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Cultures of Products and 

Political Cultures: 
Looking for Transfer Performances 

RAINER GRIES 

Eric Vv. Stoetzner, the son of a worker from Leipzig, had a grand 
idea. 1 Since 1943, this German in exile had been trying to gain the 
support of American politicians and advertising people for a large 
task in Germany after the war. In a speech to a distinguished audi-
ence, the advertising expert outlined his Grand Design for the time 
after Hitler's dictatorship. Only a year after the USA's entry into 
the war, Eric Stoetzner articulated the almost unthinkable: 'We 
must learn to live with the Germans who are left.'2 In his highly 
regarded speech, the expert in product communication reminded 
his listeners of the mistakes the USA had made after 1918. At that 
time, he said, aid organizations had generously sent food to starv-
ing Europe, and Germany in particular. While this had nourished 
the body, it had done nothing for the similarly starving soul. Thus 
the famished people after the First World War had been fed, he 
pointed out, but the USA had missed the chance to send the 'idea 
of democracy' along with the food. And this could not be allowed 
to happen again after the Second World War. 

I offer the proposition that every American advertiser might immedi-
ately start with his preparations for the coming battle of human minds 
in the interest of his future business. But I believe American advertising 

Translated by Angela Davies, GHIL. 
1 Erich W. Stoctzner, born in Leipzig in 19m, had completed an apprenticeship in the 

commercial aspects of publishing and then studied economics, finishing with a Ph.D. He 
was Advertising Director of the Frank.far/er ,?,eitung from 1931 to 1938, when he emigrated to 
the USA with his wife, a so-called 'half Jew' (Hallyiidin), and daughter. There he rose to 
become adviser to Arthur Hays Sulzberger, publisher of the New York Times. Until 1970 he 
was Director of the newspaper's international advertising business. He died in the USA in 
1990. 

2 Stoetzner, quoted from Horst Richter, Die Stoet;;.ner Story: Werbung, Menschen, Politik, 
(Munich, 1986), 168. 
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as a whole has a bigger mission. In order to explain this mission, I 
have to mention a suggestion concerning the rebuilding of a crumbled 
civilization. 3 

Thus the coming ideological battle between East and West offered 
advertising experts a unique chance not only to sell products, but 
far more, namely, to transmit and sell with the products ideas that 
would lead to a better and more moral life. The corning victory 
over the Nazi dictatorship, he suggested, would offer a chance to 
create a 'deep confidence' in all things American, whether prod-
ucts or ideals. 'The idea of German superiority will crack and fall, 
and in its place there will be a tremendous faith in everything 
American-be it ethics, religion, democracy, or manufactured 
products. '4 American advertising had the great task of making a 
crucial contribution within the context of the programme for the 
spiritual renewal of Europe, and especially Germany. It thus had 
an unprecedented historical mission to fulfil; for generations to 
come, advertising would face no greater challenge. Stoetzner, the 
Atlantic advertising man, declared, not without pathos: 'For the 
soil of a willing Europe will be ready for the American plough.'5 

The history of products and of politics impressively vindicated 
the German-American advertising policy man. It was not grand 
political gestures that initially laid the basis for a new transatlantic 
partnership, but the provision of goods and the enjoyment of 
them. US soldiers gave German children sweets, US tins kept 
German housewives happy, and US wheat satisfied the hunger 
for bread in a German society in which food was rationed. During 
the immediate post-war years, a popular slogan for a future full of 
hope went: America is democracy-democracy is consumption-
and consumption manifests itself in brands and products. 

In the Federal Republic of Germany, branded products initially 
created 'public confidence', according to German theoretician 
and practitioner of marketing Hans Domizlaff, 6 at first quite 

3 Ibid. 170. 4 Ibid. 171. 5 Ibid. 
6 In his Lehrbuch der Markentechnik Hans DomizlafT(1892-1971), whose books and writings 

were considered classics in Germany until well into the 1950s, defined twenty-two 
'Grundgesetze der natiirlichen Markenbildung' (principles of natural brand formation). 
Hans DomizlafT, Die Gewinnung des ifffentlichen Vertrauens: Ein Lehrbuch der Markentechnik (1st 
edn. 1939; most recent edn. Hamburg, 1992). On the life and work of Hans DomizlafT, see 
the biographical notes by Dirk Schindelbeck, 'Stilgedanken zur Macht. "Lerne wirken 
ohne zu handeln!": Hans DomizlafT, eines Wcrbeberaters Geschichte', in Rainer Gries, 
Volker Ilgen, and Dirk Schindelbeck, 'Ins Gehim der Masse kriechen!' Werbung und 
Mentalitiitsgeschichte (Darmstadt, 1995), 451 3. 
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selfishly for their own benefit. Beyond this, however, with increas-
ing confidence in the products and their positioning, trust in the 
state and society also grew. Awareness of products and brands as 
a fundamental building block for a new understanding of society 
and politics contributed more to mental 'reconstruction' in the 
Federal Republic than any prescribed re-education programme 
could. Did the young Federal Republic therefore succeed in re-
dedicating 'belief by taking the product path? Did the belief in 
quality products in fact take over from disappointment in the 
Fuhrer, Volk, and fatherland? Product communication did, indeed, 
make an invaluable contribution to mental rededication processes 
after the war. Commercial advertising offered re-education, pre-
scribed social ideals, and reliably pointed out the paths of con-
sumerism to be taken. 

This suggests that there were effective and lasting relations and 
points of contact between the world of products and the political 
world. How can these interrelations be conceptualized? Was polit-
ical and social content intentionally imported into commercial 
advertising, as Eric Stoetzner demanded as early as 1943? Were 
there-perhaps are there still--shady characters working in the 
background of the advertising industry who do more than just try 
to sell their products? Do they follow the fate of political ideas, or 
even actively push them? Or is this an unintentional act? How 
can we model the transfer of ideas and feelings from the sphere of 
products to the political sphere? 

In this essay we will first investigate products and brands as 
platforms of social exchange. Products, especially branded ones, 
developed into media in the course of the twentieth century. 7 In 
a second step, we will consider three conjunctions between the 
culture of product communication and political culture. 

I. Products as Media 

People communicate about products. Since the nineteenth 
century, branded products in particular have developed into 
media of social exchange, and thus also into media of the social 

7 For this see, in detail, Rainer Gries, Produkte als Medien: Kulturgeschichte der Produkt-
kommunikation in der Bundesrepuhlik und der DDR (Leipzig, 2003); id., Produktkommunikation: 
Geschichte und Theorie (Vienna, 2008). 
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memory.8 Under the term 'product communication' we here 
subsume all acts of communication via products which are trans-
mitted by means of brands and products. Such interactions are 
not to be confused, let alone equated, with commercial advertis-
ing. Advertising represents merely a visible part of the exchange 
by means of products, and one which attracts a great deal of 
media attention. Advertising constructs social reality by attempt-
ing to idealize the product being advertised, or the brand. The 
goal of advertising is to offer positive images in order to create the 
disposition to buy a particular product. 9 Advertising offers mes-
sages which producers assume, or hope, will encourage sales of 
their products. 

The paradigm of 'product communication' can open up an 
extended communication space. Meanings brought in by other 
actors, in particular, potential buyers, users, and consumers, 
attach themselves to the messages of advertising. But this is not 
enough. A model oriented by product communication also incor-
porates the communicative achievements of other groups of 
actors, and places them in relation to each other. Manufacturers 
of goods, buyers, and professional third parties such as market 
researchers and journalists all communicate about products. 
Above all, however, the potential and real customers, the satisfied 
or disappointed contemporaries of the product, count as actors in 
product communication. Their opinions and practices in using 
the products become effective in two ways: first, when they them-
selves actively communicate about the product, with friends, 
acquaintances, or the producer such as, for example, when they 
contact customer services or complain about the product; and sec-
ondly, when market researchers and opinion pollsters ask them 
about their interests in products, then bundle and configure the 
replies, concentrating them into ideal-typical model consumers. 
Ultimately they give those who commission their work, the pro-
ducers of products, messages about the significances and horizons 
of meaning which consumers attach to their products and brands. 

8 On the theory and history of branded products from a social science perspective see 
Kai-Uwe Hellmann, '"Da weiB man, was man hat." Soziologie der Marke: Ausgewahlte 
Anregungen', So;dologische Revue, 23/ 4 (2000), 457-68; id., Soziologie der Marke (Frankfurt am 
Main, 2003); id. and Rudiger Pichler (eds.), Ausweitung der Marken;:.oue: lnterdis:;.ipliniire <:,ugiinge 
:;.ur Ei:farschung des Markenwesens (Wiesbaden, 2005). 

9 Cf. Stefan Schwarzkopf and Rainer Gries (eds.), Ernest Dichter and Motivation Research: 
New Perspectives on the Making ef Post-War Consumer Culture (Basingstoke, 2010). 
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The processes in this form of social exchange can be represented 
in the form of a three-dimensional model. At the centre of the 
product-communicative event is the product itself, which can be 
represented as a multilayered sphere. All imaginable groups of 
partners are grouped around it, like satellites; they all have different 
intentions and their real number is incalculable. In a model of this 
sort, communications do not remain one-dimensional, but become 
reflexively imaginable, whereby reflexive information does not nec-
essarily have to flow back on the same axis. A three-dimensional 
model of product communication allows many paths, even detours, 
for reflux. The numerous communicative procedures are carried 
by the power of attraction and concentration exerted by the 
product in the middle. Around this core, almost physically sup-
ported by it, the product ascriptions layer themselves in the form of 
signs. First comes a thin ring of permanent and unspectacular 
denotative components. This is followed by a broad connotative 
aura, which is the object and result of the process of exchange 
between actors and groups of actors. Here the individual ascrip-
tions are concentrated into coherent product and brand images. 
Complex product images crystallize out of ascriptive particles. 

The image of a product is thus by no means limited to the pic-
torial offerings disseminated by advertising. Numerous groups of 
actors were and are involved in building up and modifying such 
images-day by day, year by year. Ascriptions that have become 
compromised as internal or commemorative images have devel-
oped over a long time out of advertising messages on the one 
hand, and attributions of significance by consumers on the other. 
Product images of this sort therefore consist of complexes of mes-
sages and significations about which the various actors in the 
product communication have, over long periods of time, come to 
an agreement. 

Within the framework of this concept, brands represent striking 
images characterized by their universal appeal and widespread 
presence. These product profiles are territorially and temporally 
ubiquitous in relation both to the product's performance in the 
market and to the genesis of the product image. Such images are, 
above all, the result of a joint effort between the named groups of 
actors in product communication on the one hand (manufactur-
ers, advertising agencies, retailers, users, and market researchers 
and opinion pollsters), and the consumers on the other. 
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If we are looking for the language and the voices of users; if, 
under the auspices of product communication, we are examining 
the creation of communes and communities; and if we want to study 
the product media in the collective and social memory of a society, 
then two points seem to me to be of particular relevance. First, the 
buyers and users are involved in the production of the brand profile. 
The simple decision to buy a product represents a 'yes' to the image 
of this product. So accepted images of products point to lasting 
processes of appropriation by the groups of actors named. Thus for 
historical research, product images represent sources which permit 
certain conclusions to be drawn about producers and marketing and 
advertising experts, but especially about the potential buyers and 
consumers of products. Secondly, brands have a history. Brand 
profiles display a surprising constancy over long periods of time. 
Brand images are passed down from generation to generation; they 
can therefore prove to be very long-lived. To be precise, they rep-
resent a joint effort by many people over decades, sometimes even 
centuries. Brand profiles are the result of continuing and enduring 
processes of understanding and negotiation. 

Products represent formats of consumption and of social com-
munication at the same time. Branded products fulfil all the cul-
tural and social criteria that are attributed to the media: 
• Media are deployed in order to connect different systems with each 

other. That is, media link people as well as social systems. 
• The term 'connect' is here used not to designate just any sort of con-

nection, but signifies that media offers are used in order to generate 
meanmg. 

• This meaning-generation is not arbitrary, but is oriented by the rules 
governing the use of specific media and media offers, which most 
people have learned and internalized in the course of their media 
socialization. 10 

To assume that products function as media in modern societies 
suggests that they can be modelled as real, lived, or imagined 
'platforms of social praxis', as 'a nexus of signs and significations', 
which 
are in a position to absorb meanings and make them retrievable again. 
In this view, media are frames of reference for the general assumption 
that themes are important, valid, and relevant. They therefore maximize 

10 Siegfried]. Schmidt, quoted from Guido Zurstiege, Werbeforschung (Constance, 2007), 
12. 
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possible individual interpretations into a range of collective interpreta-
tions, not infrequently directly connected with minimizing a differenti-
ated understanding of the content itself. 11 

In the course of the twentieth century, branded products evolved 
into 'new' media of a communication culture understood in this 
way: since the middle of the last century, whole societies, groups, 
and generations have communicated via product communication. 
Reflexivity, it is true, is not usually produced by the mass media, 
but by other forms of social exchange, such as interpersonal com-
munication, for example. In this way, an 'active public' is able to 
become an actor in feedback regulatory circuits that can run for 
years or even centuries. 

Moreover, products as media can also produce communities. 
They, too, can include and exclude; they segregate, segment, and 
fragment at the same time. The collective and repeated selection 
of brands and products; the collective and repeated choice of one 
product meaning or another; and the collective and mutual per-
ception and communication of these common consumer choices 
all lead, in modem societies, to the creation of communities, even 
to processes of collectivization. 

Products as media can develop conjunctive spaces of expecta-
tion and experience as defined by the sociologist Karl Mannheim. 
Media in this sense can offer a range of meanings and significa-
tions to in-groups, encourage expectations of identification, and 
convey a longing for distinctions and emotions. Collectives can 
'find themselves' by their potential 'members' 'agreeing' on gen-
erally valid narratives, images of self and other, and symbols over 
a long time. Goods and products thus become media and markers 
which bind groups, generations, and societies. 12 Branded products 
are capable of producing couplings of this sort that are both com-
municative and social. Product communications invite people to 
compare their memories, and thus generate feelings of belonging 
to an in-group. 

If certain products have become platforms of social exchange 
and the core around which social understanding crystallizes, the 

11 Thomas A. Bauer, 'Geschichte verstehen: Eine kommunikationstheoretische 
Intervention', Medien und Zeit, 21/i (2006), 26-39, at 35. 

12 Rainer Gries, 'Waren und Produkte als Generationenmarker: Die Generationen der 
DDR im Spiegel ihrer Konsumhorizonte', in Thomas Ahbe, Rainer Gries, and Annegret 
Schille (eds.), Die DDR aus generationengeschichtlicher Perspektive: Eine Inventur (Leipzig, 2006), 
271-300. 
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question arises as to how brands and products work as media of 
political culture. This question can be answered from three per-
spectives. 

• First, products can convey political meanings explicitly and by 
means of their symbolism; actors of product communication 
then intentionally load products with political meaning. 

• Secondly, they implicitly convey political meanings to the extent 
that product narratives support political narratives. In this case, 
the contents of product communication are transferred to 
arenas of political culture where they assume a confirmatory 
and authenticating function. 

• Thirdly, they contribute to the political culture of a society as 
media of social memory. Via products, groups, generations, and 
whole societies check up on their 'common' past. In this way, 
brand communications can cater to the fundamental need of 
modem societies for 'trust' and 'security'. 

In the following, the specific modes of these three relationships 
will be discussed more closely. 

II. Products as Media ef Political Communication 

Products can serve as media of political communication. Above 
all in the first half of the last century, during what Charles de 
Gaulle and Raymond Aron called the Thirty Years War of the 
twentieth century, that is, from 1914 to 1945, product and political 
cultures occasionally merged. 

A product can become a political matter. Who would want to 
cast doubt on the fact that the quantity and quality of basic food-
stuffs, the price of bread, for example, have frequently been the 
cause of discontent in history, triggering social unrest and even 
political revolutions. Of course, going beyond this, products are 
also political entities from the point of view of the national 
economy. These paradigms are assumed here, and also disre-
garded, because the intention is to demonstrate that narrativity, 
that is, the aesthetic of goods and communication of and about 
products, also has political dimensions. 

Product and brand communications that openly took a polit-
ical position were the exception during the second half of the 
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twentieth century. This has not always been so. Countless exam-
ples of product advertising quite openly serving political ends can 
be cited from the beginning of the twentieth century. During the 
two world wars and the European dictatorships from the 1920s to 
the 1940s, political propaganda and product advertising quite nat-
urally seemed to converge. Products became media of propa-
ganda, and were accepted as such by the general public. Political 
propaganda and commercial advertising observed and fertilized 
each other. During the First World War, for example, the soldier 
at the front became a testimonial for advertising, while Adolf 
Hitler was marketed like a branded product. 13 

Media Scheme ef Branded Products 

But this was not the end of it, of course. Expectations of a suc-
cessful product message have clearly changed. These days, explic-
itly political statements presented via product media have little 
chance of acceptance, except in the case of explicitly political 
products. During the last century in all European societies, the 
content of these product media developed, pushing the function 
that marked them as explicitly political or politicizing into the 
background. Branded products developed a concise and clearly 
visible media scheme. 14 The medialization of product communi-
cation during the twentieth century brought a particular special-
ization along with it. From the second half of the 1950s, branded 
products assumed a position in the spectrum of all the media in 
modem societies, as well as the classic media and what was known 
as the new media, which demanded that they make a definable 
cultural contribution. The product media integrated themselves 
into the total media system, and followed their tendency towards 
differentiation and specialization. Within the orchestra of the 
modem media, product media were assigned certain communica-
tive tasks. They were and still are expected to stress particular 

13 Sabine Behrenbcck, "'Der Fuhrer": Die Einfi.ihrung eines politischen Marken-
artikcls', in Gerald Diesener and Rainer Gries (eds.), Propaganda in Deutsch/and (Darmstadt, 
1996), 511 8; most recently Rainer Gries (ed.), Propaganda im Zeitalter der Weltkriege, Medien 
und Zeit: Kommunikation in Vergangenheit und Gegenwart (Vienna, 2007). 

I •f On the characteristics of media schemes see Siegfried J. Schmidt and Siegfried 
Weischenberg, 'Mediengattungen, Berichterstattungsmuster, Darstellungsformen', in Klaus 
Merten, Siegfried]. Schmidt, and Siegfried Weischenberg (eds.), Die Wirk/ichkeit der Medien: 
Eine Eitif/ihrung in die Kommunikationswissenschef/ (Opladen, 1994), 212-36, at 219. 
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substantive topics and follow certain narrative patterns. This 
includes the requirement that products and the communications 
associated with them should not, as a rule, convey overtly political 
or socio-political messages. Since then, their audience of actors 
has expected them to have emotionalizing contents, and to 
contain images of joie de vivre and particular lifestyles-and their 
overt message to be unpolitical. It remains to be investigated to 
what extent the actors of market research and opinion polling 
were involved in this substantive development of the product 
media. In any case, the medialization of products resulted in the 
substantive specialization of this genre of media, and thus, in the 
long term, if we look back over the nineteenth and the twentieth 
centuries, in a depoliticization of product narratives and product 
images. 15 

Nonetheless, there are brands and products for which, to the 
present day, a close political connection is conceded. An especially 
close link still seems to exist between brand and nation for makes 
of cars and especially airlines. The spectacular crash of an Air 
France Concorde in 2000, and the collapse of Swissair in 2001 
resulted in serious crises of national identity in France and 
Switzerland. Thus brands can still serve to draw national and cul-
tural borders. Yet even in connection with such unequivocally 
'national' products, which therefore have political connotations, 
significant developments have taken place since the middle of the 
twentieth century. 

The mainstream of historical development, it must be said, has 
taken a different direction. With reference to the spread across 
Europe of a Swedish furniture store and the ubiquity of pizzerias 
and Turkish kebab shops, the German social historian Hartmut 
Kaelble writes: 

This placement of national products on the European market represents 
a complete turnaround in the meaning of the national in consumption. 
In the first half of the twentieth century, a national style of consumption 
was used mainly for delimitation against foreigners and to bolster self-
confidence in one's own identity, but during the second half of the 
century, the national style of consumption was transformed into a strat-
egy for selling to other Europeans. Consumption lost its role as a method 
of delimitation against the Other, and gained instead the new attraction 

15 On this see, in detail, Rainer Gries, Produkte und Politik: ,?,ur Kultur- und Politikgeschichte 
der Produktkommunikation (Vienna, 2006). 
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of providing access to the Other, even if this was often just a construction 
of advertising and marketing and did not include any real experience of 
the Other. At the same time, European consumption was thereby 
homogenized, as these national products were sold all over Europe. 16 

This fundamental development towards products making an 
unpolitical statement does not mean that product communications 
that look superficially unpolitical should be assessed as unpolitical. 
In fact, brand communications whose statement is unpolitical 
have a highly political impact and functions. 

The problem of openly politicizing or 'nationalizing' products 
will not concern us further in this essay, as the political dimensions 
of these product messages are obvious. 1 7 Rather, we will tum to 
product narratives and images which make their indispensable 
contribution to the political culture of modem societies in a subtle 
way.18 

III. Products as Embodiments ef Social and Political Paradigms 

Products convey and embody the leading social and political par-
adigms in post-war societies. In what Eric Hobsbawm has called 
the 'century of extremes' they became, for example, markers of 
'the middle' and embodied valid social norms and political forms. 

Advertising for cheese from the Netherlands, Switzerland, and 
France (see Plate 12.1), for wine from Italy, and for flights to the 
USA all crossed borders. 'Modernity' and 'internationalism' were 
the two big paradigms of commercial advertising in the 1960s. For 
the majority of consumers, this represented a Europeanization of 
their buying horizons and product budgets. The 'aroma of the big 
wide world' which Peter Stuyvesant cigarettes promised the West 
Germans in the 196os was a first step towards the everyday cultural 
appropriation of product media and branded goods from other 
countries. 'Modernity' and 'internationalism', however, were by 
no means the dominant narrative only of commercial product 

16 Hartmut Kaelble, So;:,ialgeschichte Europas: 1945 bis ;:,ur Gegenwart (Munich, 2007), 110. 
17 The appropriation and acceptance of product communications which argue in an 

openly political way is a gap that needs to be filled in research on the history of commu-
nications and cultural history. 

18 See Rainer Gries, 'Produktimages und Gesellschaftsgeschichte im 20.Jahrhundert', 
in Daniela Miinkel and Lu Seegers (eds.), Medien und lmagepolitik im 20. Jahrhundert: 
Deutsch/and, Europa, USA (Frankfurt am Main, 2008), 117-39. 
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communication in the 1960s. Rather, they also reflected a new 
political culture in Germany. The two paradigms point to the con-
sensus liberalism cultivated in the USA since the early 1950s. At 
the centre of this ideological structure was the notion of individuals 
who acted rationally and regarded progress with optimism, and 
were endowed with the rights of personal freedom and private 
property. 'Added to this were the philosophy of pragmatism and 
liberal internationalism, directed towards the worldwide dissemina-
tion of their own economic, political, and social systems.' 19 All 
these product narratives advertised not only arbitrary products, 
but also, in a subtle and sublimated way, a new fundamental polit-
ical idea and highly relevant ideology. During the rg6os, a large 
number of products used variations on these two subjects, like the 
airliner incessantly taking off in the Peter Stuyvesant advertise-
ments. Liberal internationalism, the core element of the consensus 
liberalism exported by the USA, was inscribed in the European 
emotional budget and canon of values by means of dense product 
descriptions. The brand and product horizons of the West 
Germans, among others, were noticeably Europeanized and glo-
balized. At the same time, products became media and, in their 
way and using their own means, such as narrative and images, 
embodied contemporary political understandings of international-
ism and liberalism. 20 And at the same moment, market research 
began systematically to observe unorganized consumers. 

Products are sensuous, products evoke emotions, products can 
be bought, and they can be consumed. Products can be owned, 
and often they can be literally consumed. Products concentrate 
narratives into comprehensible images and symbols. Thus products 
can support political narratives in a simple, insistent, and lasting 
way; they turn abstract political ideas into something that everyone 
can experience and understand. Products can translate a political 
vision into everyday language that the masses can understand 
quickly and clearly. Products can offer master narratives of the 
everyday that point to master narratives of the political. In the 
ideal case, they can concentrate political promises into product 
promises. Thus in modern societies, products and their narratives, 

19 Anselm Doering-Manteuffel, Wie westlich sind die Deutschen? Amerikanisierung und 
Westemisiernng im 20. Jahrhundert (Gtittingen, 1999), 75. 

20 On this see Ulrich Herbert, 'Liberalisierung als Lernprozef3: Die Bundesrepublik in 
der deutschen Geschichte-eine Skizze', in id. (ed.), Wandlungsprozesse in Westdeutschland: 
Belastung--Integration--Liberalisiernng 194:r1980 (Gottingen, 2002), 7-49. 
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which the masses had helped to shape and carry over the decades, 
became indispensable media of political culture. 

Here a comparative look at the narrativity of goods under social-
ism seems appropriate. The density of ascriptions attached to goods, 
and the trenchancy of the narratives that were connected with them 
in 'actually existing socialism', was clearly less than in the West. 
This applied not only to each individual product, but to the world 
of goods as a whole. In general, the images, symbols, and narratives 
conveyed by goods were far less attractive in socialist than in 
Western societies. Moreover, the moral or essence of all the narra-
tives of goods in the East was mostly negative. The stories that were 
communicated about the products of socialism were not sparkling 
fairy tales; mostly they ended in the nothingness of the goods being 
unavailable. In relation to the cosmos of goods, this was a disap-
pointingly sad and socio-politically demoralizing emotion in the 
socialist world of goods. To claim that the implosion of the socialist 
social system can be attributed to this would be to push the argu-
ment too far. But it is true to say that the weak and unfocused nar-
rative density of the socialist world of goods made a considerable 
contribution to the implosion of the socialist societies. This was 
graphically illustrated when, after the fall of the Berlin Wall, mil-
lions of East Germans made pilgrimages to the shelves of the West, 
where they completely immersed themselves in the aura of Western 
product worlds. Not much later, they demanded German unity on 
the streets of the East. In the dual year of peaceful revolutions 
1989-90, the East Germans chose the political constitution of the 
West, and in the same breath opted for its product constitution. 

Narratives and Propagemes 
At this point in our deliberations, we should think about particular 
phenomena and formats which may off er a bridge between 
product communication and political communication. They have 
so far been the object of little or no scholarly interest. Product 
narratives can support political narratives both synchronically and 
diachronically. For historical research on communication, it is 
striking that in the history of product as well as political commu-
nication, certain profiles and essential factors are repeated, and 
that particular substantive configurations recur over long periods 
of time in similar or comparable shapes and forms. 
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We may assume that such patterns were successful, and that 
they had an impact on their target groups. Such recurrent pat-
terns allow us to draw the conclusion that the statements made 
by these schemes fulfilled their recipients' needs. This is not sur-
prising. We can assume that over time, the deep structures of 
these schemes became carriers of meaning for the audience of 
actors. After all, in the long term, neither commercial advertising 
nor political communication can manage without exploring the 
modes by which receivers appropriate things and allowing knowl-
edge about these processes to modify the construction of any 
further messages. Since the 1960s, the actors of product messages 
as well as those of political messages have looked to market 
researchers and opinion pollsters for help in researching the 
citizen and the consumer. Market researchers and opinion poll-
sters thus have a key role, as they receive commissions from both 
politics and business. In the long term, therefore, the masses can 
indirectly help to shape the messages that are directed at them. 
Such narratives no longer simply represent 'messages', but reveal 
themselves to be a mixture of messages and meanings. If it were 
possible to extract such complexes of message-and-meaning from 
the variety of public discourses within particular timeframes, these 
would be the elements of public communication on which actors 
in different genres could gradually 'agree'. We could assume that 
they represent a consensus, or partial consensus, among a group, 
generation, or even a whole society. Moreover, as they are repre-
sented in the spheres of product communication and political 
communication, we may assume that these patterns of communi-
cation represent a tertium comparationis of these two spheres of dis-
course, that is, transfer networks. 

By analogy with the way in which the discipline of semiotics 
creates words, these narrative structures, these lasting configura-
tions that create meaning and are found in both product commu-
nication and political communication, will be called 'propagemes'. 
Propagemes are thus semantic markers and narratives of limited 
complexity that have been repeatedly transmitted to a broad target 
group over a long period of time with the aid of the mass media. 
Their elementary semantic structure means that, as a rule, they 
can be catchily represented in images and successfully communi-
cated. Propagemes thus have a high chance of being appropriated 
and accepted by the masses. They are the result of diachronic 
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transfer processes which communicators in different genres are 
involved in at different times.21 They represent message-meaning 
complexes of publicly persuasive communication which have been 
clarified over a long time. Communication processes of this sort, 
which mutate into cultural 'processes of agreement', require a 
longer time. This applies more to complexes of political messages 
than to the messages of commercial advertising. 

These reflections also apply to successful products which have 
been on the market for a long time. They communicate clear and 
limited narratives for decades, sometimes even for centuries. 
Long-term analyses of such product propagemes have shown, for 
example, that in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, cham-
pagne brands transported and offered the semantics of 'participa-
tion' and 'taking part'. Other product media have adopted other 
fundamental social and political meanings. For almost a century, 
a universal creme such as Nivea, with the connivance of its users, 
has represented the middle and the norm, thus offering narratives 
of being in 'the middle'. 

The British social historian Eric Hobsbawm has described the 
short twentieth century, that is, from 1914 to 1991, as the 'age of 
extremes'. In order to be able to compensate for all the wars and 
catastrophes, the fears and anxieties of the modern age, groups, 
generations, and societies need reliable guideposts. Implicit 
product narratives of 'the middle' provide a well-tried answer to 
the extreme challenges. The middle ground is claimed not only 
by various political parties, but also by products. The tendency of 
the political and cultural landscape of modern societies to gravi-
tate towards the middle means that the statistical mean has 
become normative. The revaluation upwards of the notion of 'the 
middle' in the second half of the twentieth century has become a 
necessary orientation for the political marketing of political parties 
of all colours, and for the product marketing of leading products. 
In their campaigns, political parties have to put across that they 
are and represent 'the middle' in terms of their own political con-
cepts. Regardless of whether we are dealing with conservative, 
Christian social, social democratic, or liberal parties-all claim to 
represent 'the middle'. 

21 See Rainer Gries, 'Zur Asthetik und Architektur von Propagemen: Oberlegungen 
zu einer Propagandageschichte als Kulturgeschichte', in Rainer Gries and Wolfgang 
Schmale (eds.), Kultur der Propaganda (Bochum, 2005), 9-34. 
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This trend towards 'the middle' is a late reaction to the crises 
and catastrophes of the first half of the twentieth century, and a 
reaction to the increasing complexity of the world (including the 
world of consumption) in its second half. The significance of this 
switch towards 'the middle' becomes especially clear when we 
remember the bad reputation that 'the middle' and 'the political 
middle' had during the first half of the twentieth century. 

The propageme of 'the political middle' and its acceptance in 
the sphere of products and of politics goes back to the fundamen-
tal dilemma of identity creation in the late modern period: that 
of planning and decision-making in a world of increasing contin-
gencies and complexities. For the majority of people in late 
modern society, it is uncertain what projects and plans can be 
realized and what will be possible in the next year, what demands 
and standards they will be confronted with and whether they will 
be able to satisfy them. If it is totally unclear what the conse-
quences of individual positionings and decisions will be, then it 
seems important, and safer, not to be on the extremes but 'in the 
middle'. 

Nivea, the universal creme from Germany, for example, and 
Coca-Cola, the universal drink from the USA, have for decades 
claimed this middle ground with great success. They point to the 
right paths; they demonstrate the correct behaviour; they convey 
well-founded hope in times of trouble and of well-being. These 
are just tvw prominent examples of the propageme of the middle 
in product culture. 

Nivea: Reliable Signpost ef the Middle and the Norm 

Nivea creme was reborn in the mid 1920s, after its first launch in 
rgrr had met with little commercial success. The relaunch was 
successful, and just a few years later, by the early 1930s, it had 
become a German product institution. During the second half of 
the 1920s, Nivea creme in its characteristic blue-and-white con-
tainers, now advertised as a universal creme, had become arche-
typical of a whole product type. 

During the Second World War, in the early 194-os, Nivea was 
already using a trick that met the communication needs of its pro-
ducers in uncertain times. They quoted the opinions of fictitious 
consumers in order to advertise Nivea creme. Thus their print 
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advertising in the wartime summer of 1941 consisted of invented 
letters and postcards which holiday-makers could, of course, easily 
have sent home during wartime. 'Dear mother!', 'Dear parents!', 
'Dear colleagues!', we read in these advertisements. 'Looking at 
this picture, can you imagine how much I am enjoying the moun-
tain air and the sun?' In their greetings from holidays which, 
despite the war, are safe and sunny, blonde women and equally 
blonde children write about their unclouded days at the beach. 
By using the letter form, those who were advertising Nivea wanted 
to keep two possibilities open: Nivea was to go on promising safety 
and reliability, as it had done since the mid 1920s; but they also 
wanted to be able to react flexibly to undesirable or unexpected 
product information. Unpredictable allocations of raw materials 
could make any plans come to naught. At a time of war, there-
fore, users of the product sometimes had to be told unpleasant 
news. Consumers would hear about the problems of wartime pro-
duction, the advertisers reasoned, not from the producer, but from 
the mouths of fictitious users of the product. Elly Reuss-Knapp, 
wife ofTheodor Reuss, later President of the Federal Republic of 
Germany, was the originator of the concept of using letters and 
postcards, and of the texts that had allegedly been sent home. 
Thus even unpleasant product news could be expressed as a confi-
dential communication from user to user. 

In 1949, Nivea creme was back on the German market and, as 
a universal creme, soon became indispensable to both society and 
individuals for marking the 'norm' and the 'middle'. In the 1950s 
and 1960s the advertising trick of using customers' voices was 
revived and developed, this time drawing on authentic letters and 
postcards. This communication strategy was based on innumer-
able letters from users who had written to the producer in 
Hamburg since the end of the 1940s with their experiences of the 
product (see Plate 12.2). 

One of the first illustrated advertisements, dating from 1949, 
showed a woman sitting contentedly at her dressing table. This, 
the caption explained, was 'the evening hour that belongs to her 
alone'. It was 'a time, before going to bed, for massaging the skin 
with Nivea Creme. Busy hands that dry out in water need Nivea 
Creme, containing eucerit, at night time.' The expectations of the 
norm that Nivea had already conveyed in the 1930s and was 
revived at the end of the 1940s become even clearer when we read 



260 RAINER GRIES 

the customers' letters which immediately greeted Nivea's rebirth 
with joy. 22 In 1949 Ina K. from Hamburg wrote: 

Since it has been granted to us to be able to get your products again, 
I have resolved to thank you in this way for the fact that we can use 
these products again, night and morning ... with renewed joy. After 
the troubled years of shortages it is impossible to describe how much 
we appreciate your good things, and in this way I want to thank you 
for giving us so much joy every day by producing such beautiful things 
... agam. 

A reading of the letters from women customers shows that Nivea 
creme gave them the chance to stop for a while, night and 
morning, and just think about themselves. Nivea framed the day, 
offering a rough structure which made the middle-class woman's 
everyday life easier to manage. Nivea marked the peaceful begin-
ning and the end of her day's work. It was the time of day that was 
reserved for her. While she was at her dressing table, husband and 
children remained outside. Nivea also stood for regular small 
'pleasures', for 'treats'. The creme thus represented a consciously 
experienced and deliberately staged moment of relaxation in the 
flow of everyday life. The end of the period without Nivea creme 
thus became the end of a period when the day was, to a certain 
extent, unregulated and lacked time for a ritual that conferred 
comfort and a feeling of security. The rebirth of Nivea, as numer-
ous letters from female customers show, was associated with the 
recovery of a sublimated form of sensuality. 

Nivea was not only the subject of everyday rituals. For countless 
customers, experiences with the creme provided structural ele-
ments for the narratives of their lives. Nivea helped to impose a 
ritual and order on daily chores, and sometimes even on one's 
whole life. In 1955 Karl B. from Rendsburg penned a declaration 
of love to the creme: 

Dear Nivea Creme! I have to have you again soon, because you have 
become simply indispensable to me. I have been tied to you for thirty 
years, thirty long years, in which you have never disappointed me. It has 
been a happy marriage to you, and shall remain so. Almost without 

22 The passages quoted below are taken from original letters written by customers and 
users to the company Beiersdorf AG, Hamburg, the producer ofNivea creme. They are 
archived in Beiersdorf, Zentrale Untemehmens-Dokumentation (hereafter ZUD), Werbe-
mittelarchiv, Nivea Deutschland:Jahrgangsordner 1945-49; 195off. 
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interruption for thirty years you have looked after me; you have 
managed to cut out any competition. 23 

In the stories of the 1950s, experiences with Nivea provide basic 
values from which one could spin out certain strands of one's life. 
In these product communications Nivea appears from the perspec-
tive of the customer as a remedy in all of life's situations. Whatever 
is wrong, Nivea will fix it. It is a cure for all ills. The stories that 
were sent to the producers of the creme were, on the whole, totally 
unspectacular. Hamburg did not receive reports of exciting stories 
and dangerous moments; repeatedly, we see attempts to express 
in words a satisfaction with the everyday, with what can be taken 
for granted. This included a number of narrative elements. While 
the daily routine of using the creme could not be described with 
enthusiasm, the result could, namely, a 'beautiful skin' that could 
be put on show. There were also descriptions of long periods of 
time when the product had acted as a personal companion. Their 
common past not only legitimized the writer as an expert, but also 
proved the correctness of one of the basic product statements since 
the 1930s: Nivea is the norm. The letters of thanks from the 1950s, 
that is, product communications from below, allow us to recognize 
a fundamental consolidation in the perception of everyday life. For 
many, the relaunch of Nivea in 1949 represented an agreeable 
rebirth of the unchanging, a return to an everyday norm and nor-
mality that Nivea had represented for more than fifteen years. The 
letters reveal the gratitude people felt for having regained rituals 
and conventions, norms and normality, with the use of Nivea. 
This gratitude was projected onto the embodiment of these norms: 
Nivea creme. 

Advertising for this product faced a similar problem. How could 
the everyday and the unspectacular, the norm, be communicated 
convincingly and believably with the means available to advertis-
ing? In the early 1950s, a highly successful strategy was developed. 
Beiersdorf's advertising department decided to present Nivea being 
used in model situations designed to be imitated. But this was not 
all, for exemplary conversations or stories were also presented, 
in which Nivea regularly formed the subject of the consumers' 
conversations. The company management and its advertising 
department hoped that their customers would actively support this 

23 Beiersdorf, ZUD, Werbernittelarchiv, Nivea Deutschland:Jahrgangsordner 1955. 
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product by word of mouth in social settings: 'We are talking about 
Nivea!' Thus, drawing on the wealth of experiences and stories 
provided by the users of Nivea, they tried to create collective pat-
terns of perception and of action out of individual experiences with 
the creme. This communications philosophy was pursued with 
great success from the early 1950s to the end of the 1960s, but soon 
it was crucially modified again. The advertisers now went so far as 
to fall back on the fund of product news written by users. From 
now on, extracts from genuine customers' letters were printed 
with pictures attached. Consumers had expressed their needs in 
letters-and the advertising for this skin creme now provided a 
public arena in the media for these consumers' voices. 

'How good that there is Nivea.' The advertising for Nivea thus 
fed back to the users of the product precisely those experiences 
which they could assume, justifiably, would reflect the expectations 
of other groups of customers. Thus supposedly passive customers 
became active co-authors of a socially valid script for this product 
medium. This concept-giving potential and actual customers the 
normalized contents of conversations with similarly normalized 
statements about the product, its use, and its social context by 
means of advertising and, to a certain extent, reflecting them 
back-worked until the end of the 1960s. It allowed the company 
to retain older generations of customers, but not to attract new and 
younger circles. In the 1970s, a competitor appeared on the scene, 
Creme 21. It initially achieved considerable marketing success, and 
forced the producers of Nivea to change their marketing and 
communications strategy. 

The example of Nivea shows how stories associated with this 
creme can call up and authenticate feelings of certainty, perma-
nence, and security at different levels. For many, Nivea answers 
questions concerning the norm and the middle at a time which is 
metaphorically out of joint. Nivea helps to develop an awareness 
of space and time in peacetime. It can structure the day and 
define how the present and the future are to be approached. 
Nivea helps and heals the wounds of the past. 
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Propagemes as Mediators 
The example of product propagemes such as 'middle' and 'norm' 
shows that, unlike their political counterparts, 24 they are by no 
means only discursive constructs. Rather, they are linked to exter-
nal and internal (memory) images and social practices, which are 
also passed on from generation to generation. A product is used, 
and various elaborations of advertising propagemes can be experi-
enced and sensed by the majority of people. This gives them a 
profundity and permanence of impact which is demonstrated by 
the investigations of market research, and especially by the studies 
of motivation research. 

Propagemes are representations of fundamental period-specific, 
group-specific, generation-specific, and culture-specific needs. 
There is a gap between the propageme of the 'middle' and the 
need to be the norm, in the middle. As a rule, propagemes are not 
what they express. They are collectively shared formulations; 
attempts to express central emotional, cognitive, and mental needs 
in a concentrated way. They therefore function in many respects 
as formats of transmission. Their historical analysis points indi-
rectly to the basic structures of latent or virulent mental disposi-
tions in society. Propagemes which express them and 'hard' 
advertising means and goals should not be equated with actual dis-
positions to act. The distance between felt and expressed needs is 
another noteworthy difference. The image of a process of coming 
together which has been used several times in this essay, a gradual 
semantic convergence under the auspices of a marker of this sort, 
is to be understood as an ideal-typical model. In fact, there will 
always be many discrepancies in the attribution of individual 
semantic particles. The profile of a propageme can never be exact 
in all dimensions, although this is naturally the aim of its transmit-
ters. These markers offer a space for consensus precisely because 
of their lack of structural semantic definition. Fuzzinesses such as 
those in the horizon of attribution of propagemes and differences 
in the development of the narrative are constitutive components 
of acts of communication. 25 These semantic multivalences and 

24 On the interdependences of the 'middle' propageme see Thomas Ahbe, 'Der Orang 
zur Mitte: Die Wirkung des "Mitte"-Propagems bei personaler ldentitatsbildung und 
Politik-Propaganda in der Gegenwartsgesellschaft', in Rainer Gries and Wolfgang Schmale 
(eds.), Ku/t1,r der Propaganda (Bochum, 2005), 251-66. 

25 Thomas A. Bauer sees in this relation of unclarity a 'contract to deceive' among com-
municators; on this see in detail Thomas A. Bauer, 'Culture of Diversity: A Theoretical 
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opennesses can benefit a group of actors; in principle, however, 
they can serve all those involved in communicating such unclari-
ties. Both the shapers of messages (political actors) and the shapers 
of meanings (groups, generations of society) interpret markers of 
the 'norm' and the 'middle' in their own way, leaving room for 
manoeuvre. 

Propagemes are mediators between product culture and political 
culture. This undefined relation commonly opens up a social or 
political consensus that is felt, but perhaps does not exist in reality, 
or only in part. Product communications that describe the middle, 
and political communications that evoke the middle, are not iden-
tical, and support each other for precisely this reason. The commu-
nicators involved 'agree' on a semantic marker, a propageme label, 
with a few indispensable semantic attributions, which then con-
vincingly takes the part of a container of transmission. Thus it 
communicatively holds together what perhaps does not really 
belong together. As a result, a mutuality is practised and common 
spaces, or at least spaces of consensus, are opened up, although the 
basic semantic attributions by the various groups of actors perhaps 
permit only a very limited degree of agreement. The semantic dif-
ferences remain obscure until this propageme 'contract' spanning 
periods is, at some stage, tested. This is always the case when dif-
ferences in interests between those involved can no longer be 
bridged by a propageme, and may happen in the area of political 
communication as well as in that of product communication. 

For example, if those shaping a brand message want to move 
away from a traditional image too quickly, it may happen that they 
do not take account of the views of their clientele, and renovate the 
brand statement too quickly and too comprehensively. In this case, 
the recipients and customers may remain loyal to the traditional 
image. A product commune may even institutionalize itself into a 
product community and publicly call for the 'contract' to be hon-
oured. This happened in the 1980s, for example, when Coca-Cola 
made a momentous decision. The company changed its product 
formula, which was almost a hundred years old and had long since 
become a myth. It developed a cola resembling the even sweeter 
taste of Pepsi. This drink was launched in 1985 as New Coke, and 
the traditional Coca-Cola made to the recipe dating from 1886 was 
Concept towards Transcultural Understanding', in id. and Gerhard E. Ortner (eds.), Werle 
fiir Europa: Medimlcultur und ethische Bildung in und far Europa (Diisseldorf, 2006), 242-67. 



Cultures of Products and Political Cultures 265 

withdrawn. This decision was not accepted by consumers. Atlanta 
was swamped by a protest of unprecedented proportions, receiving 
up to 8,000 telephone calls a day. One commentator even com-
pared the significance of changing Coca-Cola's formula with that 
of changing the US constitution. 26 An interest group called the Old 
Cola Drinkers of America formed immediately and demanded 
publication of the original recipe so that the canonical fizzy drink 
could be produced by another company. The multinational soon 
bowed to the will of its customers. The consumers' resounding 'no' 
quickly forced the company to give up its position, and three 
months later, to general satisfaction, old Coke was reinstated as 
Coca-Cola Classic. This example shows clearly that customers are 
part of product communication as important actors. 

IV. Branded Products as Embodiments ef Constanry and Continuiry 

Branded products embody 'constancy' and 'continuity'. At a time 
of constantly increasing complexity they represent a fundamental 
socio-psychological and political need for 'trust' and 'security'. 

Products have become platforms of social exchange. They are 
the core around which communal self-understanding crystallizes. 
And they are media of social memory. On the one hand, they 
convey explicit memory content as actors of product communi-
cation remember products and reassure themselves about com-
munal ascriptions to 'pasts'. On the other, they convey implicit 
memory content to the extent that product narratives of goods 
that have been on the market for a long time can be regarded as 
an archive of past processes of negotiating attributions of signifi-
cance and meanings. Many nineteenth-century brands still 
operate today; their life cycles can cover long periods of time. In 
2011 Nivea creme will have been on the market and a component 
of people's memories for a century; Coca-Cola has burned itself 
into the hearts and minds of people all over the world since 1886. 
The fact that previous generations used the same product is there-
fore a basic characteristic of product communicative memory 
culture: parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents relied on 
the same branded products that we still use today (see Plate 12.3). 

26 Andrea Exler, Coca-Cola: Vom selbstgebrauten Aefputschmittel zur amerikanischen lkone 
(Hamburg, 2006), 72. 



RAINER GRIES 

The exchange and transfer of memory content between gener-
ations and across time periods is therefore a central structural 
element of product communication that is successful in the long 
term. Product opinions, that is, the experiences-real and pre-
sumed-of our predecessors, structure the expectations of follow-
ing generations of buyers and users. Such continuities across times 
and generations make branded products important generators of 
the collective memory, and simultaneously of fundamental para-
digms of political culture in modern societies. The memory con-
tents of past generations is piled up and cumulatively inscribed 
into the brand images of today. That is why the product images 
of today may also be regarded as an archive of past and present 
processes by which attributions are collectively negotiated. 

Moreover, this culture of memory inscribed into the products 
and their performance represents a historically based and accu-
mulated factor of social reliability. A product such as Nivea, which 
not only the parent generation but also the grandparent and 
great-grandparent generations were satisfied to buy and use, can 
only be good for present-day consumers in the sense of a 
diachronic or historically interpreted social reliability. The pro-
ducers of goods such as these sometimes verbalize and visualize 
this development of memory culture in their advertising, elevating 
it into an additional selling point. The celebration of anniversaries 
of businesses and products in particular are an expression of this 
memory culture. The principle of social reliability, known to us 
from social psychology, models the fact that people who are faced 
with alternatives to choose between tend to check how others in 
the same situation act. They then imitate these models. Thus 
people normally choose a product or a product opinion that 
others have already chosen with success. In the interests of social 
reliability, therefore, the product experiences of predecessors are 
stored in the collective memory and handed down. In this way 
they coalesce into product expectations of those that follow. 

The product memory, consisting of complex layers of expecta-
tions and experience, is thus passed on from generation to gener-
ation-medially, manifestly, latently, and subcutaneously. 
However, in advertising, an explicit and open display of this mode 
of historicity in the case of branded products is the exception. 
Mass transfer of experiences with products takes place individually 
and secretly. Layers of product ascriptions from the past are 
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inscribed in the horizons of the next generation early, while they 
are children and young people. Successful product and brand 
images represent the constants of social memory as the speed and 
intensity at which they change is comparatively low. 27 They rep-
resent layers of expectation and experience whose basic attribu-
tions can be agreed on by various in-groups over time. The theory 
of 'presentative symbols' allows us to model these collective layer-
ings. 28 By presentative symbolism we understand the full variety of 
experiences and feelings that a particular object depicts and may 
call up or evoke in those who perceive it. Any object may develop 
into a symbol with historically deposited layers of this sort. Brand 
and product images may be successful media of memory in the 
long term not only because they build up rational and verbal pat-
terns, but especially because of the patterns they convey non-ver-
bally, emotionally, and sensually. And their effectiveness derives 
less from the perception of individual elements of attribution than 
from the entirety of their appeal, which is made up largely of ele-
ments of memory culture. Thus we need to explain the layered 
and concentrated expectations and experiences, self-ascriptions, 
and ascriptions by groups, generations, and whole societies. 

Things, therefore, are not quite as the German-American 
Advertising Director Eric W. Stoetzner wanted to make his illus-
trious audience believe in the wartime year of 1943. Brands and 
products make a contribution to the political culture of a society 
not on the basis of advertising statements that are simply made 
about them, but on the basis of a consensus between groups of 
actors in product communication that has been worked out over 
a long time. In the second half of the twentieth century, the nar-
ratives of brand products developed a lasting and long-term polit-
ical impact, not directly, but indirectly: first through their 
narratives that, in time, became universally valid and generally 
accepted, and were compatible with paradigms of political 
culture; and secondly through the knowledge of their historicity 
and reliability, reaching deep into the past, which constantly 
reverberates. Thus modern product ensembles contribute to polit-
ical culture not loudly and brashly, but quietly and subtly. 

27 The specialist literature on brand theory is unanimous in suggesting normatively that 
the core of the brand image should only be changed carefully and by gradual stages. On 
this see in detail Gries, Produkte als Medien, 561-92. 

28 See Susanne K. Langer, Philosophie at.if neuem Wege: Das Symbol im Denken, im Ritus und 
in der Kunst (Frankfurt am Main, 1965). 
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The political dimension of product media is founded on the 
development of trust. Building on the work of the social philoso-
pher Niklas Luhmann, 29 'trust' is here understood as an emotional 
attitude that can be inspired in users and potential buyers by par-
ticular products. This emotional attitude can be the result of per-
sonal or collective familiarity with a product. In either case, trust 
is the result of lasting experiences and communications with and 
about the product. 

If the future is uncertain, we need trust in order to make deci-
sions in the present to take us into this future. To grant trust, there-
fore, is always a gamble. Trust is fragile because the trusting person 
does not have access to the full range of information required to be 
sure of the future success of his or her actions. But as reality is far 
too complex for us to be able to examine all the factors which 
influence our decisions, we try to check trustworthiness. The way 
we do this is to use a greatly simplified network of indications which 
constantly send us information about whether we can continue to 
trust something. Trust is thus the provision of credit for the future. 

Branded products in particular make a daily contribution to 
reducing the complexity of our modern world in our percep-
tions. As media of social memory, they create trust and dispense 
security.30 The knowledge that Nivea will be the same tomorrow 
as it is today and was yesterday, and that generations have had 
the same experience without major disappointments, brings 
security into the everyday world, and preserves the present and 
the future from fears and anxieties. To bestow security at times 
of uncertainty, a feeling of being safe at times of upheaval, was 
a not inconsiderable cultural achievement of brands and prod-
ucts in the twentieth century. Branded products are security 
products, and thus work directly towards the paradigm of polit-
ical history. The German political historian Eckart Conze con-
siders the striving for security to be the leading essential element 
of German history after the Second World War: 'The history of 
the Federal Republic is determined by the search for security.'31 

29 Niklas Luhmann, Vertrauen: Ein Mechanismus der Reduktion so;:_ialer Komplexitiit (3rd edn. 
Stuttgart, 1989); on this see also Ute Frevert (ed.), Vertrauen: Historische Anniiherungen 
(Gottingen, 2003). 

30 On this see in detail Rainer Gries, 'Versuch einer Historisierung von "Vertrauen" 
anhand der Geschichte der Produktkommunikation', in id., Produkte als Medien, 561-92. 

31 Eckart Conze, Die Suche nach Sicherheit: Eine Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and von 
1949 bis in die Gegenwart (Munich, 2009), 15. 
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But product history and political history meet, and not only in 
this paradigm. 

'Political' product communications have highly effective advan-
tages: ubiquity and general availability, plus an emotional and 
sensuous quality. The confidence and security which they inspire 
are benefits that can be acquired in affluent societies; they are 
gratifications that every man and women can afford. And the 
communication modes in which products make their contribution 
to political culture do not need to be rationally perceived-rather, 
they can be felt. The labels of propagemes such as 'norm', 
'middle', 'participation', 'trust', or 'security' do not even have to 
appear as words. Rather, by means of gestures and gestus, images 
and symbols, products can have a profound and long-lasting polit-
ical impact. 

Thus over a long period of time, branded products have 
become a constituent part of the mental and economic infrastruc-
ture of modern societies. Their mere presence, seemingly perma-
nent and supratemporal, stabilizes modern societies which, in the 
'age of extremes' and increasingly rapid innovation, require, 
above all, things that stay the same. The architecture of branded 
products is able to place Western states and societies firmly on 
their foundations, as their narratives, developed collectively over 
long periods, stabilize the citizens of precisely these societies as a 
collective. The reliability and trustworthiness of their statements, 
of course, have to be repeatedly demonstrated anew by the prod-
ucts. Ultimately, it is always the quality of the goods that vouches 
for their social and political qualities. 




