artists such as El Lissitzky were 

clearly expressing their radical ideas, and He developed a sophisticated approach to building 

pages with attention to shapes, sizes, proportions, and configurations in industrial print and 

typography configurations. His structural approach to image and basic form elements could easily 

be applied to design and architecture.viii 

The belief as a messenger of social and political changes continued to be expressed in the 

clear expression of the principles of modern design developed in the German, French, the 

Netherlands, and Scandinavian countries during the two World Wars. The acceptance of the idea 

that design can contribute to social democracy has helped to understand the commitment of all 

nations to the role of standardization in making cheap and functional goods useful to all people.  

Swedish architects and designers also understood the unity between modern design and social 

democratic reform. The roots of the Swedish modern design movement had tradition in 19th 

century crafts and were associated with modern democracy. While the indigenous decorative arts 

industry was deviating from their lavish background, the Swedish Crafts Industry Design 

Association was formed after the First World War, under the influence of the German Federation 

of Crafts, and they held exhibitions in Stockholm on the subject of social housing. The German 

functionalist aesthetics were actively accepted and the 'function is beautiful' became a slogan for 

the Swedish architects who participated in the event.ix 

Fascists often try to promote the system through design, and can be found cases in both fascist 

countries such as Germany and Italy. Especially in architecture, there actively were fascist 's 

policy involvement and intervention. At the time, Italian dictator Mussolini said, " We must move 

away from the ordinary architecture that has lost the greatness of ancient Rome, and put our 

efforts into the preservation of all the great Roman architecture and at the same time create the 

monumental Rome of the 20th century. " and built large-scale neoclassical monuments for the 

Roman Universal Exhibition. 

Hitler paid attention to the classical architecture, which represented the glory of ancient Rome, 

and tried to construct the " New and Pure German Art " through the neoclassical style art. Based 
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on classical architecture, he tried to build a new Berlin through large and straight-line architecture. 

Eventually, he wanted to build a great civilization like ancient Rome and use it as a tool to promote 

German Nazism. 

The point to notice is that the buildings were also very plain with little or no decoration and 

lacked any complexity in design in totalitarian architecture and these generalities of fascist 

architecture contributed to the simple aesthetics the edifices display. I think that this is not different 

from Modernism's design principle, which emphasizes the importance of traditional formative 

principles, geometry simplicity and abstraction, and stylistic unity while making design faithful to 

simple basic principles of formative. 

Modernism in architecture has established the principle that the new functionalism, that is, 

architecture should be as useful and functional as an industrial product. It insists ‘Let's step out 

of the complicated wrinkle that makes it nothing useful but antique. Let's build on the principle of 

a practical and efficient space and simple line.' And the idea that “Form follows Function” has 

been the most powerful answer in the 20th century for modernists. This expressed the belief that, 

with the well-known other proposition of modernism, "Less is More", the better form of things 

would have the higher value by revealing the good materials and process without surface 

decoration.x  

The design principles of 'simple and geometric lines and shapes and surfaces, the elimination 

of unnecessary decorations, the use of modern techniques and materials' can be found in 

Modernist and totalitarian architecture. In conclusion, I think the above principles were the "design 

language" of modernists used in the context of totalitarianism. 

 

4. Conclusions 

Design follows the trends of a particular age. There may be differences in individual taste, but 

design style itself cannot be right or wrong. The specific situation of the era affects design, and 

contrary, design can also influence the making of certain conditions of the era. Modernism and 

totalitarianism were opposite concepts. Modernism pursued freedom from the existing framework, 

and totalitarianism emphasized rigid framework and uniformity. Due to the difference between 

them, modernist art was practically repressed under totalitarianism. 

Ironically, however, they seem to have similar design principles. The design principle could be 

called a social language. The language is capable of transcending the times and ideologies and 

people are communicating with the time through that language. Designers are people who 
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communicate constantly within their historical and social contexts and create their own new 

language. This is the need to examine the Modernist design language, which has dominated an 

era and has been used in many different ways. 
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