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Crosland's Consumer Politics 
LAWRENCE BLACK 

As the pre-eminent Labour revisionist thinker in post-war Britain 
as much as a prominent government minister in the 1960s, rising 
to Foreign Secretary in 1976, Tony Crosland has commanded 
much historical attention. Yet few mention the institutional links 
Labour's foremost revisionist had with consumer politics. This 
essay focuses on Crosland's role between 1956 and 1958 as secretary 
and chief author of the report of the Co-operative Independent 
Commission (CIC), which was charged with auditing the Co-op's 
trading performance and philosophical health. It also looks at his 
involvement, as a council member from 1958 until entering gov-
ernment in 1964, with product testing and the pressure group 
founded by his close associate Michael Young, the Consumers' 
Association (CA). It contends that consumerism was more central 
to Crosland's political thought and practice than previous com-
mentators have allowed, informing an evolving conception of 
public sphere politics. Crosland spilt much ink 'abnegating the cafe-
society irresponsibility so typical of much of the left intelligentsia', 
but more contemplating political participation, the role of volun-
tary organizations, and civil society. 1 This enables historians to 
explore relations between politics, consumerism, and the public 
sphere and complicates notions of a decline in the quality of the 
public sphere as the consumer edged out the political citizen. 

The Future ef Socialism, mainspring of the enduring intellectual 
esteem in which Crosland is held-attested to in Gordon Brown's 
foreword to its fiftieth anniversary edition in 2006-showed his 
consumerist eye in references to the 'genuine working-class inter-
est in sartorial elegance' of Teddy boys.2 The fact that Crosland's 
consumer associations have been overlooked suggests that whilst 

1 C. A R. Crosland, 1he Conservative Enemy (London, 1962), 215. 
2 Id., 1he Future ef Socialism (London, 1956), 243; id., 1he Future ef Socialism (London, 

2006), pp. vii-x; see Mark Wickham-Jones, '1he Future ef Socialism and New Labour: An 
Appraisal', Political Qyarter{y, 78/2 (2007), 224-40; Donald Sassoon, One Hundred Years ef 
Socialism (London, 1997), 244-5. 
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consumer and cultural historians have tended to ignore formal 
politics, focusing instead on poverty, luxury, or identities of the 
body and gender, so political historians have traditionally tended 
to focus on production-centred party conflicts and considered 
consumerism only after and incidental to these. Crosland's leit-
motiv of 'gardening' to signify everyday life here was provocative. 
It was an activity considered rather banal, marginal to the formal 
political sphere. But consumerism's banality was also its power: it 
bridged private and public spheres and, in this period, impacted 
on the mode of political communication besides the content of 
politics. The organized consumer connected formal and everyday 
politics, outside of the state, political establishment, and business. 3 

Recently, consumption has become more central in explaining 
political dynamics since the 1940s. This has ranged through the 
politics of shortages and austerity to plenty and choice in studies 
by Zweiniger-Bargielowska or of the Left's 'enormous condescen-
sion of prosperity' in the later 1950s, and the fate of the consumer 
as a newly assertive political subject or one impoverished by the 
hegemony of market models, as debated by Matthew Hilton and 
Peter Gumey.4 By shifting the focus onto political culture, notably 
the reception of formal political discourses and interaction with 
popular political identities, it generated interest in earlier con-
sumer discourses and state practices and problematized the 
alleged decline of the public sphere. The latter saw consumerism 
import new languages, agendas, and practices to politics-inter-
mingling, if also often in competition, with it.5 

3 Matthew Hilton, 'The Banality of Consumption', in Kate Soper and Frank 
Trentmann (eds.), Citizenship and Consumption (Basingstoke, 2008), 87-103. 

4 Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, Austerity in Britain: Rationing, Controls and Consumption, 193g-
55 (Oxford, 2000); Lawrence Black, The Political Culture qf the Lefl in Affluent Britain, 1951-64 
(Basingstoke, 2003), 190; Matthew Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain 
(Cambridge, 2003); Peter Gurney, 'The Battle of the Consumer in Postwar Britain',Journal 
qf Modern History, 77/ 4 (2005), 956-87; also Lawrence Black, Redefining British Politics 
(Basingstoke, 2010), chs. 2 and 3. 

5 Frank Trentmann, Free Trade Nation (Oxford, 2007); James Vernon, Hunger: A History 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2007); Lawrence Black and Nicole Robertson (eds.), Taking Stock: 
Consumerism and the Co-operative Movement in Modern British History (Manchester, 2009); Frank 
Mort, 'Competing Domains: Democratic Subjects and Consuming Subjects in Britain and 
the United States since 1945', in Frank Trentmann (ed.), The Making qf the Consumer (Oxford, 
2006), 225-48; Alex Mold, 'Patient Groups and the Construction of the Patient-Consumer 
in Britain: An Historical Overview', Journal qf Social Policy, 39/ 4 (2010), 505-21. 
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I. At the Co-op and Consumers' Association 

Crosland readily engaged in debates that occupied the consumer 
movement. In 'Monopoly, Advertising and the Consumer' (1962), 
he scorned critics of advertising's omnipotence, pointing out where 
lavish campaigns had failed or new tastes had spread without it-
'cofTee bars, skiffie, beards, scrabble, pep pills, french cooking, 
Marks & Spencer clothes, even the Liberal Party', then enjoying 
an electoral revival. Crosland felt that too many critics imagined 
that 'the consumer is at the mercy of the Hidden Persuaders, the 
Madison Avenue manipulators ... and the rest of the diabolical 
breed'. Advertising could be wasteful, notably where it aimed 
solely to boost brand share (here he cited a US Consumers' Union 
survey on annual redesigns in the US car market). But he had as 
little truck with those critics, such as the liberal American political 
economist]. K. Galbraith, who supposed consumers were 'brain-
washed' and their tastes invented by advertisers. His recurrent beef 
with Galbraith, whose 1966 BBC Reith lecture and 1967 book 7he 
New Industrial State contended that big business and the state col-
luded to control markets, was less that a 'managerial revolution' 
had taken place than the extent of its power and that ofadvertising 
to manipulate consumers. The latter was, for Crosland, conde-
scending towards popular desires, paternalist, and authoritarian. It 
downplayed wants and differentiated them from needs, a distinc-
tion Crosland was loath to acknowledge, fearing that it would 
entrench the social advantage and ability to realize wants of the 
wealthy. In any case, his constituents 'want package-holiday tours 
to Majorca, even if this means more noise of night flights and 
eating fish and chips on previously secluded beaches ... because 
these things are desirable ... why should they too not enjoy the 
sun?'6 

He outlined how the public costs of rising private consump-
tion-pollution, congestion-might be managed and how to 'dis-
tribute the bulk of ordinary consumer goods and services' 
including those involving 'the hedonist aspect oflife'. State regu-
lation was on Crosland's radar, and he defended the Consumer 

6 Crosland, The Conservative Enemy, 601 ; id., 'A Socialist View of Advertising',Joumal ef 
Advertising, 1 (1963), 7-22;John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston, 
J. K. Galbraith Papers, Boxes 157, 807; and J. K. Galbraith, The American Lefl and some 
British Comparisons, Fabian Tract 405 (London, 1971). 
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Council, the advisory and information body created by the gov-
ernment after the Molony Report in 1963. But his preference was 
for the Co-op to play 'a vital and dynamic pro-consumer role', 
and the consumer-testing and protection movement to 'fight 
against undue producer-domination' and combat misleading 
advertising. For Crosland, in politics as in consumerism, voluntary 
choice was preferable to coercion. His point here echoed the CA's 
belief that the market could be made to work for consumers, pro-
vided that their voice had equal power to the voices of producers, 
advertisers, and retailers. Moreover, 'if the consumer is given a 
fair deal against the producer', then 'he can be left to express his 
choices freely through the price-mechanism'. This had 'the over-
whelming merit of reflecting the libertarian judgements that ... 
individuals should have what they want, and that they themselves 
are the best judges of what they want'. 7 This pertained to the Co-
op. Rejecting its paternalist delivery of what it deemed its con-
sumers needed rather than desired, Crosland insisted the Co-op 
'must give the consumer what he thinks he wants as well as what 
it thinks he wants'.8 

Labour revisionists and the CA networked closely. The CA was 
partly a product of what it saw as the Labour movement's disin-
clination towards consumer issues, apparent in the CIC Report's 
surly reception. Young was himself a key revisionist thinker. His 
Chipped White Cups ef Dover (1960), a consumerist manifesto, ran 
with the post-materialist, post-Fabian cues which The Future ef 
Socialism had signalled in quality of life and cultural issues. A 
Young project that borrowed from 1950s revisionism, though 
scuppered for endangering test impartiality, was for the CA to buy 
a share in Britain's leading fifty companies. Young funded revi-
sionist projects such as Must Labour Lose?9 

Consumer-minded revisionists also seemed apt to quit Labour. 
Bill Rodgers was a Good Food Club (which the CA ran) council 
member; Dick Taverne joined the CA council in 1965; and Shirley 
Williams (Secretary of State for Prices and Consumer Protection, 

7 Crosland, 17ze Conservative Enerrry, 621 , 125; id., Socialism Now (London, 1974), 72, 78-9. 
8 British Library of Political and Economic Science, London, Anthony Crosland Papers, 

(hereafter Crosland Papers), 14/ 1, 'Co-operative First Principles' (28 Feb. 1956), 10. 
9 Michael Young, 17ze Chipped White Cups ef Dover (London, 196o); Churchill Archives 

Centre, Churchill College, Cambridge, Michael Young Papers (hereafter Young Papers), 
6112/1, Young to P. Goldman, 23 Sept. 1966; Mark Abrams and Richard Rose, Must 
Labour Lose? (Harmondsworth, 1960). 
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1974-6) replaced Crosland in 1964. All later quit Labour and 
Williams and Rodgers were amongst the founders of the Social 
Democratic Party in 1981, which Young and Eirlys Roberts, long-
standing editor of the CA magazine Which?, also joined. Other CA 
revisionists included Michael Summerskill Oater 1960s chair of the 
CA and convenor of National Federation of Local Consumer 
Groups) and Gordon Borrie (a Birmingham Consumer Group 
founder, Director of the Office of Fair Trading, 1976-92, Labour's 
Social Justice Commission chair, 1992-4, and Advertising 
Standards Authority chair, succeeding Rodgers, in 2002). Crosland 
was warier than his more fissiparous revisionist comrades and by 
the 1970s was wont to characterize 'a social democrat' as 'some-
body about to join the Tory party'. 10 

Another CA influence Crosland brought to Labour was a will-
ingness to use polls, advertising, and TV. By 196'2, the CA had co-
developed Choice with BBC TV, an early consumer rights 
programme that was at the outset largely based on CA research 
and gained success and fame by exposes of hucksters such as John 
Bloom. The CA polled extensively and its media savvy was a con-
tentious use of its funds, but successful in dominating the consumer 
testing market. When Crosland complained that Labour used 
polling too little and had a congenital aversion to business prac-
tices, this was a variant on the 'managerial revolution' thesis, of 
which he was a leading proponent, whereby media and marketing 
expertise were married to political tasks. In Can Lribour Win? 
Crosland saw communication with voters and of its message as key 
to renewing Labour. 11 Despite this, market research and polling 
data is scarce in Crosland's papers. He almost certainly saw and 
used them and public opinion was a constant reference in his con-
sumer and more general political thinking. But Crosland was of a 
generation and political culture where to be seen to be using 
polling was an admission that they were not naturally in tune with 
it and relinquished the kudos of speaking for it to a mistrusted new 
technology. Polling could be perceived then, like consumerism, as 
a rather demeaning activity and an afterthought to 'real' politics. 12 

10 Good Food Guide (1965-6), 6; Which? (Aug. 1966), 259; CA Archive, London (hereafter 
CAA), CA Council minutes, 14 Dec. 1964; Radhika Desai, Intellectuals and Socialism (London, 
1994), 140. 

11 C. A. R. Crosland, Can Labour Win? (London, 1960); Black, Redefining British Politics, 
ch.2; id., Political Culture, eh. 7. 

12 Black, Redefining British Politics, eh. 7; Laura Beers, 'Whose Opinion? Changing 
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Another figure overlapping political and consumer practice and 
close London neighbour of Crosland in Kensington's The Boltons 
was Mark Abrams. Abrams's opinion survey Must Labour Lose? was 
central to debates about refashioning Labour's cloth-cap image 
after the 1959 election defeat. Abrams undertook polling for 
Labour in the 1960s and, crucially, conceived of voters as con-
sumers. For Abrams this category shift was related to con-
sumerism's ideological implications. He felt that 'the itch for 
self-government will seep over from consumption' and stressed 
that the consumer 'becomes self-governing, not merely in the 
marketplace, but in the ideas that he relates himself to'. But this 
was controversial amongst most political practitioners who did not 
regarded politics as a market sphere. 13 This is germane, since 
critics such as Habermas supposed that modern media such as tel-
evision were likely to trivialize and manipulate debate and denude 
the public sphere, a view echoed in more recent debates about 
the decline of social capital and civic engagement. This has been 
the majority view of consumerism itself and its overflow into com-
mercializing politics. However, other accounts track change rather 
than decline. They suggest that traditional methods of formal 
political communication were hardly flawless and that access, 
knowledge, action, and accountability have, in practice, been 
redefined and mobilized by newer methods and networks. For 
Hilton, individual consumer values became the core units of citi-
zenship and the baseline by which the public sphere was judged. 
The proliferation of social movements since the 1960s offset ten-
dencies to manage public debate and positively utilized newer 
media. 14 

Abrams supplied polling for the Negotiating Committee of the 
CIC's proposed Co-operative Retail Development Society (an ini-

Attitudes towards Opinion Polling in British Politics, 1937-64', Twentieth-Century British 
History, 17 / 2 (2006), 177-205. 

13 Dominic Wring, The Politics of Marketing the Labour Par/y (Basingstoke, 2006); Mort, 
'Competing Domains'; Abrams, 'The American Consumer---Slave or Rebel?' (BBC radio 
broadcast, 14 Aug. 1958), Churchill Archives Centre, Churchill College, Cambridge, Mark 
Abrams Papers (hereafter Abrams Papers), Box 35, File 'Broadcasts, 1948-62'. 

14 Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Traniformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a 
Category of Bourgeois Socie/y, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge, Mass., 1989; 1st pub. in 
German, 1962), chs. 19-22;Jon Lawrence, Electing our Masters (Oxford, 2009), eh. 8; Black, 
&defining British Politics, eh. 7; Matthew Hilton, 'The Fable of the Sheep, or, Private Virtues, 
Public Vices: The Consumer Revolution of the Twentieth Century', Past and Present, 176 
(2002). 
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tiative to modernize Co-op marketing and retail display), showing 
the multiples' lead in areas such as clothing and electricals, and 
tied this to the CIC's argument that they were winning clientele 
from the prosperous working class. Another shared influence and 
signal of interest in polling for Young and Crosland was US soci-
ologist Paul Lazarsfeld's 1956 study Personal lrifl,uence. Influential in 
market research circles, this found both voter and consumer 
behaviour mediated the claims of party, state, advertising, and 
business, and instead emphasized the importance of 'personal rec-
ommendation' by family and friends. 15 

This corroborated Crosland's take on advertising and Y oung's 
penchant for 'the local', but coexisted uneasily with the CA's 
propensity to protect consumers. In a 1968 paper Young appeared 
more sceptical than the CA of the influence advertising wielded, 
something he saw both critics and champions taking for granted. 
Crosland likewise felt many critics 'absurdly ... exaggerate the 
power of advertising', but also acknowledged that advertising 
could involve 'a denial of free consumer choice'. This was a 
tension in the CA's and Crosland's vision of the consumer that 
teetered between the active and passive, their potential for enlight-
enment and need for protection. It was an anxiety about the 
middle-class profile of CA's own members and that, as Gallup 
reported in 1962, most subscribers to Which? (where CA test results 
on an array of products and services were reported) were 'intent 
on value for money'. But there was 'no evidence that members 
joined for the purpose of achieving reform ... in the sense of 
manufacturing better goods for all, as a desirable end in itself. 16 

This mistrust of consumers because of their exploitation and 
knowledge deficit was recurrent. By 1970, Prime Minister Edward 
Heath, President of the Board of Trade when the Consumer 
Council was established in 1963, questioned 'whether the work 
that is required for the consumer should be done by a govern-
ment-sponsored body'. Heath favoured 'not using public money 
for objectives which can be achieved by private enterprise con-
cerns using private money' (a reference to the CA). Crosland 
charged Heath with dogmatically pursuing a free market agenda, 

15 Abrams Papers, Box 82, File 'CRDS, 1959-60'; Crosland, Ine Conseroative Enemy, 64, 
146, 158; Elihu Katz and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence (Glencoe, Ill., 1956). 

16 Young Papers, 2/i / 4, Michael Young, 'Does Advertising Influence People?' ( 1968); 
Crosland, 77ze Conseroative Enerrry, 60, 63; CAA, A14, Gallup Poll, Which? Final Report (May-
Sept. 1962), 2. 
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but one that was flawed, since 'competition will not work properly 
unless the consumer is well informed'. And Crosland deduced that 
consumers were not well informed, since there was 'so little public 
protest' at the Council's dismantling. 17 

At the Co-op the revisionists were regarded uneasily as the CIC 
undertook to assess why, despite 5 per cent of all retail outlets 
being Co-ops and one-quarter of Britons Co-op members, its 
trading position was parlous. 18 Many Co-operators rightly sus-
pected that Crosland saw the CIC 'as a practical exercise in revi-
sionism', a rehearsal for modernizing Labour's traditional 
working-class appeal, and thus that its conclusions were pre-med-
itated. Crosland's insistence that egalitarianism and democratic 
structures were compatible with professional management and 
business efficiency was hard enough to bear. His efforts to draft 
the pro-revisionist Alan Sainsbury (of the competitor retail chain) 
onto the CIC horrified the Co-op Union's General Secretary. 19 

Crosland was up-front that 'our proposals to be of any use must 
be . . . so radical that the movement will not accept them in toto 
the year after we report'. 'The minority of progressive leaders' 
might, but 'the movement as a whole should adopt them in ten 
years' time'.20 The final report proposed amalgamations between 
local societies; recruiting and training specialized, professional 
management; modernizing an out-of-date image, product range, 
and marketing and retail outlets through the Co-operative Retail 
Development Society; and shifting power back to consumers from 
the wholesale societies. 

The Report was lacerating about Co-op conservatism. It 
described how 'the word "co-operative" is ... associated with a 
drab, colourless, old-fashioned mediocrity ... it betrays a some-
what patronising and insulting attitude to the wants and expecta-
tions of the ordinary co-operative member'. The '"image" of a 
Co-operative shop in the public mind', it declared, was 'ponder-
ous, unrestored ... built in the early 1900s, still operating counter-

17 Focus (Consumer Council,Jan. 1971), 1, 23-4; Crosland, Socialism Now, 87. 
18 Research Institute for Consumer Affairs (a research wing of the CA), British Co-oper-

atives: A Consumers' Movement? (London, I 964), 7, 20-1. 
19 Giles Radice, Friends and Rivals: Crosland, Jenkins and Healey (London, 2003), 109; 

University College London, Hugh Gaitskell Papers (hereafter Gaitskell Papers), C309/J, 
CIC minutes, 26 Oct. 1956; R. Southern, 29 Oct. 1956; C309/3, Sainsbury to Gaitskell, 11 
Oct. 1956. 

2° Crosland Papers, 14/J, 'Co-operative First Principles', 31 . 
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service, the window display old-fashioned, the exterior clumsy and 
badly in need of paint, the interior frowsy and unattractive'. Its 
retail outlets were often of too low quality for 'the consumer, 
working class as well as middle class', who was 'more exacting 
than her predecessor of even two decades ago'. Its clothing lines 
had 'a certain dowdiness' and were 'not always "smart" enough to 
appeal to the younger generation'. 21 

This impression was acquired from twenty-four visits to Co-op 
factories, shops, and wholesale premises. Crosland's diary attests 
to a hectic schedule of meetings. Amongst these, Huddersfield 
most agitated Crosland. Its 'fantastic number of huge shops of a 
positively Edwardian size and majesty', if 'often tarnished now', 
had seen off most private competitors. But this 'grand jigsaw of 
palatial premises' caused 'vast waste', since they belonged to 
thirty-seven different societies. Combined with a management 
racked with ancient feuds, Crosland saw it as 'a textbook ex-
ample of the advantages of rationalization'. Compared with this, 
Crawley, Britain's second New Town, provided relief. Its expan-
sive plans, modern sculpture, and 'remarkable' lunch with wine 
and Irish coffee left Crosland contemplating 'what a dreamworld 
it would be if all Co-operative societies were like this'. 22 

The CIC Report's grudging reception in 1958 and stalled appli-
cation were a tribute to the resistance to change it identified. 
Where recommendations were accepted, the incumbent executive 
determined their implementation, and to put a further brake on 
change exploited fears of amalgamation overriding local democ-
racy. The latter was bogus in the CIC's eyes: important in prin-
ciple, but defunct in practice. Since so few Co-operators 
participated-0.24 per cent attended meetings and 2.78 per cent 
voted in local board elections, according to a 1955 paper the CIC 
had-this was more an example of employee than consumer 
control. And Crosland saw the attempt to curtail the independ-
ence of the Retail Development Society as proof that producers 
dominated consumers in the Co-op.23 Evidence abounded of 

21 Crosland Papers, 14/J, 'Co-operative First/Four Principles'; Co-operative Independent 
Commission Report (Manchester, 1958), 24, 44-50, 235-53. 

22 Crosland Papers, 14/J, Crosland's 1957 diary, courtesy of Susan Crosland; 
Vis/Carc/J2 (Huddersfield), 19 (Crawley). 

23 Report ef Proceedings Special National Congress, Blackpool (Manchester, 1958); James A. 
Banks and Geoffrey Ostergaard, Co-operative Democracy, Co-op College Paper No. 2 (1955); 
Crosland, 'I Disagree with the Central Executive', Scottish Co-Operator, 8 Nov. 1958. 
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resistance to modernization through the 1960s. Although pioneer-
ing self-service, it now trailed private multiples on this and seemed 
suspicious of newer consumer issues (its submission to the govern-
ment-appointed Molony Committee on Consumer Protection in 
1960 harked back to the wartime Utility scheme). Roy Hattersley 
MP, no style guru and Crosland's protege, could still describe the 
Co-op in 1966 as home to 'drab uniformity ... and shapeless 
clothes'.24 

At the 1971 Co-op Party conference, Crosland explained that 
despite his new American wife's tastes, he retained an 'emotional 
commitment' to the Co-op. He welcomed what progress had been 
made in implementing the CIC, but the downward trend in market 
share left much to be done. He insisted the Co-op meant more 
than simply competing with Marks & Spencer and, with a nod to 
Sweden, reprised the CIC nostrum that 'there is no contradiction 
between a socially-involved, campaigning consumer movement 
and a high level of efficiency'. Above all, consumer representation 
agitated him. The CA was too middle class, but equally Crosland 
held that 'the agencies which claim to represent the working class 
have not yet found the right formula'. And with Heath's 'murder' 
of the Consumer Council, Crosland felt that since 'the Tories have 
deserted the field; we must occupy it'. Reprising his criticisms of 
Heath, Crosland explained that whilst 'a firm believer in competi-
tion', he felt the Consumer Council's abolition stacked the market 
against the consumer and shared US consumer campaigner Ralph 
Nader's anxieties that the economy was at present dominated by 
'semi-monopolistic giants ... immune from the full rigours of com-
petition'. So opposition to monopoly besides CA-style advice 
centres were grounds for the Co-op to tend. 25 

II. Representing the Consumer 

Although a critic of Crosland and the CIC, in 1964 Marxist 
historian Sydney Pollard noted developments that had 'largely 
by-passed the co-operative movement' in the rise of a competitor 
consumer movement in most notably the CA. Pollard believed 

24 Lawrence Black "'Trying to Sell a Parcel of Politics with a Parcel of Groceries": The 
Co-op and Consumerism in Post-war Britain', in Black and Robertson (eds.), Taking Stock, 
40-5; Roy Hattersley, 'New Blood', in Gerald Kaufman (ed.), The Lefl (London, 1966), 152. 

25 C. A. R. Crosland, A Critical Commentary on Co-operative Progress (Manchester, 1971), 
1-9. 
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that this new movement was too middle class and too 'static and 
passive ... they cannot by themselves initiate production or use 
the purchasing power of a large membership or of a large chain of 
shops'. But by embracing quality of life agendas and Council of 
Industrial Design initiatives, the Co-op could marry it to its own 
traditional ethical concerns. In this lay the potential for the Co-
op to 'recapture the initiative' and realize the consumer move-
ment's 'countervailing power'. 26 

For its part, the CA saw the Co-op as 'the neglected opportunity 
of the contemporary consumer revolution' and its Director, Casper 
Brook, suggested, 'what the Co-ops need is a Dr. Beeching' to 
enforce the CIC's Report and prune its inefficient multitude of 
local societies. The lack of shopper-member involvement in deci-
sions on goods, prices, and quality negated its democratic potential 
and the legitimacy of its claim to represent consumers. It was as 
much concerned with production, whereas the CA avoided pro-
ducer entanglements. This was the essence of the CA's robust 
defence of its claim to represent consumers. Leonard Tivey of the 
Birmingham Consumers Group argued that the Co-op did not 
represent consumers in general, but only Co-op consumers. The 
CA, Tivey asserted, was currently 'the main focus of independent 
consumer knowledge and thinking'. 27 The International Co-oper-
ative Alliance's head of economics retorted that 'to inform a con-
sumer about the relative merits of different products enables him 
to become a discriminating rather than an active consumer'. 'Only 
when ... consumption becomes creative' do they 'become active 
consumers', and 'by feeding back to producers and distributors, 
whose activities they control by ownership', is it possible for 'Co-
operative societies to do something that the new consumer move-
ment cannot'. Its Molony submission bemoaned that collaboration 
with the CA was limited (by the CA's independence from produc-
ers) to work on legal rights, but suggested that the CA's testing was 
of more interest to producers and traders than consumers. 28 

That Which? aided business was a charge the CA relished as 
26 Sidney Pollard, 'Tradition versus Efficiency', Socialist Commentary (July 1958), 5-8; id., 

Co-operatives at the Crossroads (London, 1965), 5-39; for Co-op efforts, see Henry and Lilian 
Stephenson, Eating, Sleeping and Living: A Guide to Design in the Home (Manchester, 1964). 

27 Casper Brook in Research Institute for Consumer Affairs, British Co-operatives, 31-6; 
Leonard Tivey, 'The Politics of the Consumer', Political Qyarter/y, 39/2 (1968), 182-5. 

28 Fred D. Boggis, 'Which? Way', Co-op Party Month/y Newsletter (Sept. 1963), 5g; Co-op 
Union, Consumer Protection: A Memorandum Submitted . .. to the Molony Committee (Manchester, 
196o), 12-13. 
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testimony to its facilitation of consumer-producer dialogue. Like 
Young, Crosland repeatedly asked, 'what influence is CA having 
on manufacturers?' Other Co-op critiques of the CA disclosed its 
resistance to change. Arnold Bonner thought 'scepticism of adver-
tising by the more intelligent consumer' was 'not enough' to com-
pensate the consumer 'deprived of the assistance of knowledgeable 
retailers' in the self-service era. But critiques of the Co-op's insu-
larity, such as that by think-tank Political and Economic Planning, 
reckoned it robbed Co-op consumers 'of their sense of discrimina-
tion', because 'the devoted co-operator will prefer to buy at his 
own shop even though a manifestly better buy is on off er in a free 
enterprise shop'. 29 

And the CA's claim to speak for consumers had evident limita-
tions. One in four Britons might see Which?, but the CA's mem-
bership, like the Co-op's, was more apathetic towards its broader 
aspirations. The CA estimated that 6 per cent of members were 
'very active'. For this reason, Crosland's proposed new CA 
constitution in 1964 persisted in distancing policy-making from 
membership control, despite strong criticism of the limited 
accountability of the CA leaders made by the Molony Report in 
1962. Crosland argued that 'people join CA (as it now is) ... to 
purchase a service, namely, reports of consumer tests', and that 
this made it more 'like the AA or RAC [ motoring organizations] 
... than a political party or trade union'. Democracy increased 
'the risk of capture by an unscrupulous minority pressure group' 
since he felt, revealingly, that most CA members 'would be inca-
pable of an intelligent selection amongst competing candidates'. 
Ordinary members who elected the CA council numbered just 
over 1,000, even after some democratization in 1967, compared 
with half a million associate members. As with the Co-op, 
Crosland favoured a clear differentiation between management 
of strategic direction and membership involvement-too much of 
the latter could blur the former. 

Like other CA leaders, Crosland was anxious to win an audi-
ence beyond the middle class, just as the CIC was anxious that 
the Co-op was too working class. In 1962 he argued that the CA 

29 CAA, A27, Crosland in Eirlys Roberts, 'CA's Part in the Design of Products', 29 
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123. 
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needed access to the independent television channel ITV to help 
it 'reach a mass' in addition to a 'mainly middle-class' audience 
attracted by its BBC programme Choice. The CA's membership 
remained too small to claim broader representation in its own 
right or as a peak-level interest group. Tivey conceded that, so far 
as the majority of members were concerned, any claim by CA 
leaders to speak for them was as invalid as a newspaper claiming 
to be the voice of its readers. 30 

At stake here was the form of consumer politics: the CA's con-
sumers asserting their individual power and right to choose, vying 
with the Co-op's collective alternative to the market. But Crosland 
linked the two. Crosland's active role at the CA was limited to its 
constitution and broad direction, and he initiated no more than a 
test on 'pep' pills in 1958. His Co-op links did raise questions 
about the CA's testing impartiality and for this reason, along with 
his indulgent image, he was not the CA's preferred Labour 
choice. However, Conservative CA councillor James Douglas, 
maintaining the CA's non-partisanship, reckoned test reports 
showed that it was 'not unduly prejudiced in favour of the Co-ops 
and their products'. But Crosland did oppose the appointment of 
Peter Goldman, ex-head of the Conservative Party research 
department, as CA Director in 1964.31 

III. Participation and Public Sphere Politics 

Historians have overlooked Crosland's activity with the consumer 
movement, much like biographers and contemporaries. Kevin 
Jefferys notes that the CIC was a 'bitterly disappointing' foray into 
policy after 7he Future ef Socialism and a period of 'marking time' 
for Crosland. But as he lost his South Gloucestershire parliamen-
tary seat in 1955, the £2,000 he was paid as CIC secretary was 
welcome.32 As Harold Wilson's 1955 organizational tour of local 

3° Crosland Papers, 4/J, Crosland, 'The Constitution of CA', 21 Jan. 1964; Tivey, 
'Politics of the Consumer', 184-5; Lawrence Black, 'Which?craft in Post-war Britain: The 
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32 Kevin Jeffreys, Anthony Crosland: A New Biography (London, 1999), 64-5; Gaitskell 
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Labour parties gave him a base in the wider movement, so 
Crosland's CIC role and Co-op visits helped offset some of his 
reputation as a revisionist, Oxford educated, and personally deca-
dent. His American journalist wife Susan notes Crosland's 'bad 
temper' at the CIC Report's rejection, but that his associations 
with Co-op progressives paid dividends in helping him to become 
candidate and MP for Grimsby from 1959 to 1977. David Lipsey, 
Crosland's political adviser in the 1970s, briefly mentions the 
Co-op and his 'great enthusiasm' for the CA, which he misiden-
tifies as the 'Consumer Council'. Giles Radice, a Crosland 
acolyte, attends to the CIC, but does not mention the CA; likewise 
Dick Leonard, Crosland's Parliamentary Private Secretary in the 
1970s. Susan Crosland even notes how her husband was 'irritated 
by consumers voicing complaint to one another rather than doing 
something about it', but not his formal association with the CA. 33 

But Crosland's closeness to Michael Young is acknowledged. 
Hilton has detailed their centrality to rethinking social democracy 
along consumerist lines. Y oung's importance as a revisionist 
thinker, importing consumer insights into broader political and 
theoretical discussion, has been 'underestimated' by political his-
torians, Ben Jackson argues. He was a key disseminator of socio-
logical research and of the idea that rewarding merit would 
reproduce rather than eradicate inequalities. Jackson notes this 
saw Crosland and Young align their notion of equality with that 
of John Rawls by the early 1970s. It also resounded with the CA's 
ethos of market choice working for consumers, yet of how middle-
class consumers were better equipped to obtain the knowledge 
needed to achieve this. This difficulty was learnt from the CA, but 
Jackson does not note the CA as a link between practice and 
thought. Young and Crosland differed over the role of pressure 
groups such as the CA (Crosland ultimately felt they had gone too 
far, Young not far enough), but they concurred that 'there was 
nothing necessarily unsocialist about equalizing access to high 
levels of personal consumption'. 34 

33 Susan Crosland, Tony Crosland (London, 1982), 88, go, 46; David Lipsey, 'Crosland's 
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Crosland's interest in consumer politics pre-dated the Co-op 
and the CA. Reviewing the free market economist Basil Yamey's 
case against Resale Price Maintenance in 1954 in the International 
Co-operative Alliance journal Cartel, Crosland incorrectly pre-
dicted there was little hope of Conservatives attacking what 
amounted to a manufacturers' prerogative. 35 Catherine Ellis plots 
Crosland's thought on the psychology of consumerism and social-
ism from the 1940s, but as in Reisman's,Jackson's, and Nuttall's 
studies, does not factor in his associational links with either the 
Co-op or consumer movement. 36 

Crosland left his mark on the CA and Co-op, but they more sub-
stantively imprinted his thinking. The CA was his model for under-
standing pressure group politics. Besides consumer politics itself, 
the Co-op and CIC can be seen as an influence on his ideas of 
modernization and professionalism as antidotes to national decline 
and Labour's amateurism. His belief in the 'managerial revolution' 
(that ownership and control had become divorced in industry and 
thus that nationalization was no longer socialism's priority), and 
that the managerial strata were more decisive than owners, seemed 
to be borne out by the Co-op. It confirmed Scandinavia as a key 
reference point alongside Crosland's admiration of America, con-
trasted with class-bound Britain. Sweden particularly offered a 
compelling model for socialists (and others) of state influence to 
enhance equality (referenced again when Crosland was Education 
Minister, 19651 ). 37 He visited Sweden in 1957 with the CIC'sj. B. 
Jefferys, author of Retail Trading in Great Britain, 1850-1950 and sec-
retary of the International Association of Department Stores, and 
was impressed by the Co-op's Domus stores and advisory services 
(a model for the CIC's proposed Retail Development Society).38 
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Crosland was more at one with the CA's consumer politics, but 
this was not only because of a shared belief that the market could 
deliver for the consumer citizen and that educated, rational con-
sumers were preferable to a more paternalist approach. It was also 
acquired from the CIC's critique of the Co-op and the Co-op's 
surly response to it. The CA seemed more modem and appealed 
to Crosland's tendency, as Tony Benn saw it, to use 'informality' 
as a 'substitute for radicalism' and to offset his patrician tones. 
The CA mocked bogus advertising claims, Young wrote award-
winning satire, TV satire That Was the Week That Was (BBC TV, 
1962-3) borrowed Which?'s iconoclastic style, and Crosland 
regarded its 'often rude comparative comments on goods and 
services' as amongst Which?'s qualities.39 To those embedded in 
Co-op traditions, Crosland seemed to treat it irreverently. In 1973, 
as Labour's policy swung left, he asked: 'Why don't we nationalize 
Marks & Spencer to make it as efficient as the Co-op?' At the 1972 
Festival oflntemational Co-operation, he argued for a voluntary 
prices-incomes policy, against Co-op wishes, but by invoking 'a 
return to the old cooperative Rochdale spirit-a sense of obliga-
tion to the wider good, thought for others as well as ourselves'. 
But Crosland was aware of the limitations of the CA's audience 
and it, too, could be subject to his irreverence. He remembered 
that the CA's council 'was not the most taciturn' and 'bored him' 
when discussing the more banal details of product testing.40 

The Co-op figured little in The Future ef Socialism, Crosland 
explained, because of his ongoing authorship of the CIC Report. 
That Swedish Co-ops were more 'venturesome' than the British 
was snuck in, but the overlap between the projects has passed his-
torians by.41 The CIC helped forge Crosland's belief that demo-
cratic society need not have notably high levels of political 
participation. This differentiated Crosland from most left thinking 
in so much as he was less willing to regard public opinion in terms 
of apathy or to tackle it as such. It also sprang from Crosland's 
long-standing desire to liven up socialism's more puritan strictures 
(he himself had a strict Plymouth Brethren upbringing), by recog-
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nizing that it was 'nonsense to say people can't be perfectly happy 
on sex, gin and Bogart-and if that is what they want under 
soc[ialism], well and good'.42 For the CIC it was a means to wed 
traditions of internal democracy, yet low levels of voting and par-
ticipation by Co-operators, with their emphasis on more profes-
sional management and efficient selling techniques, but became 
a leitmotiv of his broader political outlook. Outlining 'Co-opera-
tive first principles' in February 1956 Crosland noted: 
we do not want the entire population to 'participate' or feel responsible 
for all the world's ills ... constantly attending meetings. An evening, for 
the ordinary citizen, is something which should be spent at home or with 
friends, private and quietly drinking. An active minority of 3 per cent is 
quite sufficient. Let the rest of us cultivate our gardens. 

In the final CIC Report this was one of the explanations for why 
Co-op activism was so low-that only 'a small minority of the 
community ... will ever wish to devote their evenings to volun-
tary public work ... most people wish to attend to their families 
and cultivate their gardens'. 43 Crosland acknowledged public atti-
tudes as a political brake, but also that high levels of political 
engagement could threaten political overload. It was a principle 
expanded in general political discussions. In 77ze Future ef Socialism 
he contended: 

we surely do not want a world in which everyone is fussing around in an 
interfering and responsible manner and no one peacefully cultivating his 
garden ... If one believes in socialism not on paternalistic grounds, but 
as a means of increasing personal freedom and the range of choice, one 
does not necessarily want a busy, bustling society in which everyone is 
politically active and spends his evening in group discussions and feels 
responsible for all the burdens of the world. 

The point was shared by those revisionists who valued public 
community-citizenship activities or state redistribution less than 
more individual freedom, private choice, and autonomy. Gaitskell 
remarked in 1956 that he was 'impatient with those who think that 
everybody must continually be taking an active part in politics or 
community affairs! The vast majority find their happiness in their 
family or personal relations, and why on earth shouldn't they?' 

42 Cited in Nuttall, Psychological Socialism, 52. 
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Here revisionists were at odds not only with the Co-op's proximity 
to 'traditional' working-class collectivism, but with Y oung's (in his 
Institute of Community Studies guise) foregrounding of the values 
of community and kinship in public policy.44 

For all that Crosland's and Young's concerns were co-terminous 
around classless, lifestyle politics, then, differences remained. 
Whilst uneasy about Y oung's tendency to develop a consumer pol-
itics outside Labour through the 1960s (he thought the touted 
Consumer Party in Chipped White Cups 'amusing'), Crosland con-
curred that 'a left-wing party should always be in the van of con-
sumer radicalism' and that Labour was not at present. 45 At the 
1967 Consumer Assembly, Young (with Crosland in the audience) 
revived the case for a consumer party ('we are serving notice on 
the long-established political parties ... if they fail to serve this 
newly asserted consumer interest') and by 1969 the possibilities of 
pressure groups and broader social movements led him to critique 
party per se.46 But whilst his eye was also turned by newer forms 
of pressure group participatory politics, Crosland remained more 
party centred. After the 1970 election defeat and the radical 
activism of 1968, he wondered whether Labour ought to 'argue 
trendily for some fashionable version of the "new politics"', but 
affirmed that he believed 'profoundly in a non-violent parliamen-
tary system, even an imperfect one like ours'. Here Crosland was 
airing liberal unease that whilst pressure groups and newer identity 
politics nourished a plural civic culture, they might also corrode 
democracy by diffusing power so widely as to impede decision-
making or by promoting voluble (be it militant minorities or artic-
ulate middle classes) rather than critical debate.47 And the wariness 
he ultimately felt about such politics merged with his unease with 
widespread public participation learned from the Co-op and CA. 

Yet as a counterpoint to the 'faint-hearted radicals obsessed by 
the supposed hidden power of Madison Avenue', Crosland had 
championed voluntary movements in the early 1960s. In local con-
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sumer groups, the 'sensational growth' of the CA and Which?, 
Civic Trust, Rail Travellers' Association, Advertising Inquiry 
Council, Good Food Guide, Viewers' and Listeners' Association, 
and Noise Abatement Society he detected that 'sustained volun-
tary effort (though it is sometimes a slogging uphill task) can over-
come producer or bureaucratic interests, and often public 
indifference as well'. He suspected that such 'voluntary civic activ-
ity' was 'a major breakthrough' and would 'transform for the 
better our whole physical and cultural environment-towns, coun-
tryside, housing, schools, television programmes, shops and 
restaurants, as well as material consumer goods'. 'Participation' 
mobilized various groups in the 196os-workers, students, women, 
nationalists, and viewers as well as consumers-and concerned 
Labour. Yet as a prospect for Crosland it had receded by the 
1970s, partly because of its radicalism, though also because he had 
by then been a senior Ininister. By 1974 he complained of how 'the 
stability of democratic society and the possibility of peaceful 
reform seem more and more threatened by angry workers, 
students, squatters and even middle-class amenity groups'.48 

After the 1970 election defeat, Crosland clarified his point. 
Cautioning the Left against advocacy of 1968-style popular par-
ticipation, he suggested such politicization of civil society was 
doing Labour few favours since 'the majority prefer to lead a full 
family life and cultivate their gardens'. And 'a good thing too ... 
if we believe in socialism as a means of increasing personal 
freedom ... we do not necessarily want a busy, bustling society in 
which everyone is politically active ... herding us all into partici-
pating groups. The threat to privacy and freedom would be in-
tolerable.' Feminists, Marxists, and students were his targets, not 
political or civic participation per se. His point was that the private 
sphere of individual action (citing Bertrand Russell) ought 'not to 
be regarded as ethically inferior to that of social duty'. Moreover, 
it was idealistic to hope to supplant indirect participation through 
elected representatives with some Athenian ideal of mass decision-
making via local forums or mass meetings. It was unrealistic (here 
he sounded very much the weary government minister) 'in a 
society as large and complex as ours' and because the Left had 
both Conservatives and 'public attitudes to contend with'. 
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Nonetheless, voluntary pressure groups-the CA, Shelter, 
Child Poverty Action Group, Civic Trust, Campaign for the 
Protection of Rural England, and World Wildlife Fund were 
named-still impressed Crosland. They existed 'to exert pressure 
from the outside, rather than to participate from the inside' and 
as a 'countervailing power' on the state and business. He held that 
Nader's consumer activities in the USA were 'less trivial' than 
feminists attacking Miss World pageants. Some, like conservation 
groups, were elitist in aim or (here he might have mentioned the 
CA) middle class in composition. So without suggesting that such 
movements transcended class difference or negated a role for the 
state, or advocating indiscriminate support for them, Crosland 
argued 'on balance' that the Left should seek to 'extend and 
strengthen their activities'. He added the proviso that it 'must 
seek ways of involving the majority in what is so far largely a 
minority movement', for which he looked to the Association of 
Neighbourhood Councils (Y oung's latest initiative). 49 

Symptomatically neglected as it has been by historians, con-
sumerism was a prime topic and site for Crosland's politics-one 
from which he derived and applied broader formulations of public 
opinion and participation, and which shows the multifaceted 
interplay between public sphere politics and consumerism. As 
elsewhere in 7he Voice ef the Citizen Consumer, this shows that the 
boundaries as much as the content of 'the political' were not 
given, but contested. Most at Crosland's time disregarded con-
sumerism as being oflittle political weight and were uneasy about 
importing its methods into politics. His interest was hardly proto-
typical, but nor was this simply a story of a modernizer before his 
time. The mixing of politics with languages of choice and market 
research approaches was palpable from the 1950s. And not only 
in British political culture and social movements-Glickman 
argues that consumer culture was a dynamic resource in post-war 
US politics from civil rights and environmentalism to more official 
voices.50 Based on this case study it was more a process of migra-
tion than colonization of politics by consumerism. Crosland was, 
after all, relatively sceptical, tentative, and at times critical of a 
consumer model of politics. He was animated by Scandinavian 
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social democracy, American progressive thinkers, and applied 
social science, and close to others like Young and Abrams who 
consciously transgressed both the assumed boundaries between 
politics, consumerism, and market research and the customary 
form of politics in pressure groups. But he was also firmly con-
scious of their limitations and of less (even anti-)intellectual cul-
tures in Britain, Labour, and politics. 

And Crosland did not regard the citizen-consumer as a master 
category that superseded or provided a magic key to a popular 
politics. His example highlights overlaps between the two realms, 
notably in debates about both the achievement and the merits of 
popular participation. As Crosland was reluctant strictly to differ-
entiate wants and needs, historians should not see politics and 
consumerism as most obviously different-more as permeable, 
shifting, and periodically discrete. This is not a recipe for rela-
tivism, but to suggest there was no rigid hierarchy in their rela-
tionship. Crosland did not consistently privilege consumers over 
other political appeals-he recognized that the vast majority of 
citizens could be appealed to as consumers, but also that con-
sumption was not the entirety of popular, or political, identities. 
This is something that, much as political historians can be charged 
with not having given consumption due credit, historians of con-
sumption might also bear in mind. 




