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Foreword 

In the run-up to the general elections of 6 May 2010 the British 
public could, for the first time, watch a series of three television 
debates between the leaders of all three major parties. Immediately 
after the end of each debate, viewers were presented with a 'tern-

. perature graph' showing the reactions of a carefully selected public 
towards each of the statements of the candidates. Polls on which of 
the candidates had performed best were also conducted by other 
independent polling agencies. The leader of the Liberal Party, 
Nick Clegg, seemed to be the clear overall winner of the debates. 
Everyone, therefore, expected a vast increase in Liberal votes at 
the general election. This did not happen. Their popular vote was 
up by only I per cent, and the party actually lost six seats com-
pared to the previous election results. 

Opinion polling permeates modem political life, and critics fear 
that it will undermine democracy by turning political decision-
making from a rational exchange of arguments into a market-
place, where values and principles are shaped and sold like cars 
and clothes according to the short-lived preferences of a volatile 
public opinion. The last British general election was a showpiece 
in the complexity of political elections and the formation of public 
opinion not just as the result of spin doctors' manipulation of the 
media and its consumers. It cannot be overlooked, however, that 
there are obvious parallels between the mechanisms of advertising 
and decision-making on the consumer market and in contempo-
rary politics, and therefore also between market research and 
political opinion polling. 

Especially in modern global markets, consuming can be a 
highly political activity, and the mechanisms of its choices are 
often as complicated as those behind the decision-making in polit-
ical voting. This has become particularly clear during the recent 
economic crisis when German consumers posed a problem. They 
did not consume enough. This was remarked on critically by 
several foreign governments. By withholding their appetite for 
new acquisitions, German consumers added some strain to 
already tense international economic relations. 
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The fact that consuming and politics are so closely intertwined 
in modern societies poses particular problems for political theorists 
of democratic government, who fear that this will undermine the 
basis of politics in the exchange of rational arguments. Others are 
more relaxed about this and point out the various mechanisms 
and institutions by which political as well as market consumers 
make sure they can make informed choices. Whatever the fears 
or hopes may be, there can be no doubt that this is a topic which 
is at the centre of any critical analysis of modern politics. It is 
therefore surprising that relatively little research has been con-
ducted into the connection between market research and opinion 
polling. 

At the German Historical Institute this topic forms part of a 
project conducted by Kerstin Brückweh within our newly estab-
lished main research area, Political History in Social and Cultural 
Perspective. In this research area we try to contribute to the analy-
sis of modern British society by looking at the shifting boundaries 
of the realm of politics and of 'the political'. The international 
conference 'Consumers in the Public Sphere: Conceptualizing the 
Political Public in a Consumer Society', which was held at the 
German Historical Institute in May 2008, made an important 
contribution towards this aim. I am very grateful, therefore, to 
Kerstin Brückweh not only for organizing this conference with 
participants from Britain, the United States, Austria, France, 
Switzerland, and Germany, but also for editing this volume. I am 
sure it will be an important stimulus for future comparative 
research in this field. 

The volume has profited not only from the essays which have 
been included in it, but also from all the other papers and contri-
butions by commentators and chairs given at the conference. I 
should like to thank all those colleagues who helped by sharing 
their expertise, in particular, Sheryl Kroen and Frank Mort for 
their papers; Andreas Ellmeier, Kai-Uwe Hellmann, Benjamin 
Ziemann, and Christina von Rodenberg for comparatively com-
menting on the papers; and Stefan Schwarzkopf, Anja Kruke, 
Bernhard Fulda, and Martina Steber for moderating the panels. 
My thanks also go to the staff of the German Historical Institute: 
to Tanja Wieczorek who helped with the organization of the con-
ference; and Angela Davies who undertook the task of translating 
the German and revising the English manuscripts, and preparing 



FOREWORD VII 

the volume for publication with her usual care. Finally, my thanks 
go to Oxford University Press, to the referees whose useful com-
ments improved the manuscript, and to Sarah Holmes and the 
Delegates who accepted this volume for publication. 

Andreas Gestrich 
London 
August 20IO .




