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Introduction 

Volkswagenôs American life circle constitutes a very interesting story of adoption of an 

object with unusual appearance by society and its cultural institutions. Volkswagen 

(Beetle) was an alien to the American society in the fifties, when it was first exported to 

the U.S.A. The era was dominated by the conformist native car companies and their 

products with giant dimensions, tail fins and powerful motor qualities such as óQuadra-

Power Road Abilityô. Volkswagenôs anti-conformist motivation was an opponent 

alternative to the dominant American view, that everything big, fast and powerful is 

always good. However, Volkswagen could manage to overcome not only this 

disadvantage, but also many prejudices centered around the Volkswagenôs German 

history and its production under the supervision of Hitler. Furthermore, it became one of 

the most popular car models in the U.S.A. and affected not only American culture but 

also many others deeply from art to cinema for five decades to such an extent that people 

established fan clubs demonstrating Beetle as a humanistic symbol, in contrast to its Nazi 

history. This paper points out the reasons causing this adoption and semantic change in 

terms of aesthetics, industrial design and also semantics within the methodology of 

design historicism. 

Industry and Culture 

Cultures can develop arrays of tools and networks of infrastructures that support their 

survival;
1
 however, their effect is within the boundaries where the culture dominates. 

Industry not only facilitated our daily lives but also established a new source of culture 

beyond borders. Although industrial objects were being shaped throughout their 

development in preceding centuries to provide solutions to peopleôs physiological needs, 
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it affected peopleôs mental and cultural habitat so much through penetrating into diverse 

cultures and also bridging them. Essentially, industrial products, works of applied art, 

affect the daily life of users and non-users through becoming a part of the sensory 

environment with their durable nature more than other art forms, because people see them  

everyday
2
 and everyday habits constitute the source of the emotional life of the 

community, as Franc Boas explained the concept ócultureô in his book Anthropology and 

Modern Life.
3
 

The fruits of industry are bounded to industrial systems affecting consumerôs
4
 behavior 

and attitudes directly.  That is why they can establish a particular culture, transforming 

the key factors of  national cultures: ecology, ideology and social structure,
5
 where they 

can reach. Certainly, industry creating a global culture and local cultures canôt merge 

easily always; moreover, it is a struggling challenge for both sides to reach an agreement. 

China in the 19
th
 Century can be shown as an example of the contradiction between local 

culture and industrial culture and also the impact of industry on the culture. China refused 

to adopt European mechanical watches and artillery pieces to protect their native  cultural 

values. Otherwise, they would accept not only these products but also the technical 

methods, producing these products and westerner war and time perceptiveness.
6
  

As seen clearly from this example, industrial products have a huge impact on native 

social, cultural and value context and aesthetic judgments of people, conditioned by 

culture. The relationship between native cultures and Volkswagen Beetle as  one of the 

most popular car models of the world is a real challenging topic calling for explorations 

of diverse disciplines such as aesthetics, sociology, psychology, marketing, semiotics and 

consumer research.  

Beetle 

Everyone knows the answer of the famous elephant joke asking how you get six 

elephants into a Volkswagen. However, it is not that easy to get Volkswagen Beetleôs 

unique success affecting not only the worldôs car industry and breaking sales records
7
, 

but also as a source of popular culture its worldwide impact on cultural interactions 

throughout the second half of the 20
th  

Century.  

Beetle could manage to reach the Design Hall of Fame through being one of the most 

popular legacies in our design era without any major change in its design curves for more 
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than 50 years. It is the most crucial part of its success how it could keep its shape in an 

era where almost every design is under the pressure of marketing, fashion trends and also 

short-term consumer tastes.  

Beetle acquired its eventual shape when it was first produced under the supervision of  

National Socialist Government in the Thirties in an effort to cover the needs of 

propaganda and impending war
8
 and transmitted that totalitarian regimes aesthetic taste 

to almost every country of the world in an era in spite of cross-cultural differences in 

design tastes, which are common
9
 and rapidly changing styles in the car industry. 

Considering aesthetics bringing release and satisfaction because it is continually sought 

and seldom achieved in daily life
10

, it makes the case more complicated to comprehend 

how this car became popular in America as one of the most important light attack powers 

of German army a decade after the Second World War because aesthetics is closely 

associated with sensori-emotional values and related economic, political and moral 

judgments. Furthermore, the modern industryôs one of the most important considerations 

is satisfying the emotional demands of consumers with regard to products.
11

 

Definitely, Beetleôs visual appearance regarding characteristics, such as shape, scale, 

tempo, proportion, materials, color, reflectiveness, ornamentation, and texture
12

 is the 

most critical determinant of this accomplishment and consumer response
13

 based 

consumerôs aesthetic judgments affected by sentiments and tastes. Whereas preferences 

for product form are also shaped by cultural and social forces
14

, it is needed to be 

described the factors providing the design and constituting the aesthetic perception of the 

German car market and Ferdinand Porscheôs (Beetleôs designer) personal development in 

the early 20
th
 Century, to understand Beetleôs achievement particularly in tremendous 

American car market dominated by native car models with tail fins and huge dimensions, 

starting with the period of the early Fifties when it was first exported from 

Wolfsburg/Germany.  

 

The Determinants of Design 

Beetleôs design is formed according to three major determinants. First of them is the 

technological developments in car and engine industry in the early 20
th
 Century, the 
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second is cultural and aesthetic preferences dominating the car market place and 

consumer tastes and the third is the National Socialist war aims and Hitlerôs intervention 

in the design. 

Whereas appearance is not just visual, engine becomes a more important determinant of a 

car appearance because of its sound as well as the sound of the car door and the smell and 

feeling of the upholstery
15

 as a means of sensory considerations: sights, sounds, feelings 

and smells.
16

 Porscheôs initial years in the engineering profession witnessed the 

competition of engine systems in the American and European car markets. Actually his 

first achievement in his career was an electric engine car called ñLohner Porscheò 

exhibited in Paris Auto Show in 1900.
17

 However; technical problems and low 

performance of electric motors impelled him to focus on petrol engines, coinciding the 

initial process of the domination of the petrol cars the American car market.
18

 In addition 

to the technological superior of petrol cars to other engine systems, the production 

success of Henry Fordôs Model T
19

 and the developments in air technology utilizing 

petrol engines paved the way for petrol cars. Furthermore, the first continuous and 

controlled flight in 1903 attracted great public attention and after that, all developments 

in that field affected the car technology directly. Hence the development of air 

technology was not only one of the biggest determinants of the winner of car technology 

competition between steam, electric and petrol engines from the last decades of  the 19
th
 

Century  to the early 20
th
 Century, but also the determinant of designs of car bodies 

through the invention of modern aerodynamic.
20

 Porsche witnessed the development of 

aerodynamic when he was working for Austro-Daimler (1905-23) as technical director on 

aero-engines and sport cars. Recognizing the problems of the car body with the air 

resistance according to the experiences in air technology he decorated the body with 

supplements resembling fish form. When his cars won the first three ranks leaving behind 

Mercedes and Benz cars at the end of Prince Heinrich race, Germany met the first 

streamlined cars. After that achievement, other car companies followed streamlining 

forms and it became common in car industry.
21

 However, streamlining, on that occasion, 

was driven purely by stylistic concerns revealing the Pseudo-streamform
22

 rather than 

being based on scientific data. It affected not only car designs but also household 

products such as refrigerators and vacuum cleaners
23

 as a deliberate design strategy.  
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These days witnessed a new approach to European car designs shaped by European 

roadsô poor conditions and high costs of fuel. Therefore, small car concept became a 

reality for which car manufacturers competed with each other. Porsche, unsatisfied with 

existing models, aired his opinion revealing the first signs of Beetle: 

 ñBy a ópeopleôs carô I understand only a completely practical vehicle which can compete with 

every other practical vehicle on equal terms. In my opinion, a fundamentally new approach is 

needed to turn ónormal  vehiclesô existing hitherto into ópeopleôs car.ô ò
24

 

Considering the cosmetic and technological concerns in the Thirties, Beetle reflects 

exactly the innovative European small car design concept. It can be easily seen that other 

designers were converging to Porscheôs small car design comprehension at least with 

cosmetic concerns in terms of streamlining, in other words, external aesthetic styling. For 

example, Hanomagôs model 1,3 Liter as shown in Figure1 and Steyrôs Type 50-55 as 

shown in Figure2, put on the market in 1938 are two models reminding of Beetleôs 

design. 

             

Figure1. Hanomag 1.3 Liter. Its sketches started in early 1935 and it was brought to production in late 

1938. (W Oswald, Deutsche Autos 1920-45, Motorbuch Verlag, 2001, p.140) 
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Figure2.  Steyr Type 55, The successor of Type 50, In contrast to the popular assumption that F. Porsche 

affected the designs of  Type 50 and 55, he was completely not related to these projects. (Oswald, op.cit., 

p.488) 

However, Beetle was less about a small car and more about an attack vehicle. When 

Hitler and Porsche first met for the Volkswagen project at Kaiserhof Hotel in Mai 1934, 

they reached an agreement for a car following the line of Porscheôs work preceding small 

car projects for Zundapp and NSU. Actually, these already executed projects fitted 

Hitlerôs expectations perfectly,  an easy to service and maintain and air-cooled car which 

is able to carry two adults and three children at 100 kph on the autobahn with fuel 

consumption of 6 litres per 100 km.
25

 Hitlerôs formulation of the ideal car plays a very 

important role to indicate the National Socialist purpose to create the óidealô family 

because it would be made up of parents, two boys and one daughter.  

Porsche was also told that the car must be able to carry three soldiers, a machine gun and 

ammunition, too, according to Hitlerôs aim to use the car as a military vehicle.
26

 Air-

cooled engine is another quality that makes the car useful on the battle field because the 

impending war would happen in extreme climate conditions such as hot African deserts 

and freezing Russian plains where a water-cooled engine could cause a lot of problems. 

Air -cooled engine affected the design to such an extent that the engine could be located 

into the rear of the car because there is no need for air flow to cool water and so the front 

part of the car had a much more curvaceous shape making the car more stream formed; 

moreover, it caused the car to gain the unique Volkswagen sound. However, Volkswagen 

was not the only car model with rear-located engine, actually, according to the popular 

belief in the Thirties, that type of engine would dominate the future models because 


