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1 
Perspectives for a History of 

Market Research, Consumer Movements, 
and the Political Public Sphere 

KERSTIN BROCKWEH 

'If there were a General Election tomorrow, which party would you 
support? ... Which brands of Advocaat/Egg Flip have you heard 
of?' 1 These are the sorts of questions market researchers and 
opinion pollsters typically ask in omnibus questionnaires. They are 
always followed by clarifications about occupation, employment 
status, income, age, sex, family status, and so on. There is presum-
ably nobody today who has not been approached to answer ques-
tions such as these. Market research, audience research, and opinion 
polls are prominent features of today's society. While the first two 
have influenced the economic sphere for almost a century, the latter 
was mainly established in European nations after the Second World 
War. Since then, democracies in modem consumer societies have 
become increasingly dependent on surveys. When parties want to 
find out if voters will support them in general, or on a specific issue, 
they carry out an opinion poll. The same is true for the marketplace. 
When companies want to know if a new product will be successful 
they hold a survey. Without doubt, market research and opinion 
polls have shaped the political public sphere in Western consumer 
societies, especially after the Second World War. However, this 
evident connection between market research and opinion polling 
has attracted little interest in historical research. Where historians 
have paid attention to the use of surveys as an important social tech-
nique in the twentieth century, they have mainly focused on either 
market research or political opinion polls, 2 although there are good 

1 UK Data Archive, University of Essex, Colchester (distributed Jan. 1979): UKDA 
study no. 696, Social Surveys (Gallup Poll) Limited, Gallup Polls,Jan. 1974.

2 On opinion polling see e.g. Anja Kruke, Demoskopie in der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and: 
Meinungsfoschung, Parteien und Medien 1949-1990 (Diisseldorf, 2007); David Broughton, Public 
Opinion Polling and Politics in Britain (London, 1995); Andrew Taylor, "'The Record of the 
1950s Is Irrelevant": The Conservative Party, Electoral Strategy and Opinion Research, 
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reasons to treat both at the same time: they have the same origin, 
use the same techniques, are frequently carried out by the same 
private companies, and, as can be seen in the introductory example, 
often treat their fellow citizens as both citizens and consumers, 
asking them questions relating to both areas in one and the same 
survey.3 In focusing on these two areas of application-the political 
sphere and the consumer's sphere-this volume connects new polit-
ical history and the history of consumption. 

Surveys constitute only one voice of the citizen consumer in the 
public sphere. Citizen consumers also act on their own initiative, 
and they have done so since long before surveys became promi-
nent in the public sphere. Thus consumer movements have built 
another important voice for consumer citizens, one which has 
made an impact on the political public sphere. While con-
sumerism can often be seen as a social and political movement, 4 

1945-64', Contemporary British History, 17 (2003), 81-110; Laura Dumond Beers, 'Whose 
Opinion? Changing Attitudes towards Opinion Polling in British Politics, 1937-1964',
Twentieth Century British History, 17 (2006), 177-205;Susan Herbst, Numbered Voices: How Opinion 
Polling Has Shaped American Politics (Chicago, 1993);Jon Cowans, 'Fear and Loathing in Paris: 
The Reception of Opinion Polling in France, 1938-1977', Social Science History, 26 (2002), 
71-104; Loïc Blondiaux, LaFabrique de ['opinion: Une histoire sociale des sondages (Paris, 1998). On 
market research or special areas of application see e.g. Stefan Schwarzkopf, 'Discovering 
the Consumer: Market Research, Product Innovation, and the Creation of Brand Loyalty 
in Britain and the United States in the Interwar Years',Joumal of Macro-Marketing, 29 (2009), 
8-20; Harm G. Schröter, 'Zur Geschichte der Marktforschung in Europa im 20. 
Jahrhundert', in Rolf Walter (ed), Geschichte des Konsums (Stuttgart, 2004), 319-36; Ina Merkel, 
'Alternative Rationalitäten, fremdartige Traume, absurde Utopien: Über Werbung und 
Marktforschung im Sozialismus', Zeitgeschichte (2004), 5-20; Gerben Bakker, 'Building 
Knowledge about the Consumer: The Emergence of Market Research in the Motion 
Picture Industry', Business History, 45 (2003), 101-27; Benjamin Ziemann, Katholische Kirche und 
Sozialwissenschaften 1945-1975 (Göttingen, 2007); Clive D. Field, "'The Secularized Sabbath" 
Revisited: Opinion Polls as Sources for Sunday Observance in Contemporary Britain', 
Contemporary British History, 15 (2001), 1-20. Studies written by market researchers or opinion 
pollsters themselves are e.g. Colin McDonald and Stephen King, Sampling the Universe: The 
Growth, Development and Influence ofMarket Research in Britain since 1945 (London, 1996); Robert 
M. Worcester, British Public Opinion: A Guide to the History and Methodology ofPolitical Opinion 
Polling (Oxford, 1991); Nick Moon, Opinion Polls: History, Theory and Practice (Manchester, 1999). 

3 Studies that link market research and political opinion polling are Joe Moran, 'Mass-
Observation, Market Research, and the Birth of the Focus Group, 1937-1997',Joumal of
British Studies, 47 (2008), 827-51; Sarah E. Igo, TheAveraged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the 
Making of a Mass Public (Cambridge, Mass., 2007); Daniel J. Robinson, The Measure of
Democracy:Polling, Market Research,and Public life 1930-1945 (Toronto, 1999);Jean Converse, 
Survey Research in the United States: Roots and Emergence, 1880-1940 (Berkeley, 1987); Frank Mort, 
'Competing Domains: Democratic Subjects and Consuming Subjects in Britain and the 
United States since 1945', in Frank Trentmann (ed.), The Making of theConsumer: Knowledge, 
Power and Identity in the Modem World (Oxford, 2006), 225-48. 

4 On consumerism in Britain e.g. see Matthew Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century 
Britain: The Search for a Historical Movement (Cambridge, 2003). 
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it is sometimes inspired by a purely economic motivation. Hence 
the innovations put forward by consumer movements in the twen-
tieth century range from the publication of product tests that are 
mostly concerned with best buys to initiatives such as ethical con-
sumerism or the fairtrade movement. 5 In the long run, the differ-
ent development of consumer movements in European nations 
was influenced by governmental regulations, at both national and 
supranational level, as this volume shows. 

While consumer movements can be quite powerful, unorgan-
ized surveyed citizen consumers remain a diffuse powerless bulk. 
Moreover, surveyed citizens give away personal data which can 
be used for the future work of market researchers, opinion poll-
sters, and users of surveys (for example, governments). Giving 
away data can take the form of the already mentioned questions 
on occupation, sex, age, and so on in omnibus questionnaires 
where citizen consumers consciously give away data about them-
selves, but it can also take more indirect forms, such as the use of 
databases that were built up for different purposes (for example, 
the assessment of creditworthiness or bonus systems in supermar-
kets). The increasing use of computers in all fields of society made 
possible an enormous data flow from the late 1960s onwards.6 

These were also the years when marketing departments as users 
and producers of market research were generally established in 
many companies. 7 With the increasing applications of surveys and 
technical advancement, the number of competing interests has 
risen; some fear that the privacy of personal data is threatened, 

5 For a history of the fairtrade movement see Matthew Anderson, 'NGOs and Fair 
Trade: The Social Movement behind the Label', in Nick Crowson, Matthew Hilton, and 
James McKay (eds.), NGOs in Contemporary Britain: Non-state Actors in Society and Politics since 
1945 (Basingstoke, 2009), 222-43. 

6 For histories of the influence of computers see e.g. Martin Campbell-Kelly and 
William Aspray, Computer: A History of the lnformation Machine (2nd edn. Boulder, Col., 2004); 
James W. Cortada, The Digital Hand: How Computers Changed the Work of American 
Manufacturing, Transportation, and Retail Industries (Oxford, 2004); andJon Agar, The Government 
Machine: A Revolutionary History of the Computer (Cambridge, Mass., 2003). 

7 For the establishment of marketing departments in German companies see Hartmut 
Berghoff, 'Marketing im 20.Jahrhundert: Absatzinstrument-Managementphilosophie-
universelle Sozialtechnik', in id. (ed.), Marketinggeschichte: Die Genese einer modernen Sozialtechnik 
(Frankfurt am Main, 2007), 11-58, at 17. Some companies had marketing departments even 
before the Second World War; see the example ofUnilever's in-house agency Lintas dis-
cussed in Schwarzkopfs essay in this volume. For the history of marketing see e.g. 
Christian Kleinschmidt and Florian Triebel (ed.), Marketing: Historische Aspekte der 
Wettbewerbs- und Absatzpolitik (Essen, 2004); and Roy Church and Andrew Godley (eds.), 
The Emergence of Modern Marketing (London, 2003). 
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while others become heavily dependent on as much data as they 
can get to satisfy their clients. Political and economic marketing 
and surveying therefore need to comply with data protection 
regulations legislated by nation-states in accordance with guide-
lines from the European Union or other supranational and 
transnational bodies. 

The essays in this volume follow up these developments in three 
parts, each of which deals with France, the United Kingdom, and 
Germany. The choice of these three countries is not intended to be 
exclusive, but draws on current European research and literature. 
While Britain has a strong tradition of connecting the history of 
consumption with the history of politics and civil society, France 
has been influential in looking at the impact of opinion polling and 
of power in general in different fields, 8 for example, in politics, a 
topic also addressed by German research, one of whose main 
strengths is work on experts and their influence on the political 
process. From the perspective of the history of market research, 
which is still in its fledgling stage, it seems too early to claim these 
three countries as paradigmatic for modern European develop-
ments, and the USA is, of course, a steady point of reference. The 
second part of this volume, entitled 'Producing Knowledge about 
Citizens and Consumers', demonstrates connections between 
market research and opinion polling, and asks how market 
researchers and opinion pollsters have produced knowledge about 
citizens and consumers in the UK, France, and Germany. This 
part also deals with the question of how market researchers placed 
themselves in the political sphere and how they can be placed in 
it. Stefan Schwarzkopf provides an overview of the origins of 
British market research and argues that market researchers in the 
UK had an almost radical left-wing political past. While 
Schwarzkopf takes a long perspective, Judith Coffin focuses on a 
case study to show how knowledge about 'the female public' was 
produced and presented in 1950s France. She focuses mainly on 

8 Cf. Pierre Bourdieu, 'Meinungsforschung: Eine "Wissenschaft" ohne Wissenschaftler', 
in id., Rede und Antwort (Frankfurt am Main, 1992), 208-16, first published in Pouvoirs, 33 
(1985). In addition, this volume is obviously influenced by another French intellectual, 
Michel Foucault, and his ideas on govemmentality, which go back to two lectures given 
at the College de France in 1978/9. For an English translation and discussion see Graham 
Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller (eds.), The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality.
With Two Lectures by and an Interview with Michael Foucault (Chicago, 1991). For Germany see 
e.g. Ulrich Briickling, Susanne Krasmann, and Thomas Lemke (eds.), Gouvemementalitiit der 
Gegenwart: Studien zur Ökonomisierung des Sozialen (Frankfurt am Main, 2000 ). 
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women's magazines to show how polls became part of the package 
of modernizing France, which included the notion of educating 
women as well as denying them any serious political interest. The 
notion of education is also emphasized by Norbert Grube in the 
German case. He chooses the Allensbach Institute for Public 
Opinion Research, a German market research company, to demon-
strate how it targeted consumers and tried to educate them to 
become good citizens after the disaster of the Second World War. 

The third part of the volume, 'Acting on One's Own Initiative', 
focuses on consumer movements as an additional voice of citizen 
consumers that was heard in the political public sphere. Like the 
second part, the third also starts by taking a long perspective. 
Matthew Hilton broadly interprets consumer actions by seeing 
the time from around 1800 onwards as focusing on either con-
sumer rights or consumer duties. In an inspiring as well as 
provocative way he takes a global perspective on politics and con-
sumption, while Lawrence Black provides an archive-based 
national case study that combines party politics and consumer 
politics in Britain. Writing about Tony Crosland, he explores rela-
tions between politics, consumerism, and the public sphere and 
thus discovers a so far underestimated side of the prominent 
Labour politician. Michael Prinz again adopts a longer perspec-
tive in order to explain German co-ops and their demise. He pro-
vides a fresh answer to the question of why German co-ops came 
to an end in the 1970s. Alain Chatriot, who starts his story of the 
French case after the Second World War, concentrates on the 
relationship between the state and civil society, in particular, on 
the dialogue between the state and consumer organizations. 

The fourth part of the volume, 'Communicating Knowledge: 
Market Research, Data Protection, and the Political', responds to 
one of the findings of the conference on which this volume is 
based. 9 At this conference, the difference in power between 
organized and unorganized consumers was discussed. The last 
part of the volume therefore broadens the primary scope of the 
conference and looks at the knowledge gained by market 
researchers, focusing on advantages and restrictions. Edward 
Higgs examines the history of identification, a field in which the 
distinctions between state and market have become blurred. He 

9 'Consumers in the Public Sphere: Conceptualizing a Political Public in a Consumer 
Society', conference held at the German Historical Institute London on 23-4 May 2008. 
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takes the examples of supermarket loyalty cards and national ID 
cards, arguing that there is a hidden Other, the deviant, in the 
dichotomy of the citizen consumer that makes individuals' reac-
tions to identification in the market and in the state quite different. 
The British trend of recent years to reconceptualize the relation-
ship between state and citizens as one between services provided 
for clients that Higgs picks up is the main focus of John Clarke's 
essay. His essay explores governmental discourses, the response 
of those people using services, and of those providing them. He 
concentrates on three themes and their social, political, and cul-
tural dynamics: hyphenation, identification, and depoliticization. 
Clarke argues that there are also sceptical subjects, a concept 
similar to that stressed by Rainer Gries. Gries addresses the issue 
from a different perspective in regarding brands as a means of 
communication not only for markets but also for politics. In com-
bining his theoretical argument with examples of brands such as 
Nivea and Coca-Cola, he stresses the Eigensinn and agency of con-
sumers who are not purely manipulable, but also active. In contrast 
to this, Gunnar Trumbull looks at institutions and their impact in 
France and the USA. He comes to the conclusion that data 
privacy regulation was influenced by national and transnational 
policy activism alike, in a regular pendulum swing between the 
two. Trumbull's essay is connected to Higgs's essay: both stress 
the role of the criminal (or deviant) within policy-making which, 
in the last decade, has been influenced by the threat of terrorism. 
Trumbull's essay is also closely connected to the second part of this 
volume, since starting in the late 1970s, some credit reference agen-
cies have become major providers of consumer classifications 
which are, in turn, used by market research companies and gov-
ernment departments alike. 10 In the final essay, Heinz-Gerhard 
Haupt draws upon the essays in the three preceding parts and 
points to important aspects for further research. 

All the essays in this volume deal with the dynamics of modern 
consumer societies and the dual identity of the citizen consumer. 
They aim to answer the overall question of how the political 
sphere can be conceptualized in a consumer society. 11 The fol-
lowing six analytical perspectives guide this volume. 

10 This is one aspect of my current research project, "'People Count": A History of 
British Self-Descriptions in Survey Research and Censuses in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries', which deals with different ways of classifying modern societies. 

11 A huge amount of research has been done on the public sphere. This volume draws 
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I. Consumption, Citizenship, and the Nation-State 

While consumption and politics can intermingle at different levels, 
it is the perspective of the nation-state that has drawn, and con-
tinues to attract, most of the criticism of consumer society. For 
example, Eric Hobsbawm states that the ideal of market sover-
eignty is not a complement to liberal democracy, but an alterna-
tive to it. 12 'Indeed,' he continues, 'it is an alternative to any kind 
of politics, since it denies the need for political decisions, which 
are precisely decisions about common or group interests as dis-
tinct from the sum of choices, rational or otherwise, of individuals 
pursuing their private preferences.' 13 And Hobsbawm concludes: 
'Participation in the market replaces participation in politics; the 
consumer takes the place of the citizen.' 14 But being Hobsbawm, 
he gives a sharp-eyed analysis of the state of democracy in 2007 
and puts it in historical context. However, he holds on to an older 
concept of consumers and citizens as opposites of each other. In 
particular, Hobsbawm disregards the value and the impact of the 
market research industry. This becomes obvious when he ends his 
essay by remarking that 'the solution, or mitigation, of these prob-
lems will require-it must require-measures for which almost 
certainly no support will be found by counting voters or measur-
ing consumer preferences'. 15 

Like Hobsbawm the German sociologistJiirgen Habermas is 
also highly sceptical of the market research industry, or at least 
that was his view in 1962, when the first German edition of his 
highly influential study Strukturwandel der Ojfentlichkeit (The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere) was published. He argues, for 
example, that 'Party agitators and old style propagandists give 
way to advertising experts neutral in respect to party politics and 
employed to sell politics in an unpolitical way. Although this ten-
dency has been visible for a long time, it prevailed only after the 
Second World War, with the scientific development of empirical 
techniques of market and opinion research.' 16 For the reprinted 
on this literature-as can be seen in the following-but it does not start by defining the 
notion of the public sphere. Rather, it intends to discuss the changes and different con-
ceptionalizations of the public sphere throughout the twentieth century. 

12 Eric Hobsbawm, Globalisation, Democracyand Terrorism (London, 2007). See the chapter 
'The Prospects of Democracy', 95-114, at 104. 

13 Ibid. 14 Ibid. 15 Ibid. 113. 
16 Jurgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der
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German edition of 1990 Habermas wrote a new introduction, 
which was translated into English two years later and published in 
the conference volume Habermas and the Public Sphere edited by 
Craig Calhoun. In 1990 Habermas states that his 'diagnosis of a 
unilinear development from a politically active public to one with-
drawn into a bad privacy, from a "culture-debating to a culture-
consuming public," [was] too simplistic'. 17 

It seems that in particular those social scientists and historians 
who focused on the nation-state and its emergence in their earlier 
work struggled with, or even ignored, the notion that consump-
tion could have a political impact at all. A prominent German 
historian, Hannes Siegrist, made a similar observation when com-
menting on a European history of consumption: 
Given the fact that in the last two centuries historiography has focused 
primarily on the nation-state, it might seem almost incredible that today 
two of the most significant concepts used by historians (nation and state) 
are contested; instead products, agency, symbols, media, and institutions, 
which are summarized as 'cultures of consumption' or 'consumer 
society', are considered important explanatory factors. 18 

Historians in the United Kingdom and the United States discov-
ered the potential of consumption for general history much earlier 
than their German and French counterparts. 19 They focused, for 

bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (1st edn. Frankfurt am Main, 1962; repr. 1990), at 319. For the trans-
lation see id., The Structural Transformation ofthe Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of
Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger with the assistance of Frederick Lawrence 
(Cambridge, 1989; repr. 1994), 216. 

17 Jurgen Habermas, 'Further Reflections on the Public Sphere', trans. Thomas Burger, 
in Craig Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the Public Sphere (Cambridge, Mass., 1992), 421-61, at 
438. 

18 Hannes Siegrist, 'Konsum, Kultur und Gesellschaft im modernen Europa', in id., 
Hartmut Kaelble, and Jürgen Kocka (eds.), Europiiische Konsumgeschichte: Zur Gesellschafts- und 
Kulturgeschichte des Konsums (18. his 20. Jahrhundert) (Frankfurt am Main, 1997), 13-48, at 37-8.

19 For inspiring studies and essays see e.g. Susan Strasser, Charles McGovern, and 
Matthias Judt (eds.), Getting and Spending: European and American Consumer Societies in the 
Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1998); Frank Mort, 'The Politics of Consumption', in Stuart 
Hall and MartinJacques (ed.), New Tunes: The Changing Face of Politics in the 1990s (London, 
1989), 160-72; Ina Zweiniger-Bargieloswka, Austerity in Britain: Rationing, Controls, and 
Consumption 193g-1955 (Oxford, 2000); and the extensive literature by Frank Trentmann, 
most recently 'The Long History of Contemporary Consumer Society: Chronologies, 
Practices, and Politics in Modern Europe', Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 49 (2009), 107-28. For 
a recent overview of the (belated) research in Germany see Claudius Torp and Heinz-
Gerhard Haupt, 'Einleitung: Die vielen Wege der deutschen Konsumgesellschaft', in eid. 
(eds.), Die Konsumgesellschaft in Deutsch/and 1890---1990: Ein Handhuch (Frankfurt am Main, 
2009), 9-24, at 15-18. 
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example, on the relationship between consumption and citizen-
ship, 20 a perspective that is also central to this volume. Relating to 
the six analytical perspectives, the essays in this volume will deal 
with several sets of questions. The first one addresses the connec-
tion between consumption and the nation-state: 

1. How can the relation between consumption, citizenship, and the 
nation-state be analysed and described, and how has it changed since 1880 
and especially after 1945? What were the special.features of consumption 
and politics in French, British, and German national histories? How were 
they related to other European and to American developments? 

While this volume concentrates on the UK, Germany, and 
France, the USA is often an important player in market research 
and opinion polling, whether explicitly (see Trumbull's essay) or 
implicitly (for example, Coffin's essay).21 There are two major 
reasons for this: first, because market researchers and opinion 
pollsters often assume that their technique is of American origin; 
and secondly, because many European market researchers and 
opinion pollsters themselves considered the USA an excellent 
research environment less directly affected by the two world wars. 
This volume argues from a historical perspective that there was 
also a strong European tradition of opinion polling and market 
research, and it explains that it is not entirely true that the tech-
nique was invented in the USA (see Schwarzkopf's essay). While 
most of the essays in this volume take the nation-state as their 
major frame for analysis, Matthew Hilton deals with a global per-
spective and Gunnar Trumbull focuses on two nation-states and 
the role of supranational and transnational institutions in shaping 
national policies. In addition, Rainer Gries points to the connec-
tion between brands and nations (for example, in the case of 
makes of cars, airlines, Italian wine, and so on). While specific 

20 See e.g. Kate Soper and Frank Trentmann (eds.), Citizenship and Consumption 
(Basingstoke, 2007). See also Frank Trentmann's research programme 'Cultures of 
Consumption', which ran from 2002 to 2007 at Birkbeck College, University of London, 
and was jointly funded by the Economic and Social Research Council and the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council. This programme brought together leading researchers from 
the social sciences and the arts and humanities. Research ranged from the consumption of 
public services in Britain to the consumption of drugs in East Africa: <http://www. 
consume. bbk.ac.uk/>, accessed 22 Dec. 2009. 

21 For a contested study on the relationship between the USA and Europe see Victoria 
de Grazia, IrresistibleEmpire: America's Advance through Twentieth-Centuty Europe(Cambridge, 
Mass., 2005). 
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brands helped to ensure national stability for some time, starting 
in the 1960s modernity and internationality became increasingly 
important in advertising. This led to a Europeanization of con-
sumer products, 22 which points to the second analytical perspec-
tive of this volume: what is consumption? 

II. Concepts ofConsumption 

Some of the criticism of a consumer society is based on a concept 
of consumption that is too narrow. This is the case where the dif-
ference between consumption and politics is defined as the 'dif-
ference between choices affecting oneself and choices which shape 
and affect the preferences and life opportunities of others'. 23 This 
seems too narrow in two ways: first, because consumers are not 
merely passive and manipulable; and secondly, because consump-
tion can be more than an individual, self-conscious act of shop-
ping. Historians such as Matthew Hilton and Martin Daunton 
have argued in the same direction, namely, that consumption has 
always been a moral and political as well as an economic act. 24 

The critique of a too narrow concept of the consumer can also 
be found in relation to the present-day context: Mark Bevir and 
Frank Trentmann found for the UK that 'current policies and 
debates about governance have evolved around a ... consumer, 
imagined in neoliberal terms as a rational self-maximizing eco-
nomic individual'.25 Despite the fact that this might be 'uncomfort-
able for established parties', they therefore suggest looking at 
consumers differently because this 'may enable a more modular 
citizenship than do territorial versions of parliamentary representa-
tion'. 26 Bevir and Trentmann strongly recommend including 
agency and culture in these older models. Let us take political con-
sumerism as an example. 27 From a contemporary perspective, the 

22 On this phenomenon see also Hartmut Kaelble, So zialgeschichte Europas: 1945 bis zur
Gegenwart (Munich, 2007), 110. 

23 David Held, Models ofDemocracy (3rd edn. Cambridge, 2006), 235. Held refers to 
James Fishkin andJohn Stuart Mill. 

24 Matthew Hilton and Martin Daunton, 'Material Politics: An Introduction', in eid. 
(eds.), The Politics of Consumption: Material Culture and Citizenship in Europe and America (Oxford, 
2001), 1-32, at 14. 

25 Mark Bevir and Frank Trentmann, 'Introduction: Consumption and Citizenship in 
the New Governance', in eid. (eds.), Governance, Consumers and Citizens:Agency and Resistance 
in Contemporary Politics (Basingstoke, 2007), 1-22, at 1. 26 Ibid. 19. 

27 For a definition see Michele Micheletti, Andreas Follesdal, and Dietlind Stolle, 
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Danish political scientist Henrik Paul Bang asks whether 'the ideal 
of political consumerism, with its logic of immediacy, credo of 
"doing it yourself', and "on" and "off"or "hit" and "run" kind of 
participation [has] any radical political impact?'28 Bang differenti-
ates between citizens acting as a collective mass and as reflexive 
individuals, and comes to the conclusion that the model put 
forward by Habermas and others overlooks the fact that political 
consumerism cannot be treated as a domain outside of political cit-
izenship and the public sphere, since its discursive logic and mode 
of experience is connected with the policy articulation and imple-
mentation provided by this sphere itsel£29 

While this sounds convincing for an understanding of today's 
situation and dynamics, the applicability of Bang's analysis to sit-
uations and developments in history requires further examination. 
Today's political consumerists themselves use the term 'political' 
to place their everyday acts in a specific frame which they regard 
as political. Historians have also made the point that 'consump-
tion has always been a part of the public sphere'. 30 But what is 
important here is to distinguish between the self-description of his-
torical actors at any given time and the analytical concept and 
perspective we use as historians. 

In a broader sense consumption is much more than individual 
choice, consumption of food, or use of goods and services. 31 The 
term involves a broad field of processes and structures, of people 
and their actions. Consumption in this sense is a comprehensive 
perspective for analysing and explaining modem societies. 32 This 
'Introduction', in eid. (eds.), Politics, Products, and Markets: Exploring Political Consumerism Past 
and Present (New Brunswick, NJ, 2004), pp. ix--xxvi, at xiv-xv: 'We define it as consumer 
choice of producers and products with the goal of changing objectionable institutional or 
market practices. It is based on attitudes and values regarding issues of justice, fairness, or 
non-economic issues that concern personal and family well-being and ethical or political 
assessment of business and government practice. Regardless of whether political consumers 
act individually or collectively, their market choices reflect an understanding of material 
products as embedded in a complex social and normative context which may be called 
the politics behind the product.' 

28 Henrik Paul Bang, 'Critical Theory in a Swing: Political Consumerism between 
Politics and Policy', in Bevir and Trentmann (eds.), Governance, Consumers and Citizens, 
191-230, at 191. 29 Ibid. 201. 

30 Hilton and Daunton, 'Material Politics', 12. 
31 For an earlier, narrower definition see Siegrist, 'Konsum, Kultur und Gesellschaft', 

16. For a broader definition see Frank Trentmann, 'Beyond Consumerism: New Historical 
Perspectives on Consumption',Joumal of Contemporary History, 39 (2004), 373-401, at 400. 

32 See the summary in Michael Prinz, '"Konsum" und "Konsumgesellschaft": Vor-
schlage zu Definition und Verwendung', in id. (ed.), Der lange Weg in den Überfluss: Anfänge
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broad analytical perspective on consumption leads us to a second 
set of questions since, as Matthew Hilton has put it, there is a 
'central dilemma of which consumer groups themselves have been 
all too aware: that is, the consumer can always be everybody and 
yet nobody and consumption can always be everything and yet 
nothing'. 33 

2. Ifconsumption is conceptualized in such a comprehensive wayfor 
analytical purposes, are there any boundaries to consumption? Or is it 
more helpful to treat consumption as the basic and ongoing activity of
every human being, be it eating, drinking, shopping, listening to music, 
using public services, and so on? Even if we do not want to restrict our 
perspective as historians, it is still necessary to ask what was considered 
consumption when and bywhom, and what was not considered 
consumption. 

In his essay Edward Higgs points to an important figure, the 
deviant, who is the hidden Other alongside the consumer and the 
citizen. Taking this figure into account helps to sharpen the 
boundaries of consumption and the political. Higgs argues that a 
consumer can make choices, or decide not to bother, but a citizen 
has obligations as well as rights. One can opt out of the market, 
at least to some extent, but one cannot opt out of the state. The 
latter claims a monopoly of violence, and can punish those 
deviants who do not obey it. The market cannot use violence; it 
has to have recourse to the state to do so. Therein lies a difference 
between the consumer and the citizen. From a very different per-
spective Matthew Hilton also approaches the notion of rights and 
duties of consumers in his essay. It seems that the connection 
between consumers' rights and duties and citizens' rights and 
duties acquires a new significance when they are combined with 
the history of data protection and privacy, especially at a time 
when public discourses and national policy-making emphasize a 
global threat of terrorism. This leads to a blurring of the bound-
aries not only of consumption but also of politics. 

und Entwicklung der Konsumgesellschaft seit der Vormodeme (Paderbom, 2003), 11-34,at 13. See 
also Torp and Haupt, 'Einleitung', 9-10.

33 Hilton, Consumerism, 12. 
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III. Boundaries ofthe Political 

When we approach the boundaries of consumption from the per-
spective of politics, we face a similar dilemma. What exactly is 
labelled as politics or the political in the twentieth century? The 
lowest, common denominator might be that it has to focus on 
common interests. To opt for ethical consumerism, for example, 
is also a decision based on common welfare, but it is not every-
where regarded as a part of politics. At the level of communica-
tions and semantics, the historian Willibald Steinmetz argues 
that at no time did the political sphere merge completely into 
what was denoted as 'political' or 'politics' in a given historical 
situation. 34 Negotiating and distinguishing between the 'political' 
and the 'apolitical' has always been part of the game of historical 
political actors. 35 

In this volumeJohn Clarke provides an excellent example of 
the contested realm of politics. He takes the concept of depoliti-
cization, which starts from the assumption that all social relations 
and practices are in some sense political, to show that these forma-
tions have the potential to be characterized and at the same time 
contested as political. A key form of political action is therefore 
the attempt to depoliticize, which means to deny the political char-
acter of some social arrangements or actions. Defining something 
as political is an exercise of power. John Clarke focuses on con-
sumerism as a political and governmental strategy, and, among 
other things, he concludes that the introduction of consumerism in 
the complex relationships between the public and public services 
takes out the political dimension (for example, problems of power, 
inequalities, and the formation of collective identities and inter-
ests); instead it re-imagines the relationship as both individualized 
and particularized. Clarke argues that as soon as choice and effi-
ciency are introduced into this relationship, a whole apparatus of 
marketizing and managerializing tools and techniques is activated 
and displaces the possibility of collective deliberation about needs, 
desires, relationships, and forms of authority. 

34 Willibald Steinmetz, 'Neue Wege einer historischen Semantik des Politischen', in id. 
(ed.), Politik': Situationen eines Wortgebrauchs im Europa der Neuzeit (Frankfurt am Main, 2007), 
g-40, at 15. 

35 Ute Frevert, 'Neue Politikgeschichte; Konzepte und Herausforderungen', in ead. and 
Heinz-Gerhard Haupt (eds.), Neue Politikgeschichte: Perspektiven einer historischen Politikforschung 
(Frankfurt am Main, 2005), 7-26,at 14. 
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Ifwe transfer Clarke's example to a more general level and take 
the approach put forward by the Bielefeld-based project 'The 
Political as Communicative Space in History' as a starting point, 
we direct our views 'towards historically changeable boundaries, 
mechanisms, the media and agents in a discursive and symboli-
cally constituted space of the political'. 36 This means favouring 'a 
constructivist and performative understanding of the political' and 
'a focus on the symbolic and discursive actions and processes, 
which define the boundaries and rules of the respective space of 
political communication'. 37 It also means bringing the search for 
the boundaries of the political into the focus of analysis, which 
leads us to a third set of questions. 

3. How can the political public sphere be conceptionalized in a consumer 
society? Where are the boundaries in terms of semantics, practices, beliefs, 
values, and attitudes? 

This is not the first volume that aims to place the consumer within 
a political framework.38 However, the twist here lies in contrasting 
and connecting research on organized consumers with that on 
unorganized consumers, which leads to the question of data accu-
mulation and data protection. This approach is inspired on the 
one hand by the methods of what has become known as 'new 
political history' or 'cultural history of politics';39 on the other 

36 <http://www.uni-bielefeld.de/geschichte/forschung/sfb584/index_en.html>, 
accessed 7 May 2008. 37 Ibid. 

38 In addition to the already mentioned volumes, the published results of the various 
projects in Frank Trentmann's research programme 'Cultures of Consumption' are mile-
stones for the understanding of consumption in relation to politics. For France see e.g. 
Louis Pinto, 'Le Consommateur: Agent economique et acteur politique', Revue francaise de 
sociologie, 31 (1990), 179-98. 

39 For recent German discussions on the writing of political history see Ute Frevert, 
'Neue Politikgeschichte', in Joachim Eibach and Gunther Lottes (eds.), Kompass der 
Geschichtswissenschafl: Ein Handbuch (Gottingen, 2002), 152-64; Ute Frevert and Heinz-
Gerhard Haupt (eds.), Neue Politikgeschichte: Perspektiven einer historischen Politikforschung 
(Frankfurt am Main, 2005), 7-26; Achim Landwehr, 'Diskurs-Macht-Wissen: 
Perspektiven einer Kulturgeschichte des Politischen', Archiv für Kulturgeschichte, 85 (2003), 
71-117; Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger (ed.), Was heißt Kulturgeschichte des Politischen? Supplement 
35 of Zeitschrift für Historische Forschung (Berlin, 2005); Thomas Mergel, '0berlegungen zu 
einer Kulturgeschichte der Politik', Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 28 (2002), 574-606; Andreas 
Rödder, 'Klios neue Kleider: Theoriedebatten um eine Kulturgeschichte der Politik in der 
Moderne', Historische Zeitschrift, 283 (2006), 657-88; and Thomas Nicklas, 'Macht-
Politik-Diskurs: Moglichkeiten und Grenzen einer Politischen Kulturgeschichte', Archivfür
Kulturgeschichte, 86 (2004), 1-25. For the British discussion see Lawrence Black, "'What kind 
of people are you?" Labour, the People and the "New Political History"', in John 
Callaghan, Steven Fielding, and Steve Ludlam (eds.), Interpreting the Labour Party: Approaches 
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hand, it is connected to the programme of the 'scientization of the 
social', 40 and it is inspired by studies in this field, especially those 
on the social technique of market research and opinion polling 
and its application to politics and consumption. 

It seems that the search for the boundaries of the political is not 
yet a major problem in British new political history, because his-
toriography in Britain, unlike in Germany, has a strong tradition 
of party politics, which seems to be a safe starting point for writing 
political history. But in connecting the history of high politics with 
social history in Britain, the boundaries of previously clear-cut cat-
egories and topics, such as leadership or institutions, have also 
begun to blur, as can be seen in Lawrence Black's essay, which 
focuses on a politician's involvement in consumer organizations 
and the impact of this involvement on his politics. In addition, 
new historical actors have appeared on the scene who cannot be 
defined so clearly, or at least not exclusively, as political. 

IV. Consumers and Citizens as Historical Actors 

Consumers and citizens can play different roles in their practices 
and in discourses. The one that has become most prominent in 
the political sphere in recent years is that of the consumer as a 
chooser. Consumption is choice. An example for Britain is the 
National Health Service's web-based information service called 
'NHS Choices: Your Health, your Choices'.41 In a similar sense, 
to Labour Politics and History (Manchester, 2003), 23-8; Steven Fielding, 'Rethinking the "Rise 
and Fall" of Two-Party Politics', in Paul Addison and Harrietjones (eds.), A Companion to 
Contemporary Britain 1939-2000 (Oxford, 2007), 351-70; Steven Fielding, 'Review Article: 
Looking for the "New Political History"',Joumal efContemporary History, 42 (2007), 515-24; 
and Susan Pedersen, 'What is Political History Now?', in David Cannadine (ed.), What is 
History Now? (New York, 2002), 36-56. For the origins of the British discussion on New 
Political History see Gareth Stedmanjones and Raphael Samuel, 'The Labour Party and 
Social Democracy', in eid. (eds.), Culture, Ideology and Politics (London, 1982), 320-9. 

40 The original German phrase 'Verwissenschaftlichung des Sozialen' coined by the 
German historian Lutz Raphael can hardly be translated. Lutz Raphael, 'Die Verwissen-
schaftlichung des Sozialen als methodische und konzeptionelle Herausforderung für eine 
Sozialgeschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts', Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 22 (1996), 165-93. This 
concept comes close to what is known in the Anglo-American world as the history of 
applied social sciences and social engineering. See also Kerstin Brtickweh, Dirk Schumann, 
Richard Wetzell, and Benjamin Ziemann (eds.), Engineering Society: The Scientization of the 
Social in Comparative Perspective, 1880-2000 (Basingstoke, forthcoming). 

41 <http://www.nhs.uk/aboutNHSChoices/Pages/ AboutNHSChoices.aspx>, accessed 
13 Dec. 2009. 
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the unemployed in Germany are considered to be 'Kunden' (cus-
tomers) of the Bundesagentur für Arbeit (job centre). While these 
are recent examples, the American historian Lizabeth Cohen has 
developed a concept of the citizen consumer for the United States 
in the period from the 1920s to the 197os.42 In dealing with the 
politics of mass consumption Cohen argues that 
although people's identities as 'citizens' and 'consumers' are often pre-
sented as opposites, the former implying an embrace of the larger public 
interest in the political sphere and the latter concerned with indulging 
individual wants in the economic sphere, it is becoming clear that no 
such simple distinction held true over the course of that century. Rather 
than isolated ideal types, citizen and consumer were ever-shifting cat-
egories that sometimes overlapped, other times were in tension, but 
always reflected the permeability of the political and economic arenas 
in twentieth-century America.43 

Although the citizen consumer, whose consuming acts are politi-
cally inspired, and the citizen as a purchaser, who consumes for 
his or her individual pleasure, are differently motivated in their 
act of purchasing, Cohen argues that they both contribute to 
economic growth, which is in the interests of the American 
nation. 

Although the essays in this volume use the concept of the 
citizen consumer, they do not all draw on one specific model (for 
example, Cohen's citizen consumer),44 but concentrate on the dif-
ferent roles that citizen and consumers can adopt. 45 The essays 
deal primarily with two types of consumer who form the voice of 
the citizen consumer in the public sphere of political debate. The 
first type is organized consumers, for example, consumer move-
ments which citizen consumer groups actively form to speak for 
themselves on specific issues (see Prinz's essay in this volume). This 
category also includes consumer experts who have become 

42 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers' Republic: The Politics ofMass Consumption in Postwar America 
(New York, 2003). 

43 Ead., 'Citizens and Consumers in the United States in the Century of Mass 
Consumption', in Daunton and Hilton (eds.), The Politics of Consumption, 203-21, at 203. 

44 For other concepts of the citizen consumer see e.g. Michael Wildt, 'Konsumbiirger: 
Das Politische als Optionsfreiheit und Distinktion', in Manfred Hettling and Bernd Ulrich 
(eds.), Bürgertum nach 1945 (Hamburg, 2005), 255-83; and Sheryl Kroen, 'Der Aufstieg des 
Kundenbiirgers? Eine politische Allegorie für unsere Zeit', in Prinz (ed.), Der lange Weg in 
den Überfluss, 533-64. 

45 For a critical note on transferring Cohen's model to Europe see Michael Prinz, 
'Biirgerrecht Konsum', Archiv fürSozialgeschichte, 44 (2004), 678-90. 
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involved in governmental decision-making (see, for example, 
Chatriot's essay). This creative, confident, and rational consumer, 
who articulates his or her personal identity and serves the public 
interest, is opposed to an earlier version of a passive, manipulable 
consumer in a mass consumption society.46 

Nevertheless, there was still a large number of consumers who 
were not visibly politically active or even organized in pressure 
groups. They form the second type of consumers who became sig-
nificantly important after the Second World War. To get to know 
them and to target them as potential consumers was the aim of 
the new industry of market research, which started in the Western 
hemisphere in the first decades of the twentieth century and 
became extremely influential after the Second World War (see 
Schwarzkopf's and Grube's essays in this volume). Unorganized 
consumers were not only grouped together via market research 
but were also drawn into a discursive network of information and 
political canvassing that used the medium of magazines, for 
example. This can be seen inJudith Coffin's essay in this volume; 
she also focuses on an important figure in the imagination of 
market researchers and advertising men: the female consumer.47 

While organized citizen consumers are themselves historical 
actors, unorganized consumers and unorganized citizens were 
turned into objects by market researchers and opinion pollsters. 
Both unorganized and organized consumers were a target for 
market researchers because the market research industry claimed 
to produce a more objective picture of all consumers than that 
represented by pressure groups. The reason, they claimed, was 

46 For this differentiation see Frank Trentmann, 'Knowing Consumers: Histories, 
Identities, Practices: An Introduction', in id. (ed.), The Making of the Consumer: Knowledge, 
Power and Identity in the Modern World (Oxford, 2006), 1-27, at 2. 

47 The housewife is a major figure in advertising and the marketing industry. See e.g. 
Sean Nixon, 'Understanding the Ordinary Housewife: Advertising, Market Research and 
Mass Consumption in Britain, 1948-68',Journal of Cultural&onomy, 2/3 (2009), 301-23; and 
Erica Carter, How German is She? Post-War German &construction and the Consuming Woman 
(Ann Arbor, 1997), 88-91. On the importance of housewives for politics and gender in 
general see e.g.James Hinton, 'Militant Housewives: The British Housewives' League and 
the Attlee Government', History Workshop Journal, 38 (1994), 129-56; and Amy Black and 
Stephen Brooke, 'The Labour Party, Women, and the Problem of Gender, 1951-1966', 
Journal ofBritish Studies, 36 (1997), 419-52. On the importance of gender and especially of 
women as consuming actors see e.g. Andrea Ellmeier, 's/he: The Making of the Citizen 
Consumer. Gender und Konsumgeschichte/feministische Konsumgeschichte Revisited', 
L'Homme, 18 (2007), 91-103; Victoria de Grazia and Ellen Furlough, The Sex of Things: Gender 
and Consumption in Historical Perspective (Berkeley, 1996); and Erika Diane Rappaport, Shopping 
for Pleasure: Women in the Making ofLondon's West End (Princeton, 2001). 
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that they did not focus on either passive consumers or active con-
sumers; on the contrary, they claimed to include both in their sup-
posedly objective methods and thus to reflect both in their results. 
And indeed the question of how organized consumers, who claim 
to speak on behalf of consumers, were actually connected to indi-
vidual consumers is crucial.48 Thus by contrasting organized and 
unorganized consumers, this volume brings into focus questions 
on the relationship between the two. 

Moreover, with the emergence of market research and its 
survey techniques a wide range of historical actors appeared as 
contractors and users of market research, especially after the 
Second World War: producers, advertisers, marketing people, and 
the media as well as government departments, political parties, 
councils, and so on. Against this. background the volume addresses 
a fourth set of questions. 

4. Have organized consumers seen their work endangered by opinion 
polls and market research or have they also based their work on the 
techniques and results produced by the market research industry? In what 
ways are opinion pollsters and market researchers linked to other 
historical actors, such as party politicians or government departments? 
What role or roles have they played in the decision-making process? 

These questions point to a fifth analytical perspective, which is 
related more to the impact of the tool of market research and 
opinion polls and survey techniques in general. 

V. Market Research and Opinion Polling: A Powerful Tool 
and its Ambivalences 

The term market research covers a wider field than German 
readers, for example, might assume. It focuses not exclusively on 
the marketplace, but on a specific survey technique. Market 
research can be defined as an industry which uses survey tech-
niques for market, audience, social, and economic research. 49 

48 On this question see Claire Donovan, 'Consuming Social Science', in Bevir and 
Trentmann (eds.), Governance, Consumers and Citizens, 69-g4. 

49 For a similar definition see Market Research Society Yearbook 1968 (London, 1968), 9. Tqe 
Market Research Society started as a luncheon club in 1946 with twenty-three members, 
eight of whom had been students at the London School of Economics. The Market 
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This is one definition put forward by market researchers them-
selves. Another definition of market research by historical actors 
includes a broad range of surveys: 'Market or social research or 
related activities'.5° For analytical purposes this volume sees 
market research in exactly this broad way that includes all 
research based on this survey technique and its principles (such 
as representativeness and sample surveys). This is essential since 
the boundaries between governmental, political, social, and eco-
nomic survey research started to blur in the course of the twenti-
eth century. Some reasons for this lie in the technique itself: for 
instance, omnibus surveys do not distinguish between citizens and 
consumers but ask questions about brand, lifestyle, and political 
preferences in one and the same questionnaire. Moreover, in 
Britain, for example, government social surveys and consumer 
surveys use similar classifications. Another reason lies in the out-
sourcing and privatization of tasks that were formerly regarded as 
belonging to the state. In addition, after the Second World War, 
political parties started to hire private pollsters to help them 
address and win (floating) voters. 

The increasing demand for data about citizens and consumers 
is often explained by the demand for social and economic plan-
ning. The same reason is given for questionnaires requesting ever 
more detailed data. For some time and in some areas, consumers 
very much enjoyed writing letters to companies and giving feed-
back on specific products (see Gries's essay in this volume). In the 
early period of market research and opinion polls, citizens and 
consumers felt flattered that their opinion was considered rele-
vant. It is frequently reported that consumer citizens wanted to 
impart more information about their lives than the questionnaires 
requested (see Coffin's essay in this volume). And in the internet 
age many consumer citizens express their opinion in blogs, which 
nowadays are also used for market research purposes. 

However, there was a shift from the voluntary supply of data to 

Research Society is not an organization of market research companies but the 'professional 
association of individuals working in market research'. Quoted from the blurb for Colin 
McDonald and Stephen King, Sampling the Universe: The Growth, Developmentand Influence of
Market Research in Britain since 1945 (London, 1996). 

50 British Library: Colin Greenhalgh, 'The Market Research Society: Past, Present and 
Future', paper presented at The Market Research Society. Twenty-fifth Annual 
Conference, 16-19 Mar. 1982: unpublished Conference Papers, Metropole Hotel, Brighton, 
1982, 65-84, at 77. 
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fears concerning data protection. The introduction of computers 
and new telecommunication technologies had an important 
impact on this shift, which Gunnar Trumbull dates to the 1960s 
(see his essay in this volume). The possibility of connecting data-
bases and passing on private data was perceived as a threat to 
privacy, a perception that might also be connected with the invis-
ibility of the data flow. Britain is a special case with its long-held 
opposition to national identity cards on the one hand (see Higgs), 
and its wide usage of CCTV on the other. However, acts of ter-
rorism have also had an impact on nations so far not directly 
affected. Laws that make wiretapping easier or require biometric 
data in passports have also been introduced in Germany recently. 
Surveillance has become a frequently used term in many soci-
eties. 51 Market researchers today no longer have to go into the 
streets with questionnaires as they rely heavily on databases pro-
vided by other institutions. In Britain, for example, one important 
database for market research and consumer classification is the 
electoral roll. If citizens decide that they want to vote they have to 
register with their local authority and are put on the electoral roll. 
Since 2002 there have been two versions of this: a full electoral 
roll and an edited electoral roll. 52 The edited version is permitted 
by law to be used for direct mailing purposes. 53 'Edited' means 
that it is possible to register to vote without allowing one's data to 
be used for direct mailing and consumer classification purposes, 
but voters have to know about this possibility to opt out. While 
this practice can be placed in the larger context of ID cards, 

51 For a long perspective on the English history of collecting information about citizens 
see Edward Higgs, The Information State in England: The Central Collection ofInformation on 
Citizens, 1500-2000 (Basingstoke, 2003). For a sociological approach to the phenomenon of 
public opinion research see Thomas Osborne and Nikolas Rose, 'Do the Social Sciences 
Create Phenomena: The Case of Public Opinion Research', British Journal of Sociology 50 
(1999), 367-g6. For the special case of the method and practice of geodemographics in the 
USA see Jon Goss, "'We Know Who You Are and We Know Where You Live": The 
Instrumental Rationality of Geodemographic Systems', Economic Geography, 71 (1995), 
171-98. Michel Foucault's work has initiated a field of research known as govemmentality 
studies, which has been influenced especially by his work on gouvernementalité and other 
lectures published in Scurité, T erritoire et Population (Paris, 2004) and Naissance de la biopolitique 
(Paris, 2004). 

52 In October 2002 new regulations under the Representation of the People (England 
& Wales) (Amendment) 2000 Act came into force and therefore the edited version was 
introduced. Cf. <http://www.eroll.co.uk/electoralroll/>, accessed 14 Dec. 2009. 

53 Peter Sleight, Targeting Customers: How to Use Geodemographic and Lifestyle Data in your 
Business (Henley-on-Thames, 1993), 46. 
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CCTV usage, and surveillance in Britain, it also has to do with 
the knowledge and education of consumer citizens. Education is 
a term frequently used by market researchers and opinion poll-
sters in different national contexts: they want to educate citizen 
consumers (see Coffin's and Grube's essays in this volume). But 
these practices can also be seen as reinforcing existing inequality 
and as a way of strengthening power relations. Essays in this 
volume thus deal with a fifth set of questions. 

5. What part has the technique ofmarket research played in decision-
making processes in various areas ofsociety? And farther, do empirical 
surveys have the potential to provide data with the aim ofdiminishing 
social inequality, as is frequently claimed? Or, on the contrary, do they 
contain the potential to threaten the.freedom ofcitizens? Are they a further 
act ofsurveillance or a part ofnecessary social and economic planning as 
well as educating consumer citizens? 

VI. Origins ofMarket Research, Opinion Polling, and 
Consumers' Movements: 

Timeframe and Periodization 

Humans have always engaged in consumption, but over time, dif-
ferent forms of consumption have been established, contempo-
raries have described themselves in different ways, and historians 
have used a broader analytical concept of consumption. These 
may be some of the reasons why, to the present day, no com-
monly accepted periodization has been established.54 Nevertheless 
it can be stated that in Western Europe the rise of the consumer 
society started in the nineteenth century and it seems to be 
accepted that the period following the Second World War was 
increasingly considered to be a time of mass consumption. But of 

54 For an attempt to periodize the history of consumption since the ancien régime see 
Kroen, 'Der Aufstieg des Kundenbiirgers?, 535-46. For a history of consumption in the 
'long' twentieth century see Haupt and Torp, 'Einleitung', IO. This long periodization fits 
well with that found for the history of survey techniques and the increasing presence of 
experts in decision-making processes. See e.g. Raphael, 'Verwissenschaftlichung'; and Margit 
Szöllösi-Janze, 'Wissensgesellschaft in Deutschland: Oberlegungen zur Neubestimmung der 
deutschen Zeitgeschichte über Verwissenschaftlichungsprozesse', Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 
30 (2004), 275-313. 
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course, mass consumption society did not emerge out of nowhere; 
developments date back at least to the nineteenth century, and to 
the 1880s in particular. Moreover, the decades since 1945 have 
not been homogeneous at all, but have revealed different periods 
and patterns of consumption, of political planning, and of data 
accumulation and data protection, as was shown earlier.55 A land-
mark of British consumption and market research history, for 
example, was the year 1954, when rationing ended. In addition, 
an important innovation was the development of branded goods 
that was accompanied by increased advertising, product design 
(see Gries's essay), and market segmentation as well as individu-
alized and specialized areas of consumption, which needed to be 
targeted differently (see Grube's essay in this volume). 

The origins and forerunners of the techniques of market research 
can also be traced back to the nineteenth century, when in 
Britain, for example, surveys of poverty were undertaken. 56 The 
methodology of these studies considerably influenced future market 
researchers (see Schwarzkopfs essay in this volume). Another con-
tinuity is the close connection with debt and the provision of credit 
that is stressed by Trumbull in this volume. Data about citizen con-
sumers, their debts and credit cards has been collected for a long 
time, 57 but only since the second half of the twentieth century, with 
the rise of technologies and data transaction, has it been used for 
consumer classifications in some countries. 

55 On the idea and importance of different forms of planning in politics see e.g. Stephen 
Brooke, 'Problems of "Socialist Planning": Evan Durbin and the Labour Government of 
1945', Historical Journal,34/3 (1991), 687-702;and Glen O'Hara, From Dreams to Disillusionment: 
Economic and Social Planning in 1960s Britain (Basingstoke, 2006). In addition, the 1970s seemed 
to be a time of change as stressed e.g. by Sabine Haustein in her comparative study of 
Germany, France, and Britain: Sabine Haustein, Vom Mangel zum Massenkonsum: Deutsch/and, 
Frankreich und Großbrittanien im Vergleich 1945-1970 (Frankfurt am Main, 2007). 

56 Broughton, Public Opinion Polling and Politics in Britain, at 3: 'As such, they were not 
opinion polls but the methods of social research which both Booth and Rowntree 
employed were instrumental in establishing the foundations on which polls have subse-
quently been built and developed.' This connection can also be found in several other 
studies. For studies on the history of social or sociological research see Martin Bulmer, 
Kevin Bales, and Kathryn Kish Sklar (eds.), The Social Survey in Historical Perspective 1880---1940 
(Cambridge, 1991); and Louis Moss, The Government Social Survey: A History (London, 1991). 
For studies on the technique of surveys, see e.g.Jennifer Platt, A History ofSociological Research 
Methods in America 1920---1960 (Cambridge, 1996); and Jean M. Converse, Survey Research in 
the United States: Roots and Emergence, 1890---1960 (New Brunswick, NJ, 2009; 1st edn. 1987). 

57 For a recent overview see Hartmut Bergholf, 'Civilizing Capitalism? The Beginnings 
of Credit Rating in the United States and Germany', Bulletin ofthe German Historical Institute 
Washington, 45 (2009), 9-28. 
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The first private market research institutes were founded in the 
1930s in the USA and, for example, in Britain, Germany, and 
France. The war and the Allied occupation of Germany in partic-
ular offered a huge experimental field for optimizing and testing 
survey methods. The period immediately following the Second 
World War was also a time, at least in the UK, when market 
researchers and opinion pollsters, previously employed by the 
state or engaged in research that was mainly funded by the gov-
ernment, had to look for new fields of activity. While some organ-
izations, such as Mass-Observation,58 lost interest in and funding 
for new fields of operation, other institutes and individuals found 
work in economic, social, and political sectors alike. The decades 
after 1945 formed the most important period for the implementa-
tion of market research and political opinion polling for the polit-
ical, social, and economic decision-making processes in Germany, 
France, and Britain. 

This growth in the importance of market research and political 
opinion polling for decision-making processes coincided with the 
earliest criticism of the amalgamation of consumption and politics 
and its influence on the public sphere, as put forward at that time 
by Jurgen Habermas, for example. However, Habermas is also 
an example of how judgements on these techniques changed in 
the course of the twentieth century. This is a development that 
needs closer scrutiny by addressing a sixth set of questions. 

6. How can the period since the 1880s be classified and divided in 
Western Europe for the purposes ofour question? What were the main 
changes within each nation and what were the main differences between 
the countries? What local, regional, national, or global changes and 
continuities can be identified? In what ways were these changes and 
continuities specifically American or European? 

Although this volume focuses on France, Britain, and Germany 
(and the USA also plays a part in it), Heinz-Gerhard Haupt quite 
rightly points out in his remarks for further research that other 

58 On the history and impact of this unique British institution see e.g. Nick Hubble, 
Mass Observation and Everyday Life: Culture, History, Theory (Basingstoke, 2005); Tom Jeffery, 
Mass-Observation: A Short History, Mass-Observation Archive Occasional Papers, no. JO 

(1978); Moran, 'Mass-Observation'; Dorothy Sheridan, Brian Street, and David Bloome, 
Writing Ourselves: Mass-Observation and Literacy Practices (Cresskill, NJ, 2000); and Penny 
Summerfield, 'Mass Observation: Social Research or Social Movement', Journal of
Contemporary History, 20 (1985), 439-52. 



KERSTIN BROCKWEH 

European nations need to be integrated into the history of market 
research, consumer movements, and the political public sphere, 
whether the former socialist countries or countries with more 
agrarian structures. 

With a changing emphasis on some of these six analytical 
perspectives, each essay in this volume aims to address these ques-
tions. They all contribute to a better, more differentiated under-
standing of modern consumer societies and their political public 
spheres. 




