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Foreword 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Andreas Gestrich 
London 
August 20IO .
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1 
Perspectives for a History of 

Market Research, Consumer Movements, 
and the Political Public Sphere 

KERSTIN BROCKWEH 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

II. Concepts ofConsumption 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

IV. Consumers and Citizens as Historical Actors 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

53 Peter Sleight, Targeting Customers: How to Use Geodemographic and Lifestyle Data in your 
Business (Henley-on-Thames, 1993), 46. 



Introduction 

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

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

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

Timeframe and Periodization 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

(1978); Moran, 'Mass-Observation'; Dorothy Sheridan, Brian Street, and David Bloome, 
Writing Ourselves: Mass-Observation and Literacy Practices (Cresskill, NJ, 2000); and Penny 
Summerfield, 'Mass Observation: Social Research or Social Movement', Journal of
Contemporary History, 20 (1985), 439-52. 
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European nations need to be integrated into the history of market 
research, consumer movements, and the political public sphere, 
whether the former socialist countries or countries with more 
agrarian structures. 

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



PART II 

Producing Knowledge about 
Citizens and Consumers: 

Market Research and 
Opinion Polling 



2 
A Radical Past? 

The Politics of Market Research 
in Britain, 1900-1950 

STEFAN SCHWARZKOPF 

There is a mass of socially useful information which 
[ market researchers] could gather, were their skills 
and services more fully exploited on behalf of public 
as well as of commercial interests. 1 

I. Market Research, Political Economy, and Social Power 

The term market research conjures up images of polite women 
handing out survey questionnaires and computing buying behav-
iour statistics, of white-coated men conducting experiments on 
advertising recall, and of company managers staring intensely at 
graphs and pie charts representing the growth of their brands. It 
sounds odd that this commercial world would have any connec-
tion to the realm of political ideologies, social visions, and macro-
economic alternatives. A 'political' history of market research 
seems like a misnomer, given that market researchers themselves 
agree that their trade has to remain above the level of mundane 
social and political battles in order to conform with the iron 
demands of scientific objectivity. While the ethos of objectivity 
helps market researchers defend the professional and commercial 
boundaries that identify their beliefs and practices, market 
research is undeniably linked to the political-economic structures 
of market capitalism. Freedom of choice, consumer sovereignty, 
the competition between branded products, managers' 'right to 
manage', consumers' 'right to choose freely', and their 'right to 
be informed and heard' (John F. Kennedy) are all legitimized and 

1 Mark Abrams in 1966 on the role of market researchers. Churchill Archives Centre, 
Churchill College, Cambridge, Mark Abrams Papers (hereafter Abrams Papers), 
Box 53, Labour Party, Report ofa Commission ofEnquiry into Advertising (London, 1966), para. 
55. 
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enabled by market research. 2 Survey data about market shares 
and product sales legitimizes managers' decisions to open up or 
close down production plants and to hire or lay off workers. By 
the same token, consumers' influence on market management 
decisions, however limited, is facilitated through market research 
investigations. 3 

Market research practices and their underlying theoretical 
justification are thus part of a plethora of institutions which bring 
about markets and enable markets to function according to rules, 
aims, and objectives. In the words of the French sociologist Michel 
Callon, market research allows complex and competitive markets 
to be performed by companies, consumers, media, state bodies, 
and so on, that is, by those who take part in making up the struc-
ture of market mechanisms. 4 This activity of making up markets 
and performing them through transactions is also influenced by 
the social symbolism with which market research surrounds itself. 
The social act of observing consumers' behaviour, recording their 
preferences, and relaying their attitudes and opinions to product 
managers presents market research as a set of practices that give 
consumers a voice and make the marketplace more responsive 
and 'democratic' in contrast to regimented political-economic 
systems.5 

Since its inception during the 1920s, market research has been 
contested and aspersed. Those who espoused its role in bringing 
about competition, innovation, and a democratic market structure 
had to clef end their ideas against the rising tide of critics who 
viewed it as an intrusion on privacy. Market researchers themselves 

2 On the history of notions of 'consumer rights' see Patricia Maclachlan and Frank 
Trentmann, 'Civilizing Markets: Traditions of Consumer Politics in Twentieth-Century 
Britain,Japan, and the United States', in Mark Bevir and Frank Trentmann (eds.), Markets 
in Historical Contexts: Ideas and Politics in the Modem World (Cambridge, 2004), 170-201. For the 
'right to manage' see George W. Torrence, Management's Right to Manage (Washington, 
1968). 

3 Harry Henry, Perspectives in Management, Marketing and Research (London, 1971), 143; 
Milton Friedman, Free to Choose: A Personal Statement (New York, 1979), 189-211. 

4 Callon argues that the tools used to 'measure' social reality contribute to shaping the 
same social reality they purport to measure. See Michel Callon, 'Introduction: The 
Embeddedness of Economic Markets in Economics', in id. (ed.), The Laws of the Market 
(Oxford, 1998), 1-57; Hans Kjellberg and Claes-Frederik Helgesson, 'On the Nature of 
Markets and their Practices', Marketing Theory, 7 (2007), 137-62; Luis Araujo, 'Markets, 
Market-Making and Marketing', ibid. 211-26. 

5 Stefan Schwarzkopf, 'The Consumer as Voter,Judge andjury: Historical Origins 
and Social Consequences ofa Marketing Myth',Joumal o[Macromarketing, 31 (forthcoming 
2011). 



The Politics of Market Research 31 

were also fearful that untrained charlatans could bring the field 
into disrepute by producing misleading data and employing uneth-
ical research techniques. Social critics outside the profession 
accused the entire field of creating a manipulative universe of 
observation techniques that recreated people as statistically fixed 
consumers. Moreover, economists quickly realized that market 
research created vast amounts of data about consumer buying 
behaviour, comparative price levels, and potential market niches, 
all of which benefited companies and not necessarily consumers. 
Market research thus amplified existing information asymmetries 
in the market by shifting information away from consumers into 
the hands of management. 6 

These allegations, of course, called into question the convenient 
claim that market research was a necessary part of a consumer 
democracy enabled by the free market. The intellectual clashes 
over the social purpose of market research were nevertheless a 
constitutive factor for its emergence as a social science discipline 
and as an occupation which in itself needed social and symbolic 
legitimization. As a new field of social knowledge, market research 
also fell victim to internal culture wars over what constituted 
acceptable practice. There was, for example, a constant struggle 
between more quantitatively oriented and more qualitatively ori-
ented research traditions as well as a competition between 
American and European research methods. 7 The nature of this 
competition, in turn, was part of the wider geopolitical struggle 
over global cultural dominance in which Europe and America 
were involved throughout the twentieth century. The story of 
market research is therefore more than merely a story of research 
techniques, brands, and research companies. It is a deeply politi-
cal story, parts of which will be told here. 

6 See Vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders (New York, 1957); Stefan Schwarzkopf and 
Rainer Gries (eds.), Ernest Dichter and Motivation Research: New Perspectives on the Making ofPost-
War Consumer Society (Basingstoke, 2010); Adam Arvidsson, 'On the "Pre-History of the 
Panoptic Sort": Mobility in Market Research', Surveillance and Society [e-journal], 1 (2004), 
456-74; Celia Lury and Alan Warde, 'Investments in the Imaginary Consumer: 
Conjectures Regarding Power, Knowledge and Advertising', in Mica Nava et al. (eds.), 
Buy this Book: Studies in Advertising and Consumption (London, 1997), 87-102;Jeremy Tunstall, 
The Advertising Man in London Advertising Agencies (London, 1964), 114-54. 

7 Bernard Cova and Richard Elliott, 'Everything You Always Wanted to Know About 
Interpretive Consumer Research but Were Afraid to Ask', Qualitative Market Research: An 
lnternational]ournal, 11 (2008), 121-9; Sidney Levy, 'The Evolution of Qualitative Research 
in Consumer Behaviour', Journal ofBusiness Research, 58 (2005), 341-7; Christian Fleck, 
Transatlantische Bereicherungen: Zur Erfindung der empirischen Sozia!forschung (Frankfurt am Main, 
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II. The Origins ofMarket Research: Serving Extraction, 
Taxation, and Appeasement 

The basic tools of market research, the survey technique and the 
statistical sample, were a birth-child of imperial power politics and 
the need of an aggressor state to create wealth in order to achieve 
its foreign policy aims and to appease divergent class interests at 
home. In the second part of the seventeenth century, England 
offered precisely these circumstances as the Cromwellian 
Protectorate and later King Charles II attempted to appease 
Ireland, compete with the Dutch in global trade and colonial 
acquisitions, and re-establish a class of landlords whose ruling 
power had been disturbed by the Civil War. Both Cromwell's 
Protectorate and the Restoration state needed information and 
policy advice on population, trade (that is, market exchange), and 
land in order to further their political aims regarding wealth cre-
ation, welfare, and warfare.8 Sir William Petty, economist, statis-
tician, philosopher, and inventor, offered such statistical insight 
and advice in his works on what came to be known as 'political 
arithmetic', that is, the application of quantitative methods to the 
study of social and macro-economic problems such as population 
growth and distribution, taxation, national income, and labour 
productivity. 9 

Working for Oliver Cromwell in Ireland during the 1650s, Petty 
supervised the measuring and mapping of some 8.4 million acres 
of land, which the Lord Protector wanted to hand out to his sol-
diers and officers. During this work, Petty also began to survey 
ordinary people's way of life, their family size and reproduction 
rates, the number of hours they worked, and the food they ate. 10 

This data was used by Cromwell's administration to deal with a 

2007);Johan Heilbron, Nicolas Guilhot, and LaurentJeanpierre, 'Toward a Transnational 
History of the Social Sciences', Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences, 44 (2008), 
146-60. 

8 Paul Slack, 'Government Information in Seventeenth-Century England', Past and 
Present, 184 (Aug. 2004), 33-68. 

9 Tony Aspromourgos, 'The Life of William Petty in Relation to his Economics', 
History of Political Economy, 20 (1988), 337-56; Julian Hoppit, 'Political Arithmetic in 
Eighteenth-Century England', Economic History Review, 49 (Aug. 1996), 516-40; Ted 
McCormick, 'Transmutation, Inclusion, and Exclusion: Political Arithmetic from Charles 
II to William III', Journal ofHistorical Sociology, 20 (2007), 259-78.

10 Adam Fox, 'Sir William Petty, Ireland, and the Making of a Political Economist, 
1653-87`, Economic History Review, 62 (2009), 388-404. 
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hostile Irish Catholic underclass above whose heads the land-grab 
had to be made efficient. Petty's 'political arithmetic' became part 
of the new science of 'political oeconomies' which aligned math-
ematics, economic reasoning, and statistical modelling to enhance 
the governance base of an extractive economy. The English aris-
tocracy residing in Ireland repeated a programme of enclosures 
in order to rear sheep; the wool was sold in England and resulting 
profits spent by the new landlords either in London or on luxury 
products which they imported into Ireland in an attempt to civi-
lize the country through luxury and formalized aesthetics. 11 

Petty's statistics were strategically relevant as they alerted the 
Crown to the fact that Ireland and parts of England and Scotland 
were hopelessly under-populated, so that the new state which 
emerged during the seventeenth century out of the three king-
doms of England, Scotland, and Ireland could not hope to 
compete successfully with the densely populated and globally ori-
ented Dutch Republic. 

The increasingly global interest of the English state necessitated 
an appeased population at home that saw enough wealth created 
to obey an aristocratic elite who, in turn, relied on an efficient 
extractive economy. The intricate links between social and eco-
nomic statistics on the one hand and the needs of an extracting and 
tax-raising warfare state continued into the nineteenth century, 
when statisticians became more focused than ever on the social 
problems caused by poverty and rampant industrialization. Petty's 
preoccupation with 'publick oeconomy' and the 'policy which tends 
to peace and plenty' 12 remained alive and was attended to by 
socially concerned entrepreneurs, intellectuals, churchmen, and 
academics, who gave rise to a network of social research bodies 
and survey organizations that used statistical research in order to 
provide answers to social issues of poverty, alcoholism, urban over-
crowding, and public hygiene. When the first official census was 
taken in Great Britain in 1801, public statistics were compiled 

11 Karl Bottigheimer, English Money and Irish Land: The 'Adventurers' in the Cromwellian 
Settlement ofIreland (Oxford, 1971), 39-53; Patrick K. O'Brien, 'The Political Economy of 
British Taxation, 1660-1815', Economic History Review, 41 (1988), 1-32; John Brewer, The 
Sinews ofPower: War, Money and the English State, 1688-1783 (London, 1989); Philip Harling 
and Peter Mandler, '"Fiscal-Military" State to Laissez-Faire State, 1760-1850', Journal of
British Studies, 32 (Jan. 1993), 44-70; Toby C. Barnard, Cromwellian Ireland: English Government 
and Reform in Ireland, 1649-1660 (2nd edn. Oxford, 2000), 16-41. 

12 William Petty, Observations upon the Dublin Bills ofMortality MDCLXXXI and the State of
that City (London, 1683), 1. 
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amidst widespread fear that population growth might outstrip the 
country's food supply and thus make Britain vulnerable to siege 
and invasion as attempted by Napoleon Bonaparte, and give rise to 
social unrest at home of a kind that had brought down the French 
monarchy only a few years earlier. 13 

III. The Long Victorian Era: Social Concern Meets the Market 

As the trajectories of industrialization met the first outlines of the 
British welfare state, philanthropists, statisticians, and social sci-
entists Henry Mayhew, Charles Booth, Beatrice and Sidney 
Webb, Seebohm Rowntree, and Arthur Bowley as well as the 
industrial research departments of the confectionery companies 
Rowntree's and Cadbury further developed methods for conduct-
ing social surveys and analysing statistical data. 14 Crucially, there 
was a detectable transfer of skills and knowledge from the 
Victorian social surveys to advertising agencies and manufacturers 
during the first half of the twentieth century. As we will see later, 
at the heart of this transfer of knowledge and practices were the 
Rowntree Trust and the London School of Economics (LSE). 

As Robert Fitzgerald has shown, the statistical skills of collecting, 
sampling, and analysing social and economic data were deployed 
at Rowntree's factories in York. In order to improve coordination 

13 Anthony Giddens, A Contemporary Critique ofHistorical Materialism, ii: The Nation-State 
and Violence (Cambridge, 1987), 172-81; Edward Higgs, 'The Rise of the Information State: 
The Development of Central State Smveillance of the Citizen in England, 1500-2000', 
Journal ofHistorical Sociology 14 (June 2001), 175-97. 

14 Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 4 vols. (London, 1851); Charles 
Booth, Life and Labour qf the People in London, 2 vols. (London, 1889-93); Benjamin Seebohm 
Rowntree, Poverry: A Study q[Town Life (London, 19m); Arthur Bowley, Livelihood and Poverry: 
A Study in the Economic Conditions qf Working-Class Households in Northampton, Warrington, Stanley 
and Reading (London, 1915); id., Has Poverry Diminished? (London, 1925); Hubert Llewellyn 
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between production plants and the travelling sales force, Arnold 
Rowntree proposed as early as 19u to divide the country into a 
number of sales regions. Each region was to hold half-yearly sales 
conferences based on market figures and report back to the 
Marketing and Sales Committee. 15 In 1919 Rowntree's advertising 
agency, S. H. Benson, began to visit retailers, note their require-
ments on a card index, and report this information back to the 
regional sales force. From 1920, regular product tests with hun-
dreds of people were conducted for Rowntree's Elect Cacao. In 
1923 Seebohm Rowntree ordered a consumer investigation into 
the attractiveness of Rowntree's chocolate boxes and implemented 
a wide-ranging sales planning scheme. Rowntree wanted sales 
figures to be collected every month and trends in customer 
demand to be assessed in order to decide on the production and 
pricing of several product lines. 16 From 1930-1 Rowntree was 
using more extensive market research surveys in order to reorgan-
ize the entire product portfolio, which had come under increasing 
threat from rival Cadbury brands. 

From 1931 Rowntree employed theJ. Walter Thompson (]WT) 
advertising agency in London to carry out surveys with the 
National Institute of Industrial Psychology (NIIP) in London, 
which in 1932 researched the entire British chocolate market for 
Rowntree. Seebohm Rowntree himself was a member of the 
Board of Directors of the NIIP and saw it as a potential driver in 
the modernization of British industry. As a Quaker, Rowntree fol-
lowed a denomination that had practical compassion and human 
betterment at its heart. He also became an ardent believer in the 
idea that social surveys and social psychology could turn his 
company into a more innovative enterprise. Decades before other 
large manufacturers followed Rowntree's example, the chocolate 
manufacturer employed social scientists in its Psychology and 
Marketing Departments. Rowntree put considerable hopes in the 
use of statistical survey methods and scientific management 
methods to improve vocational guidance at his factories as well 
as human relations on the shop floor. 17 The example of Rowntree 
shows that there was a direct connection between the Victorian 
and Edwardian poverty surveys and the emergence of commercial 

15 Robert Fitzgerald, Rowntree and the Marketing Revolution, 1862-1969 (Cambridge, 1995), 
[19-20. 

16 Ibid. 142, 83, 85, 185-6. 17 Ibid. 32, 304. 
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market research in Britain: Rowntree's philanthropic Quakerism, 
first practised in his surveys on poverty in York, guided his interest 
in the use of scientific management methods and led him to 
believe that scientific principles could both better people's lives 
and improve the competitiveness of Rowntree's confectionery 
brands. 18 Rowntree's socio-political ideals therefore form part of 
the history of market research. 

The example of the statistician and economist Arthur Lyon 
Bowley further illuminates this important connection between 
poverty studies and the development of commercial market 
research. Bowley worked at the LSE between 1895 and 1936. He 
was appointed Professor of Economic Statistics in 1915 and held 
the University of London's first Chair in Statistics from 1919. His 
work contributed to the foundations of statistical analysis and eco-
nomic reporting, the measurement of national income, and in 
particular to the development of sampling techniques by enhanc-
ing their design, accuracy, and interpretation. He refined sam-
pling techniques to a standard that became the norm for social 
researchers all over the world. It was his work on the scientific 
sampling of households, rather than enumerating data or throw-
ing out questionnaires at random, that laid the basis for commer-
cial market research and opinion polling after the First World 
War in both the United States and Europe. 19 

Bowley made his name with his survey of working-class house-
holds in five English towns, published as Livelihood and Poverty in 
1915, which was ahead of its time in terms of methodology and 
the precision of its results. Bowley considered his most important 
work to be his contribution to the New Survey ef London Life and 
Labour, edited by the civil servant and reformer Hubert Llewellyn 
Smith between 1930 and 1935. Bowley's social research into 
poverty and household budgeting influenced a number of studies 
in the area of governmental and social work, such as the 1934 
Social Survey ef Merseyside,John Boyd-Orr's 1935 survey on food and 
consumption Food, Health and Income, the Ministry of Labour's 

18 For Rowntree's place in British social and religious thought, see Simon]. D. Green, 
'Social Science and the Discovery of a "Post-Protestant People": Rowntree's Surveys of 
York and their Other Legacies', Northern Histmy, 45 (Mar. 2008), 87-rng. 

19 Biographical data in British Library of Political and Economic Science, Arthur Lyon 
Bowley Papers, Box A, Coll Misc 0772; Richard Germain, 'The Adoption of Statistical 
Methods in Market Research, 1915-1937', in Stanley Hollander and Kathleen Rassuli 
(eds.), Marketing, 2 vols. (Aldershot, 1993), i. 435-48. 



The Politics of Market Research 37 

1937-8 cost of living survey, and the work in the 1930s of 
Cadbury's Bournville Village Trust.20 In the mid 1930s, theJWT 
advertising agency in London used the New Suroey ef London Lift 
and Labour in order to match income areas and strategic sales areas 
for its client Rowntree.21 During the late 1920s and 1930s, Bowley 
edited various market research studies as part of the London and 
Cambridge Economic Service (LCES), which he had co-founded, 
and he became the first President of the Market Research Society 
in 1946.22 

The importance of Bowley's research group at the LSE for the 
making of market research cannot be overestimated. Bowley's 
chair and the LSE became the breeding ground for a whole gen-
eration of statisticians and social researchers who dominated 
British market research until well into the post-war period. Until 
the Second World War, two-thirds of all market research in Britain 
was carried out by the three largest advertising agencies: the 
London Press Exchange (LPE),J. Walter Thompson (JWT), and 
Unilever's in-house agency Lintas. The heads of the market 
research departments of these three organizations were all pupils 
of Arthur Bowley. 23 Moreover, the LSE, with its reputation for 
advocating a radical socio-political agenda, became something of 
a 'spiritual' mother for market researchers in the United Kingdom. 
When a group of twenty-three market researchers from advertising 
agencies and governmental bodies founded the Market Research 
Society in November 1946, more than a third of the founding 
members were LSE graduates: amongst them Theodore Cauter of 
JWT, Bedford Attwood of the British Market Research Bureau, 
Mark Abrams of LPE, Henry Durant of the British Gallup 
Organization, and Harry Henry of Colman, Prentis and Varley.24 

20 Arthur Bowley and Roy Allen, Fami(y Expenditure: A Study ef its Variation (London, 
1935); Arthur Bowley and Sir Josiah Stamp, Three Studies on the National Income (London, 
1939). For early statistical methods in relation to market research see Mark Abrams, Social 
Survrys and Social Action (London, 1951), 33-52. 

21 History of Advertising Trust Archive, Norwich (hereafter (HAT Archive), JWT 
Papers, Box 293, 'Rowntree-Market for Cocoa',Jan. 1938;JWT Papers, Box 297, letter 
Bedford Attwood, 5 Oct. 1935. 

22 D. H. Robertson, 'Statistical Services for the Businessman', Advertising World (Oct. 
1924), 60; Arthur Bowley and Frederick Brown, A Tabular Guide to the Foreign Trade Statistics 
ef Twenty-One Principal Countries (London, 1926); Ian Blythe, The Making ef an Industry. The 
Market Research Society, 1946-1986: A History <if Growing Achievement (London, 2005), 50. 

23 Abrams, Social Survrys, 55. 
24 Harry Henry, 'Some Observations on the Market Research Society of Great Britain', 

in id. (ed.), Perspectives in Management, Marketing and Research (London, 1971), 347-62. 
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Thus the social progressivism of Edwardian and inter-war poverty 
studies and the Fabian LSE were part and parcel of the scenario 
which gave birth to market research as a professional practice in 
Britain. 

As argued above, the basic tools of market research as a science 
of good governance were born out of the spirit of an extractive 
economy and a rent-seeking state. By the turn of the last century, 
however, social researchers at the Fabian Society and the LSE 
had reversed this relationship by appropriating the survey ques-
tionnaire and using it to uncover the structures and consequences 
of an economy that was centred on the rent-seeking interests of 
landlords. As early as 1885, Sidney and Beatrice Webb made 
extensive use of the questionnaire technique in their attempts to 
bring Comte's Positivism to bear on traditional Victorian philan-
thropy. Armed with questionnaires, the Webbs investigated the 
effects of unemployment on the East End poor, workers' housing 
conditions, labour conditions in sweated industries, and forms of 
working-class self-organization in trade unions and cooperatives. 
In her questionnaire-based social research, Beatrice Webb iden-
tified three reasons for the existence of sweated industries: igno-
rant consumers, fraudulent wholesalers and retailers, and 'a 
rack-renting landlord'. 25 The Webbs' social survey and statistical 
work reminds us that market research occupied an uneasy,Janus-
faced position from the beginning of the twentieth century. Its 
fundamental tools and values were utilized for the purposes of 
social reform and, as we will see below, prominent market 
researchers often played the role of progressive social planners. 
At the same time, the marketplace created demand for statistical 
knowledge as trademark regulation began to enable a new kind of 
rent-seeking economy based not on land and trade monopolies, 
but on brands.26 

25 Avner Offer, Property and Politics, 1870-1914: Landownership, Law, Ideology and Urban 
Development in England (Cambridge, 1981), 181-96; Beatrice Potter, 'Tailoring', in Charles 
Booth (ed.), Life and Labour in East London (London, 1889), 209-40, at 238. 

26 Paul Duguid, Teresa da Silva Lopes, andJohn Mercer, 'Shifting Patterns in Marks 
and Registration: France, the United States and United Kingdom, 1870-1970', Centre for 
Globalization Research Working Paper, no. 21 (Aug. 2007); Paul Duguid, 'French 
Connections: The International Propagation of Trademarks in the Nineteenth Century', 
Enterprise and Society, IO (Mar. 2009), 3-37. 
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IV. The Inter-War Years: Market Research Comes ef Age 

The predecessors of twentieth-century market research and its 
earlier social and economic research tradition could, of course, be 
dismissed as irrelevant to the history of an industry which began 
to emerge during the 1920s. A familiar story of market-driven 
research innovations, of companies, media, and consumers, 
however, would fail to do justice to those researchers who estab-
lished commercial market research in Britain. Throughout the 
inter-war years, young statisticians, economists, and sociologists 
who entered this new field often tried to demonstrate the essen-
tially social nature of the market and thus rescue the idea of social 
responsibility of market actors, especially of the state and large-
scale corporations. 

On the surface, not much of this clandestine political work was 
apparent. British companies and their advertising agencies 
entered a period of rapid expansion and modernization of their 
marketing machinery, and so commercial market research 
emerged as a distinct activity. Large producers of fast-moving con-
sumer goods (soap, cigarettes, chocolate) and experience goods 
(cinema films) in particular developed market research capabilities 
at great speed during the 1920s and 1930s. After the First World 
War, Lever began to conduct studies on its advertising and 
product portfolio. In 1920 a (Product) Research Department was 
established at Port Sunlight and in 1926 a Market Research 
Department followed. From 1930 market research was carried out 
by Lever Brothers on a regular basis.27 In the 1920s the cigarette 
maker Wills employed inspectors who visited retail outlets, 
observed consumers at the point-of-sale, and were asked to rec-
ommend new advertising media or give-aways.28 Rowntree's 
employed the JWT agency and the NIIP to conduct market 
surveys in 1932 and 1934 in preparation for the launch of Black 
Magic.29 Its direct competitor, Cadbury, began in the late 1920s 
to conduct regular market surveys in the form of distribution and 
sales forecasts. 30 In 1921 the Prudential, Britain's largest insurance 

27 Charles Wilson, Unilever, 1945-196s Challenge and Response in the Postwar Revolution 
(London, 1968), 92-3;]. Henderson Stuart, 'If you are Making a Research', Advertiser's 
Week[),, 18July 1930, 75. 

28 Matthew Hilton, Smoking in British Popular Culture, 1800-2000: Perfect Pleasures 
(Manchester, 2000), 90-1. 29 Fitzgerald, Rowntree and the Nlarketing Revolution, 343. 

30 Advertiser's Week/y, 3 Oct. 1935, 419-20. 
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company, generated market research data to segment its markets 
according to social stratification and geographical sales areas. 31 

Sidney Bernstein's Granada film theatre company conducted 
regular consumer surveys from 1927.32 

The NIIP, founded in 1921, became an important player in this 
sector. Its co-founder, the Cambridge psychologist Charles S. 
Myer, and the psychologist Nigel Balchin advised the New York 
department store Macy's and supervised a research study at the 
NIIP for Lyons on efficiency in salesmanship and retailing. 
During the 1920s and 1930s, the Institute worked for Rowntree's, 
Fry's, Shell-Mex, Boots, Harrods, Southall Barclay, Wright's 
Soap, Bartley's, Hoover and a number of other manufacturers, 
for which it conducted more than thirty market and consumer 
research studies between 1929 and 1935.33 InJuly 1932 Rowntree's 
spent some £3,000 on a large-scale consumer survey undertaken 
by the NIIP, which interviewed 7,000 consumers in six northern 
towns on their chocolate consumption habits. During the mid 
1930s a connection with Granada's Sidney L. Bernstein also 
emerged. Bernstein, a Labour councillor and sympathizer with 
the Left, began employing the NIIP in 1936 to advise him on the 
assessment and interpretation of the questionnaires and survey 
results which he received from his viewer studies. From 1927 to 
1939, these surveys regularly comprised between 120,000 and 
160,000 cinema viewers.34 

In 1921, the former journalist H. G. Lyall established Britain's 
first independent market research company, the London 
Research and Information Bureau, which became involved in 
important inter-war research surveys. In 1928 it conducted 
Britain's first newspaper circulation and readership survey. 35 In 
the early 1930s the London Research Bureau interviewed some 
5,000 consumers in one investigation and conducted surveys 
recording the use of 340 different brands in a specific product 

31 'Our Coloured Chart', Prudential Bulletin, 2 Gune 1921), 143-5. 
32 Gerben Bakker, Entertainment Industrialised: The Emergence efthe International Film Industry, 

1890---1940 (Cambridge, 2008), 351-9. 
33 British Library of Political and Economic Science, NIIP Papers, Section 7/Io, 7/I2-

14, u/I-2, and 16/I. 
34 British Film Institute, Sidney L. Bernstein Papers, Files SLB B47, BBQ, and BBQ2; 

R. Ford, 'What One Public Says it Likes', Sight and Sound (Summer 1937), 70; RobertJames, 
'Ki.nematograph Week[y in the 1930s: Trade Attitudes towards Audience Taste', Journal qf 
British Cinema and Television, 3 (2006), 229-43. 

35 H. G. Lyall, Press Circulations Ana[ysed (London, 1928). 



The Politics of Market Research 

category. 36 Two of Lyall's collaborators, William and Mollie 
Coglan, formed Sales Research Services in 1928 and provided the 
first retail research services in Britain. 37 

By the mid 1930s, the market research departments oftheJWT 
agency and the LPE agency in London became the major hubs for 
market research practice in Britain. In 1932 the LPE began offering 
research services on a regular, operational basis. For Cadbury, it 
developed product-testing methods to test new flavours and sizes 
of chocolate bars with a panel of consumers. As a monthly service 
for clients, the agency surveyed national press advertising in 700 
publications. A total of 140,000 advertisements were measured and 
tabulated each month to supply clients with a regular update of the 
advertising expenditure of rival brands. 38 In 1934, Mark Abrams 
arrived at the LPE and conducted Britain's first large-scale reader-
ship survey after Lyall's pioneering work in 1928. Under Abrams's 
guidance, 25,000 readers were asked about the papers they read, 
which parts of the papers they read, and how they used advertise-
ments. 39 In 1935 it began to issue a weekly brand barometer for its 
clients, the Survry ef Brand Trends, for which it interviewed a panel of 
5,000 consumers on their purchases of twenty-one brands. Britain's 
first market research handbook emerged out of the research con-
ducted at the LPE: The Home Market became a landmark in the 
history of British market research. 40 The man who had built up 
LPE's market research department, Robert Silvey, later became 
Director of the BBC Audience Research Department.41 

Only a few hundred yards away from the LPE in west central 
London was JWT's London office at Bush House. Here the 
agency installed an experimental kitchen (Consumer Testing 
Department) where staff could observe how consumers opened 
packs or developed new uses for products.42 In 1927-8 JWT 
carried out an extensive study of the soap market for its client 
Lever, in the course of which 3,200 British housewives were asked 

36 Id., 'How Market Research can be Tested', Advertising World (June 1932), 351-2 and 
ibid. (Sept. 1932), 158; id., Market Research: A Practical Handbook (London, 1933). 

37 Blythe, 1he Making ef an Industry, 13, 57. 
38 News Supplement to Advertising World (Mar. 1932), 4; ibid. (March 1938), 59. 
39 LPE/Mark Abrams, A Surv'!)' ef Reader Interest in the National Morning and London Evening 

Papers (London, 1934). 
40 George Harrison and F. C. Mitchell, 1he Home Market: A Handbook ef Statistics 

(London, 1936). Later versions of this handbook were edited by Mark Abrams. 
41 Robert]. Silvey, J,llho's Listening: 1he Story ef BBC Audience Research (London, 1974). 
42 HAT Archive,JWT Papers, Box 297, 'Report on Raspberry Jelly', 22 May 1936. 
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about their habits and attitudes towards washing and their use of 
soap.43 In 1933JWT separated its market research department as 
the British Market Research Bureau (BMRB) under Bedford 
Attwood. Between 1926 and 1929 alone, JWT conducted 45,000 
consumer interviews and after 1933, the BMRB conducted 
hundreds of studies for Rowntree, Lever, Kraft, Horlicks, 
Reckitt's, and Lloyds Bank. By 1936, the BMRB had carried out 
its thousandth consumer survey.44 

During the la,te 1930s market and/or audience research depart-
ments and opinion polling institutes were set up in quick succes-
sion. The Co-operative Wholesale Society founded a market 
research department in 1939. 45 George Gallup set up his organi-
zation in London in 1937 under the LSE graduate Henry Durant 
(British Institute of Public Opinion) and A. C. Nielsen's market 
research bureau arrived in 1939. Well before the outbreak of the 
Second World War, the Milk Marketing Board, the General Post 
Office, and the Ministry of Health had acquired extensive expe-
rience in market research which the wartime government used to 
conduct food and fuel consumption surveys, again with the help 
of LPE's andJWT's market research staff.46 Also during the late 
1930s, the first consumer surveys into radio listening habits and 
the advertising value of commercial radio were conducted by the 
LSE professor Arnold Plant, who also conducted extensive market 
research surveys for the Retail Development Association.47 More 
and more manufacturers and media began to pick up upon the 

43 HAT Archive,JWT Papers, Box 694, 'Short Brand Histories-Soap Powders, Soap 
Flakes etc.',July 1952;JWT Papers, Box 694, 'Some Possibilities oflncreasing the Total 
Consumption of Soap in England', undated;JWT Papers, Box 687, 'Lux Press Campaign, 
February 15-April 15 1928', undated;JWT Papers, Box 687, 'Lux England 1928', undated. 

44 As early as 1924,JWT had published a market analysis of Britain with a view to 
helping American importers of consumer goods. See]. Walter Thompson Co., Popul.ation 
Handbook ef Great Britain and Ireland (London, 1924); J. Walter Thompson Co., A Market 
Ana(ysis of the Population Statistics for Great Britain and !ref.and (London, 1931). 

45 CWS Publicity Department (ed.), A Consumer's Democrary (Manchester, 1951), 136-41. 
46 Advertiser's Week(y, 14 Sept. 1933, 388; Henry Durant, Behind the Gallup Poll (London, 

1951); id., 'The Gallup Poll and Some of its Problems', Incorporated Statistician, 5 (1954), 1or-
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of Political Opinion Polling (Oxford, 1991), 3-9; Colin McDonald and Stephen King (eds.), 
Sampling the Universe: The Growth, Development and Influence ef Market Research in Britain since I945 
(London, 1996), 19-27; Nick Moon, Opi.nion Polls: History, Theory, Practice (Manchester, 1999), 
6-23; Stefan Schwarzkopf, 'Respectable Persuaders: The Advertising Industry and British 
Society, 1900-1939' (Ph.D. thesis, Birkbeck College, 2008), 270-3. 

47 See Survry ef Listening to Sponsored Radio Programmes (London, 1938). The survey covered 
25,000 families. 
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importance of consumer and market surveys as Britain's major 
railway companies and the Gas, Light and Coke Co. (GLC) set 
up public relations departments which also carried out regular 
consumer surveys.48 Between 1928 and 1938, no fewer than eight 
large-scale newspaper circulation and readership surveys were 
conducted, each including tens of thousands of reader interviews. 
Add to this the stir caused by the 1934-5 Peace Ballot and the 
arrival of the experimental group Mass-Observation and it 
becomes clear that before the outbreak of the Second World War, 
Britain had arguably become the most interviewed, observed, and 
investigated of the European nations. 49 

V. Market Research and Alternative Visions ef Capitalism and Sociery 

This story of the growing commercial use and public visibility of 
market research, however, ignores the importance of the under-
lying political vision of those who drove this development. While 
on the outside market research emerged as a social science-based 
and commercially oriented new profession, on the inside it was 
driven by progressive men and women who believed that the 
survey questionnaire and social-economic statistics could be taken 
out of the nexus of rent-seeking, taxation, and monopoly capital-
ism and turned into tools for those whose demands for distributive 
justice usually fell on deaf ears. Market research promised to bring 
the cold, individualistic marketplace back to a level playing field 
on which those who pursued the common good could teach the 
rentier-trader-producer and the 'faceless organization' a vital 
lesson in democracy. 

Mark Abrams, Britain's foremost market researcher from the 

48 Abrams Papers, Box 94, Mark Abrams, 'The Housing of the Working Class in 
London, 1937', GLC-sponsored survey. 

49 Lyall, Press Circulations Ana/ysed; Tom Morison (Repford's Ltd), Investigated Press 
Circulations (London, 1932); HAT Archive, IPA Papers, Box 14, IPA, An Ana/ysis ef Press 
Circulations (London, 1930-1) and IPA, An Ana/ysis ef Press Circulations (London, 1934); 
Abrams, A Survry ef Reader Interest; William Coglan, The Readership ef Newspapers and Periodicals 
in Great Britain, 1936 (London, 1937); HAT Archive, IPA Papers, Section 14, IPA, A Survry 
ef Press Readership (London, 1939) and IPA Qgarter/y Report Gune-Sept. 1938), 552; Harold 
Nicholson, 'British Public Opinion and Foreign Policy', Public Opinwn Qgarter/y, 1 Gan. 1937), 
53-63; Henry Durant, What Britain Thinks: The Technique ef Public Opinion Measurement 
(London, 1939);Joe Moran, 'Mass-Observation, Market Research, and the Birth of the 
Focus Group, 1937-1997',Joumal efBritish Studies, 47 (Oct. 2008), 827-51. 
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1930s to the 1960s, supported the intellectual genealogy outlined 
above when he described market researchers and public opinion 
pollsters as 'borrowers' from earlier poverty surveys. 50 In this, 
Abrams deliberately established a rival historical narrative which 
challenged those who saw market research as the birth-child of 
corporate capitalism. The Fabian-influenced Labour sympathizer 
Abrams envisaged the market as a social entity not only driven by 
aggregate individual consumption but also characterized by the 
collective nature of work, family income, and welfare. In Abrams's 
work, early British market research appears as an activity tran-
scending the boundaries between social research, philanthropy, 
marketing, politics, and academia. His basic assumptions about 
how markets should be governed emerged as early as 1929 in his 
Ph.D. thesis 'The Gold and Silver Thread Monopoly of James I'. 
In it he discussed the justification for state regulation of the 
economy for the sake of the 'common good' and the task of com-
merce to 'promote total communal welfare'.51 Unlike in the early 
modern period, Abrams argued, modern economic activity was 
'left in the hands of a multitude of self-concerned, secretive busi-
ness men who are guided solely by the criterion of profits', which 
made modern industry both inefficient and anonymous.52 

Virtually all of Abrams's research implicitly or explicitly related 
to social policy concerns. His studies on consumption patterns in 
Britain focused on the necessary balance between, for example, 
exports and imports, and public and private consumption. While 
conducting market research at the LPE, Abrams never lost sight 
of the wider social implications of the transformation of the British 
market. In 1938 Abrams conducted a planning survey for his 
client Cadbury, studying work, transport, and housing in 
Birmingham. This survey was later published as When We Build 
Again and became one of the spiritual documents of post-war 
social and industrial reconstruction. During the late 1930s he com-
piled on an experimental scale the first census of distribution ~ater 
handed over to the Board of Trade) and in 1938 initiated research 
into domestic fuel consumption, work that later provided the basis 
for wartime rationing programmes. After spending the war years 

50 Abrams, Social Surveys, 53, 63. Similar in id., 'Public Opinion Polls and Political 
Parties', Public Opinion Qyarter/y, 27 (Spring 1963), 9-18. 

51 Mark Abrams, 'The Gold and Silver Thread Monopoly of James I' (Ph.D. thesis, 
University of London, 1929), Summary and 261, 267-8. 

52 Ibid. 261; id., Money and a Changing Civilization (London, 1934). 
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conducting food surveys and propaganda research, Abrams re-
joined LPE in 1946 and formed the agency's market research sub-
sidiary, Research Services Ltd.53 His post-war publications, The 
Condition ef the British People, The Population ef Great Britain, and British 
Standards ef Living, became standard texts in British sociology 
departments throughout the 1950s and 1960s. 

After the Second World War Abrams expressed his social and 
political ideals in many interviews in which he was scathing about 
how newly affluent British housewives were being manipulated by 
advertisers and reduced to passive consuming machines when 
making choices at the supermarket. He also warned that con-
sumerism brought about an increasingly individualized, 'home-
centred' society, which constituted a break with the traditionally 
collective orientation of British public life.54 Abrams's anti-con-
sumerist outbursts found expression in his 1947 pamphlet The State 
ef the Nation. In it, he used social survey and market research tech-
niques to review the social and economic state of Britain. In this 
project, market research was used to make society aware that it 
needed to consume less, import fewer foreign products, work 
longer hours, and spend less money on wasteful consumer 
goods.55 His 1959 study The Teenage Consumer won him credit for 
having 'discovered' the teenage consumer.56 But large parts of the 
study read like a detached social survey, with nothing to suggest 
the exciting discovery of a new market segment. Abrams's study 
of the teenage consumer was characterized by insights into the 
social and psychological problems of post-war teenagers and 
alerted its readers to the pressures this group faced in a modern 
world, ranging from gang violence to drug abuse and isolation. 

Abrams had strong links with the Labour Party and carried out 
many of the party's polls in the 1950s and 1960s. Between 1970 and 
1976, he was Director of the Survey Research Unit at the Social 
Research Council and from 1976 to 1985 Research Director of Age 
Concern, a large charity working for elderly people. He also 

53 'Mark Abrams: A Profile', Public &/,ations Guly 1957), 43-4. 
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advised the Consumers' Association and the National Consumer 
Council.57 As Harry Henry later noted, Abrams's open support 
for the Labour Party at times hampered the British market 
research community's attempts to gain acceptance for their rela-
tively new discipline among conservative British businessmen. 58 

Mark Abrams's social-political convictions and his approach 
to the market research profession were by no means an excep-
tion. Some of the founding figures of early American social and 
market research exhibited a similarly critical investigative modus. 
Robert and Helen Lynd's Middletown studies, for example, openly 
attacked the consensus about American capitalism and exposed 
how business-driven policy changes failed local communities. 
Likewise, the Austrian and German emigrants who, during the 
1930s and 1940s, put consumer and audience research on a more 
scientific and empirical footing were without exception either 
radical socialists or had been sympathizers with the Left before 
their emigration. 

Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Hans Zeisel, Marie Jahoda, Ernest Dichter, 
Herta Herzog, and, albeit with limited sympathies for the instru-
mentalism of consumer research, Max Horkheimer and Theodor 
W. Adorno, all began their intellectual careers by siding with 
those who believed in the possibility of a more humane alternative 
to individualist capitalism. In Vienna, Marie Jahoda used con-
sumer research to study people's attitudes to socialism and how 
they became socialists, while Lazarsf eld worked out the basic laws 
of consumer choice by likening the buying of soap to voting for 
the socialists. 59 At the same time in Britain, the LSE became a 
hotbed for left-wing idealists and later doyens of British market 

57 Mark Abrams, Beyond 1hree Score and Ten: A First Report on a Survey ef the Elderly (London, 
1978); id., 1he Elderly Consumer (London, 1982); id., Values and Social Change in Britain (London, 
1985). 

58 Abrams's engaging survey Must Labour Lose? (Harmondsworth, 1960) urged the 
Labour Party to 're-position' the Labour brand, and address the changing needs of an 
increasingly affiucnt society and of younger voters. See also Research Services, Survey qf 
Political Attitudes (London,Jan. 1957), in Abrams Papers, ABMS 3/56. In an interview with 
the author (22 Oct. 2005), Harry Henry described Mark Abrams and Henry Durant as 
'Leftists' and 'Marxists'. 

59 Marie Jahoda, 'The Consumer's Attitude to Furniture: A Market Research', 
Sociological Review, 38 (1946), 205-46; Hans Zeis!, 'Market Research in Austria', Human 
Factor, 8 (1934), 29-32; Alois Wacker, 'Mariejahoda und die Osterreichische Wirtschafts-
psychologische Forschungsstelle: Zur ldee einer nicht-reduktionistischen Sozialpsycho-
logie', Psychologie und Geschichte, 8 (1998), 112-49; Michael Pollak, 'Paul F. Lazarsfeld: An 
Intellectual Biography', Science Communication, 2 (1980), 157-77-
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research and opinion polling such as Mark Abrams, Harry Henry, 
and Henry Durant.60 The latter had been the leader of the 
Marxist student group at the LSE, while Harry Henry held office 
in the Labour Society and in 1938 had published a study, The 
Insurance Man and his Trade, which ended with a recommendation 
to nationalize the insurance industry. 

Abrams's and Lazarsfeld's generation of market researchers had, 
for a moment, managed to turn the exploitative connection 
between social-economic research and society on its head by repo-
sitioning survey research within alternative visions of market gov-
ernance. These visions and early market research practice in 
Britain owed a great deal to philanthropy, Fabianism, and 
Christian socialism, and little to American-style corporate capital-
ism. Robert Owen was closer to the minds of early British market 
researchers than Henry Ford and the principle of general welfare 
touched their hearts more than the performance of General 
Motors. The Second World War and the 1940s turned out to be 
key moments in the political history of market research. 
Advertising agencies and other commercial organizations turned to 
the state as a source of funding and research income, and key 
researchers themselves saw the planning, investing, and regulating 
welfare state as an enabler of social alternatives. 61 In the midst of 
the tearing down of the old laissez-faire ideology, Mass-
Observation's Charles Madge projected that 'we are going to leave 
past inequalities (social rather than economic) behind forever'. In 
a similar vein, focusing on the old enemy, the property-owning 
classes, Mark Abrams summed up: 'we have moved and are 
moving towards a much more egalitarian state by means of trans-
ferring purchasing power from the rich to the poor, and from those 
who live on property to those who live by manual labour.'62 

60 Alfred W. Coats, 'The Distinctive LSE Ethos in the Inter-War Years', Atlantic 
Economic Journal, w (1982), 18-30. 

61 In 1941 a Wartime Social Survey Department was set up which employed market 
researchers and statisticians to study the problems of retailers, manufacturers, and con-
sumers with rationing, food coupons, etc. See e.g. the extensive studies into the purchase 
patterns and uses of branded foods among 4,760 housewives in 1942 (The National 
Archives, London, RG 23/29 and 23/31). In 1943, 12,000 members of the Townswomen's 
Guilds answered questionnaires for the Ministry of Health on post-war housing needs. See 
'Townswomen's Views on Post-\,Var Homes', The Townswoman, wjune 1943, 129-42. Also 
Caradog Jones, Social Surveys, 182-90; Louis Moss, 'The Government Social Survey', 
Operational Research Qyarter{y, 1 (Dec. 1950), 55-65. 

62 Charles Madge, 'Public Opinion and Paying for the War', Economic Journal, 51 (1941), 
36-46, at 38; Mark Abrams, British Standards qf Living (London, 1948), 13. 
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VI. Conclusion 

The post-war period witnessed a continuation of developments in 
market research that had their origins in the inter-war years. 
Advertising agencies increasingly invested in market research 
capabilities with the London Press Exchange setting up Research 
Services (under Mark Abrams),J\VT promoting its British Market 
Research Bureau (under Tom Cauter), and Colman, Prentis and 
Varley (CPV) forming Market Information Services Ltd. (under 
Harry Henry). After Henry had left CPV, he formed MarPlan 
Ltd. for the American McCann-Erickson advertising agency. 
With the influx of more psychologists and sociologists into market 
research came the rise of interpretative and qualitative research 
which slowly replaced the earlier dominance of quantitative 
approaches. In this respect, the post-war work of the Tavistock 
Institute in London, the Mass-Observation group, and of motiva-
tion researchers such as William Schlackman transformed British 
market research to a large extent. 63 

This development, however, was not regarded without suspi-
cion by the more quantitatively oriented traditional market 
research elite. The debates over what constituted 'acceptable' 
market research practice gained significance as the field entered a 
period of professionalization during the late 1940s. In 1946, the 
Market Research Society was founded in London, and published 
its own journal from 1959. In 1947, the Institute of Statisticians 
was set up, which also provided a home to debates on market and 
consumer research.64 In the same year in the United States, the 
World Association for Public Opinion Research (WAPOR) was 
formed, and in 1948 the European Society for Opinion and 
Marketing Research (ESOMAR). 

By the 1960s, market research as a field had become more 
streamlined, even ossified, in the sense that 'critical' social 
research and commercial market research began to pursue their 
separate agendas. While lmninaries like Abrams tried to keep both 

63 Stefan Schwarzkopf, '"Culture" and the Limits oflnnovation in Marketing Research: 
Ernest Dichter, Motivation Stuclies and Psychoanalytic Consumer Research in Great 
Britain, 1950-1970', Management and Organizational History, 2 (2007), 219-36. 

64 The Institute published 1he Incorporated Statistician, which became an important outlet 
for post-war market research findings. See Gerald Hoinville, 'Methodological Research 
on Sample Surveys: A Review of Developments in Britain', in Martin Bulmer (ed.), Essays 
on Ike History qf British Sociological Research (Cambridge, 1985), w1-20. 
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strands together, in Kuhnian terms, market research had become 
a 'normal science' with accepted professional boundaries, a fixed 
methodological spectrum, and a set of tenable political views. 65 It 
is only from the standpoint ofthis field's normalization and polit-
ical taming during the late 1950s and 1960s that claims about the 
impact of'Arnericanization' on British advertising, marketing, and 
consumer culture make any sense. But authors who ignore the 
European origins and socially radical past of today's market 
research industry are victims of the logical fallacy of extending 
today's preoccupations with the status of global American culture 
into a past which had its own preoccupations, traditions, and hori-
zons. 66 This presentism only serves to divert attention from the 
fact that market research in itself is, and always has been, a legit-
imizing practice which is intrinsically tied to questions about the 
political economy and the meaning of markets, democracy, con-
sumer choice, and wider social welfare. 

The evidence presented in this essay clearly shows that market 
research did not just emerge 'naturally' as a corollary to market 
growth. Instead, market research is a political practice whose 
boundaries and meaning were constantly reassessed, contested, 
and negotiated. Market researchers occupied a key position in the 
modernization of British society. As markets became void of their 
traditional social contextualization they also turned into more and 
more anonymous and virtual edifices in which producers and con-
sumers were separated, meeting only to exchange money in 
return for goods. 67 Perhaps more than members of any other pro-
fession, early market researchers noticed that markets in general 
and unregulated corporate activity in particular were inefficient 
in bringing about communal welfare and that they lacked efficient 
steering. It is therefore no surprise that social-political visions 
about alternatives to disembedded market economies played such 

65 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure qf Scientific Revolutions (Chicago, 1962). 
66 Harm Schriiter, Americanization qf the European Economy: A Compact Survry qf American 

Economic l,ifluence in Europe since the 1880s (Dordrecht, 2005), rn9-22; Victoria de Grazia, 
lrresistibk Empire: America's Advance through Twentieth-Century Europe (Cambridge, Mass., 2005), 
226-83. For a critical view see Stefan Schwarzkopf, 'Who Said "Americanization"? The 
Case of Twentieth-Century Advertising and Mass Marketing from a British Perspective', 
in Jessica Gienow-Hecht (ed.), Decentering America: New Directions in Culture and International 
History (New York, 2007), 33-rno; and Sean Nixon, 'Apostles of Americanization? J. Walter 
Thompson Company Ltd., Advertising and Anglo-American Relations, 1945-67', 
Contemporary British History, 22 (Dec. 2008), 477-99. 

67 Karl Polanyi, The Great Trans.formation (1st pub. New York, 1944; Boston, 1957), 258. 
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an important, and so far underestimated, role in the making of 
market research in Britain. 
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Between Opinion and Desire: 

Elle Magazine's Survey Research 
in 1950s France 
JUDITH G. COFFIN 

Of the many institutions born of twentieth-century mass culture, 
opinion polling may be one of the most unexpectedly revealing. It 
is at once a social science, a lucrative business, and a distinctly 
modern form of political representation. Its relationship to mass 
politics has been intimate and controversial. It is enmeshed in 
market research and consumer surveys, central to an economy of 
mass consumption. It has been crucial to the content as well as the 
commercial infrastructure of the mass media. And to trace its 
history is to reflect on the (changing) self-understanding of mass 
culture. What has made our opinions and desires so newsworthy, 
not only valuable to politicians, the press, and advertisers, but 
apparently fascinating to us? 

Jean Baudrillard, the excitable diagnostician of the cultural 
pathologies of postmodernity, called polling the 'continual 
voyeurism of the group in relation to itself: 
The group must at all times know what it wants, know what it thinks, be 
told about its least needs, its least quivers, see itself continually on the 
video-screen of statistics, constantly watch its own temperature chart, in 
a sort of hypochondriacal madness. The social becomes obsessed with 
itself. ... I 

Mediatized narcissism is a vivid image, if not an original 
concept. Since the 1920s the feverish self-scrutiny that seems to 
characterize mass culture has drawn the attention of thinkers from 
Walter Lippmann to Jurgen Habermas, Ian Hacking, and Pierre 

Thanks to Kerstin Briickweh, Ellen Fitzpatrick, William E. Forbath, Bernhard Fulda, Kai-
Uwe Hellmann, and the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study. 

1 Jean Baudrillard, 'The Masses: The Implosion of the Social in the Media', in Mark 
Poster (ed.), Selected Writings (Stanford, Calif., 1988), 210-22, at 21 I. 
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Bourdieu.2 The cultural work of statistics, the interpenetration of 
markets and democracy, and different understandings of the 
public fascinate political scientists and philosophers. The historical 
questions are equally compelling. How have the mechanics of 
understanding and representing 'the public'-the public will, 
public interest, and public opinion-changed, and with what con-
sequences? In what context, in the face of what kinds of resistance, 
and with what forms of support, did splashy, well-publicized, and 
funded polls come to be so central to culture and politics? What 
forms of knowledge did they shoulder aside? What forms of self-
recognition-or alienation and refusal-have been triggered by 
aggregated images of 'public opinion'? 

Post-war France provides a particularly interesting case history. 
For reasons that range from political culture to intellectual tradi-
tions and economics, polling developed much more slowly in 
France than in the United States. In the 1950s, though, polls 

2 Walter Lippmann was one of the first to warn of the political consequences of a new 
'phantom' public, created by pollsters and easily manipulated by demagogues. Walter 
Lippmann, Public Opinion (New York, 1922) and id., The Phantom Public (New York, 1925). 
Influential discussions include Pierre Bourdieu, 'L'Opinion publique n'existe pas', Les 
Temps modemes Gan. 1973);Jiirgen Habermas, The Structural Trangimnation ef the Public Sphere: 
An Inquiry into a Category ef Bourgeois Society (Cambridge, Mass., 1991), parts VI and VII, esp. 
eh. 22, 'Manufactured Publicity and Nonpublic Opinion'; and Susan Herbst, Numbered 
Voices: How Opinion Polling Has Shaped American Politics (Chicago, 1993). The social scientific 
literature on reliability of data and responses, sampling methods, representativeness, and 
framing questions is enormous. On statistics and their history, see Ian Hacking, The Taming 
efChance (Cambridge, 199o);Joshua Cole, The Power ef Large Numbers: Population, Politics, and 
Gender in Nineteenth-Century France (Ithaca, NY, 2000); Mary Poovey, A History ef the Modern 
Fact: Problems ef Knowledge in the Sciences ef Wealth and Society (Chicago, 1998); Theodore M. 
Porter, Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit ef Oijectwity in Science and Public Life (Princeton, 1995); and 
Alain Desrosieres, The Politics ef Large Numbers: A History ef Statistical Reasoning (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1998). Historians have reflected on public opinion polls as sources. See the exchange 
between Gabriel Galvez-Behar, 'Le Constructivisme de l'historien: Retour sur un texte de 
Brigitte Gaiti', Le Mouvement social, 229 (2009), w3-13 and Brigitte Gatti, 'Comment ecrire 
une histoire qui tient? Apropos de !'opinion publique', Le Mouvement social, 230 (20w), 145-
50; the excellent special issue of Mi/ neef cent, 22 (2004); Jacques Ozouf, 'L'Opinion 
publique: Apologie pour Jes sondages', inJacques Le Goff and Pierre Nora (eds.), Faire de 
l'histoire, iii: Nouveaux Objets (Paris, 1975); and Louis Chevalier, 'L'Histoire et Jes donnees 
psychosociales', in Raymond Boudon, Francis Bourricaud, and Alain Girard (eds.), Science 
et theorie de !'opinion publique: Hommage a Jean Stoet;:,el (Paris, 1981). On different methodologies, 
see Murray Goot, 'Mass Observation and Modern Public Opinion Research', in Wolfgang 
Donsbach and Michael W. Traugott (eds.), The SAGE Handbook ef Public Opinion Research 
(London, 2008). Among recent histories, see esp. Daniel J. Robinson, The Measure ef 
Democra,y: Polling, Market Research, and Public Life, 1930--1945 (Toronto, 1999); Lo1c Bloncliaux, 
La Fabrique de /'opinion: Une histoire sociale des sondages (Paris, 1998); and Sarah E. !go's excel-
lent The Averaged American: Surv'!)ls, Citi;:,ens, and the Making ef a Mass Public (Cambridge, Mass., 
2007). 
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(sondages) worked their way into the methodological arsenals of 
French political science and sociology, were incorporated into the 
infrastructure of French advertising, especially for newspapers and 
radio, and figured prominently in the content of the French 
media-they rapidly became pervasive and popular cultural phe-
nomena. Sondages in the form of opinion survey research-studies 
such as 'La Nouvelle Vague: portrait d'une jeunesse' (The New 
Wave: Portrait of Youth), published in L'Express in 1957 (and the 
origin of the term New Wave), or 'La Franc;aise et l'amour' (The 
French Woman and Love) (Elle, 1959) became occasions for cul-
tural commentary and analysis, and were reborn as best-selling 
books and, sometimes, films. Popularity brought parody.Jean-Luc 
Godard's MasculirrFeminin (1965) lampooned the survey-research 
interview; so did Georges Perec's Les Choses (1965), in which 
hapless opinion researchers try to extract meaning from a ma-
terialist world. The critical tradition that would produce Pierre 
Bourdieu's famous argument that 'public opinion does not exist' 
was in no small measure a backlash against the French 'sondo-
mania' of the 1950s and 1960s. 3 

Many of the sondages in those decades were conducted by the 
Institut Franc;ais d'opinion publique (French Institute of Public 
Opinion), or IFOP, a private research institute whose projects 
combined audience and market research. IFOP surveyed opinion 
on topics such as the Munich accords (the subject of one of 
IFOP's first polls, in 1938), post-war views of the United States, 
and love; mixing them promiscuously in a manner characteristic, 
as we will see, of opinion polling during this early period. Among 
IFOP's clients, and our focus here, is Elle, the most serious and 
progressive of the women's magazines, founded in 1945 and com-
mitted to the proposition that the post-war period marked a new 
era for France's women: 'We decided on the profile of the woman 
who was going to read Elle' wrote Franc;oise Giroud, one of Elk's 
editors. That reader would be from a town in the provinces, 
young, and 'after five years of war, ready to live'.4 

Elle was a quintessentially post-war project: inspired by the 
American model, projecting an image of French renewal and 

3 Pierre Bourdieu, 'L'Opinion publique n'existe pas', Les Tempsmodemes, 318 Gan. 1973), 
1,292-309. On Godard and other cultural ramifications of survey research, see Susan 
Weiner, Erifants Terribks (Baltimore, 2am), eh. 5, 'Quantifying Youth'. 

4 Fran~oise Giraud, Le;ons particulieres (Paris, 1990), 144. 
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youth, and promoting the kind of consumerism that would 
become the hallmark of the 'thirty glorious years' of economic 
expansion from 1945 to 1975. Polling was integral to that project. 
Surveys, straw polls of readers, and quizzes posing as polls filled 
Elle's pages. The simultaneity of woman suffrage (1944 in France) 
and rapid economic expansion (bolstered by steadily rising con-
sumption) made the opinions and desires of the female public a 
locus of keen political and commercial interest. Gender was a 
provocation to post-war survey research, and the suddenly com-
pelling figure of the female citizen-consumer captures much 
about the relationship between 'the business of understanding 
women',5 opinion research, and the project of renewing post-war 
France. 

I. Frying with Radar: !FOP in the Aflermath ef the War 

IFOP was founded in 1938, but could get little foothold on French 
soil until after the Second World War. Unlike the organizations 
(INED, INSEE) that produced social, economic, and demo-
graphic research and statistics for the French state, IFOP had to 
sell its services, and potential buyers in business, media, or politics 
remained sceptical. 6 As American historians have demonstrated, 
political polling and market research were thoroughly entangled, 
and Loi:c Blondiaux has brilliantly analysed the roadblocks both 
encountered in France. Very briefly, well into the 1950s markets 
for consumer goods were too small to justify expensive advertising 
and market research. Localized political 'markets' raised a similar 
obstacle; until the 1960s the absence of national presidential cam-
paigns meant there was no single, large market for Gallup-style 
political advertising or research. Deeply rooted conceptions of pol-
itics and political practices also militated against political polling: 
French political elites relied on prefects' reports or newspapers 
that represented 'Catholic', 'socialist', or 'republican' views. 7 

5 To borrow from the title of Kerstin Briickweh's current reseach project, 'The Business 
of Understanding People'. 

6 INED (lnstitut national d'ctudes dcmographiques) produced demographic studies; 
INSEE (lnstitut national de la statistique et des etudes economiques) surveyed economic 
and social issues, based on census materials. For their relationship to IFOP and survey 
research, see John Dorsey, 'Public Opinion Research in France', Public Opinion Quarter/y, 
16/2 (Summer 1952), 225-35. 

7 Political polling served as a laboratory for opinion research in general, since methods 
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Intellectual scepticism made French universities and research 
institutions inhospitable. Since at least the 19:ws, prominent 
French social theorists had cast a wary eye at American statistical 
research and empiricism; they warned against abstract concep-
tions of 'public opinion' with no mooring in the concrete analysis 
of social groups. They deplored the meaninglessness of Gallup's 
numbers and, more generally, the baneful effects of 'American 
testo-mania and quanto-frenzy'.8 Finally, there was the familiar 
staple of twentieth-century French commentary on the United 
States: American thought and life lent themselves to 'standardiza-
tion', but French society did not. Evenjean Stoetzel (19w-87), 
IFOP's founder and indomitable promoter, felt compelled to defer 
to France's sense of distinction: 

The conditions of the public spirit (esprit public) in France, and even, more 
generally, in Europe are very different from those of these new countries 
[the United States]; they are more subtle, more nuanced; in addition, 
our electoral regimes are not comparable and neither are our political 
habits .... The study of French opinion therefore must be conducted 
according to French methods, in a French spirit, and by the French.9 

Publics came in the plural, separated and made incommensurable 
by class and region. Before the Second VVorld War and, indeed, 
well after, French commentators spoke of'geographies of opinion' 
or 'electoral geography', but not of public opinion. 10 
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in La Rage de convaincre (Paris, 1970), 184. 

9 Jean Stoetzel, 17zeorie des opinions (Paris, 1943). 
10 More detailed comparisons can be found in Blondiaux, La Fabrique de /'opinion; 
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It is revealing that among the rare papers to pay for IFOP's 
political polls before the Second World War was Paris-Soir, a new-
formula national daily with abundant visuals, a variety of special 
features for readers, and short articles, shorn of editorializing. 
Paris-Soir aimed to break with traditional press partisanship and 
statistical polls certainly created an image of objective reporting 
on opinion. But above all, polling made the paper look appeal-
ingly different, and 'American'. As IFOP's French representative 
in charge of the Paris-Soir contract recalled: 'It was an American 
thing.' 11 

Was it so American? George Gallup's name would become 
attached to the broad enterprise of polling, and the close links 
among universities, commerce, and media in the United States 
nourished applied social research. The extraordinary work of 
Mass-Observation in Britain, however, was not only independent 
of Gallup-type institutions, but the group worked with a funda-
mentally different notion of public opinion. 12 And it was the 
Austrian Paul Lazarsfeld who famously set out 'the methodological 
equivalence of socialist voting and the buying of soap' and did so 
much to merge the study of political opinion and consumer 
choices. Trained in applied mathematics as well as psychology, 
Lazarsfeld pioneered social-psychological studies of radio audi-
ences, youth and occupation, and unemployment in his native 
Austria at the height of the Great Depression. The Rockefeller 
Foundation brought Lazarsfeld to the USA in 1933. The resulting 
Princeton Radio Project, affiliated first with the University of 
Newark and eventually Columbia, took contracts from the 
Rockefeller Foundation, did market research, and recruited 
refugee critical theorists such as Theodor Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer to help conceptualize its projects (though that effort 
sank into ideological acrimony). Lazarsfeld's group became, as one 
historian puts it, a 'social-scientific multinational', and after the 

and the Hite Reports (London, 1995). See also Judith G. Coffin, 'A "Standard" of Living? 
European Perspectives on Class and Consumption in the Early Twentieth Century', 
lnlmlational Lahor and Working-Class History, 55 (1999), 6-26. 

1 1 Cited in Blondiaux, La Fabrique de !'opinion, 305. 
12 See Goot, 'Mass Observation and Modern Public Opinion Research', 93-rn3. On 
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war, like other research firms funded by American and interna-
tional institutions, brought many Europeans and their research 
back to the liberated Continent. 13 

Those initiatives fared better in the vastly different economic 
landscape of the post-war period. Coordinating production, con-
sumption, and distribution was essential to the urgent project of 
reconstructing Europe after the Second World War, and planning 
and coordination required a better grasp of demand. The litera-
ture on marketing at the end of the war was clear on this subject: 
continuing shortages and their effects on consumer behaviour, 
unpredictable demand, and the prospect of a long and difficult 
shift away from an economy of austerity posed new challenges. 
As one advocate of market research put it: 

Mass production risks no longer being able to sell, for the buyer is now 
the master. The buyer's whims can make us lose all the advantages of 
serial production. Most buyers are not very logical; irrational motives 
prompt their purchases .... The market is governed by the consumer, 
and that is not a wise government. 14 

International initiatives in the late 1940s and 1950s gave national 
arguments for more sustained market research and analysis 
credibility and support. The Rockefeller Foundation, Gallup, 
UNESCO, the International Association for Political Science, and 
others funded and organized a wide range of social surveys and 
research, aiming to boost marketing and economic development. 
Opinion research fitted into the broader project of overhauling 
managerial systems and breaking with corporatist models; it was 
one of the new technologies that 'depended not only on engineer-
ing know-how, but also, and above all, on social sciences, on psy-
chology and on sociology'. 15 Rockefeller and others also aimed to 

13 Paul F. Lazarsfeld, 'An Episode in the History of Social Research', in Donald 
Fleming (ed.), The Intellectual Migration: Europe and America, r930-r960 (Cambridge, Mass., 
1969), 270-337; Michael Pollak, 'Paul F. Lazarsfeld, fondateur d'une multinationalc scien-
tifique', Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales, 25 (1979), 45-61. On this subject see also Olivier 
Martin, Frederic Keck, and Jean-Christophe Marcel, 'France-Etats-Unis: influences 
croisees en sciences humaines', Sciences Humaines: Revue d'histoire des sciences humaines, 2/ 11 
(2004), 3-12 andJean-Christophe Marcel, 'Une reception de la sociologie americaine en 
France (1945-1960)', ibid. 45-68. 

14 SeIVoise, L'Etude scientifique des marches, 49. Note that rationing ended in France in 
1949. 

15 Luc Boltanski and Alexandra Russell, 'Visions of American Management in Post-
War France', Theory and Sociery, 12/3 (May 1983), 375-403, at 378. 
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promote democracy, to elicit and air opinions, educate the public, 
and resolve disputes without violence. George Gallup had argued 
that polling 'revealed the people to themselves'. Might opinion 
research similarly reveal nations to themselves, helping to forge 
identity, social cohesion, consensus, and peace in the aftermath of 
the Second World War? 16 The vaulting claims of post-war social 
science encouraged optimism on this score. 

In this new context IFOP, its standing and financing buoyed 
by an association with Gallup and the American Institute of 
Public Opinion, multiplied its endeavours in France and partici-
pated in ambitious and comparative international studies as 
well. 17 IFOP spun off an institute, ETMAR (Institut pour l'etude 
des marches en France et a l'etranger), or Institute for Market 
Research in France and Abroad, which sent 'productivity mis-
sions' to the US to apprentice in marketing research, learning how 
to establish sample groups, test market products, gauge the eff ec-
tiveness of advertising, and so on. 18 French firms' advertising 
expenditures soared and techniques changed. 19 The Director of 
Publicis, one of France's largest advertising agencies, created a 
research department and hired IFOP to do systematic, regular 
studies of the market and advertising's effects. Advertising without 
polls, he warned, resembled 'flying without radar'. 20 By the late 
1940s, then, IFOP was regularly surveying newspaper audiences 
to learn about reading habits and the influence of the press and 
radio; in the 1950s they added consumer preferences, the cost of 
living, the use of credit, consumer confidence, and what IFOP 
called the 'psychological price' of goods, or how different social 
groups perceived their purchasing power. IFOP studied the 
approval ratings of political leaders, the French public's percep-
tions of Americans, of Germans and Germany, and of their own 

16 Blondiaux, La Fabrique de !'opinion, 224. 
17 Ibid. 40,'j-9; Alain Girard, 'In Memoriam:Jean Stoetzel 19w-1987', Revue.franfaisede 

sociologie, 28h Gune 1987), 201-11; Leo Bogart, 'In Memoriam:Jean Stoetzel 19w-1987', 
Public Opinion Qjlarter[y, 51/ 4 (Winter 1987), 567-8; Dorsey, 'Public Opinion Research in 
France'. 

18 Helene Rilfault, 'L'Institut fran~ais d'opinion publique, 1938-1978', in Raymond 
Boudon and Frarn;ois Bourricaud (eds.), Science et theorie de !'opinion publique: Hommage a Jean 
Stoetzel (Paris, 1981), 243. 

19 Martin, Troir siecks de publicite, 292. 
20 Marcel Bleustein-Blanchet, La Rage de convaincre (Paris, 1970), 184. Bleustein founded 

Publicis in 1926. These changes can be traced in the journals Vente et publicite: La Publicite 
sous toutes ses .formes au service de la vente and Vendre (sometimes called Detail: Revue mensuelle 
published under the direction of Etienne and Louis Damour). 
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government's wars in Indo-China and Algeria. Most of these were 
opinion studies commissioned by the press, not polls financed by 
politicians themselves-they remained relatively uninterested. By 
the late 1950s, IFOP was reaching outwards, doing test marketing 
in the colonial world. They reached inward as well, examining 
the psychology of generational difference and 'The French 
woman and love'. Nearly one-quarter of IFOP's studies con-
cerned women in some fashion: the feminization of religion, con-
ceptions of femininity in different countries, and, above all, the 
distinctive features of 'women's political psychology', the ways in 
which women's presence and opinions might shape the electorate 
and the marketplace. 2 1 

Gender, indeed, was more than a central category for IFOP; it 
was a stimulus to polling as a methodology. If women as a group 
had distinctive views, those distinctions could not be mapped geo-
graphically, in the distinguished French tradition of religious, 
political-electoral, or social cartographies that focused, for 
instance, on the political landscape of the Ardeche. 22 Women 
lived interspersed among men and, with the interesting exception 
of the towns of Vienne, Grenoble, and Belfort, which briefly, 
from 1946 to 1951, used separate urns for women's ballots, their 
votes could not be distinguished from those of their male neigh-
bours, fellow workers, or relatives.23 As the eminent political sci-
entist Frarn;:ois Goguel remarked, introducing an important 1954 
study of women in politics, exploring the subject would have been 
'impossible without systematic recourse to polls carried out by the 
Institut frarn;:ais d'opinion publique'. Goguel urged France's tra-
ditional political scientists to recognize the value of this new 
method. 24 The new significance of women's political views and 
consumer preferences, then, was a provocation to 1950s French 

21 lnstitut frarn;ais d'opinion publique et l'etude de marches, liste des etudes realisees 
par IFOP de 1938 a 1977. Brochure in collection ofL01c Blondiaux. Many of these studies 
figure in Mattei Dogan andJacques Narbonne, Les Franfaisesface a la politique, comportement 
politique et condition sociale (Paris, 1955); Stoetzel, Theorie des opinions; and id., La Presse et 
!'opinion publique (Paris, 1947). Women first voted in the municipal and parliamentary elec-
tions of 1945. On links between opinion polling and market studies, see Servoise, L'Etude 
scientifique des marches, 116-17; for an example see Jacques Dourdin, Q,uarante millions de 
clients attendent vos marchandises: Inventaire systematique des besoins de public franfaise pour 
l'apres-guerre (Paris, 1945). 

22 Andre Siegfried, Geographie electorale de l'Ardeche sous la Ille Republique (Paris, 1949). 
23 Maurice Duverger, La Participation des femmes a la vie politique (Paris, 1955), 9. 
24 Siegfried, Geographie electorale de l'Ardeche, preface, p. xiii. 
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political science and sociology, pushing them towards new 
methods in much the same way that nineteenth-century worries 
about 'mass' politics had stimulated thinkers such as Gabriel 
Tarde in the 1880s and 1890s. 

Before turning to constructions of the female public, however, 
let us pause on some odd and interesting aspects of IFOP's early 
surveys. Different parts of the IFOP enterprise fitted together in 
predictable ways: studies of 'political' subjects, such as opinions on 
colonial wars, bolstered IFOP's social scientific image, but those 
studies could not have been conducted without ongoing market 
research, which paid IFOP's bills and was commissioned by com-
panies such as Kodak and Palmolive.25 Yet market research, polit-
ical polling, and opinion studies did not merely parallel or finance 
each other; they went hand in hand. Twice a month IFOP con-
ducted 'omnibus' surveys, asking a smorgasbord of questions 
regarding buying habits, brand name recognition, and political 
opinions. Individual firms, broadcasters, and advertisers 'subscribed' 
to specific questions. IFOP's representatives argued that combining 
questions not only saved money but also jostled the interviewees in 
a useful way: unfamiliar associations, they claimed, wore down 
interviewees' resistance and made answers more 'truthful'.26 

These 'omnibus enquetes' eventually begat more specialized 
studies, but their progeny still bore the marks of their common 
origin. Consider, for instance, 'La Frarn;aise et l'amour', a survey 
on the specific topic of sex and love, commissioned from IFOP in 
1958, and published first over nine copiously illustrated issues of 
Elle; in more austere statistical form in IFOP's journal Sondages; 
then as a made-for-television film; and, finally, as a mass-market 
paperback with the findings interpreted, idiosyncratically, by well-
known writers such as Frarn;:oise Giraud and Christiane 
Rochefort. 27 Like La Nouvelle Vague, which had become a book a 

25 Riffault, 'L'Institut franc;:ais d'opinion publique, 1938-1978', 2451 . On the advertis-
ing budgets of big companies, see Martin, Trois siecles de publicite, 307-

26 In the 1940s, firms employed priests, postmen, and teachers, who knew the locality, 
on a part-time basis. Sometimes the researchers were given a name and address; at other 
times they were left to their own devices and charged with finding a worker, a woman, 
and so on. Servoise, L'Etude scientifique des marches, 143-4. Servoise also argued that new 
methods rendered traditional categories of social analysis obsolete. 'Class' was defined not 
by income but rather by spending habits. Ibid. 134. 

27 'La Franc;:aise et !'amour', Sondages: Revuefran,aise de !'opinion publique, 23/J (1961), 
37-85;Jacques Remy and Robert Woog (eds.), La Fran,aise et /'amour: Une enquete de l'lnstitut 

.ftan,aise d'opinion publique (Paris, 1960). 
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year earlier, La Franyaise et l'amour testified to the soaring popularity 
of survey research. The study echoed Alfred Kinsey's American 
best-sellers on sexual behaviour and similarly promised to reveal 
the hidden inner lives of French women, adding to its appeal. Not 
only were sex and love marketable, but surveying them seemed 
to demonstrate the prowess of the new social scientific technology, 
heightening interest in the method itself as well as the findings it 
produced. 28 

La Franfaise et ['amour had an omnibus quality to it, and was 
interestingly muddled about what it was measuring and why. 
Questions zoomed in on 'romantic ideas'. 'What do you dream 
of? the study asked its subjects. 'Who do you find sexy?' 'Do your 
idols come from the radio or the cinema?' The subject sometimes 
seemed to be less romantic longings, sexual desire, or even moral 
codes, than the audience's response to the media. The television 
film La Franfaise et ['amour, nominally starredjean-Paul Belmondo, 
but the lead role was nearly usurped by the media itself: by movie 
posters in the streets, magazines scattered around a teenager's 
room, and the omnipresent voice of the radio. A remarkable 
number of long camera shots, in fact, centred on the radio set. In 
some scenes, the radio actually addressed the teenage girl's father, 
in others it spoke directly to the viewer. It was as if the film, like 
the survey on which it was based, could not shake off the template 
of the audience and readership studies that had been so important 
to the origins of survey research and that continued to be con-
ducted, by IFOP, for the French media. 29 

Through the r95os, then, IFOP routed political views, con-
sumption choices, listener preferences, and moral codes through 
the same rough interpretative grid, recasting the topics in the 
process. In La Franfaise et ['amour, as in other studies, the ostensible 
aim of analysing public opinion on a given subject was thoroughly 
blurred with the press or radio's efforts to measure their own 
influence and power. Through opinion polling the media created 
a constellation of discourses and images that revolved around 
itself. 

28 On Kinsey, see Igo, Averaged American. I analyse La Franfaise in my work in progress, 
Simone de Beauvoir and Mid-Century Sex. 

29 The film is in the Archives du film at the Centre national du cinema. On radio 
studies, see Jacques Durand, 'Les Etudes sur !'audience de la radio-television en France', 
Qg.ademi, 35 (1998), 79-g2; and Cecile Meadel's excellent Quantifier le public: Histoire des mesures 
d'audience de la radio et de la television (Paris, 2010). 
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II. Elle and the lrifatuation with Opinion 

In France as elsewhere, newspapers and magazines were the 
primary consumers of opinion polling. Many ofIFOP's post-war 
contracts came from the titles that transformed the post-war press: 
France-Soir (heir to Paris-Soir); Elle (1944); Paris Match (1950); and 
L'Express, a new-style weekly founded in 1953. Audience surveys 
helped newspapers and magazines to market themselves to poten-
tial readers as well as to sell their pages to advertisers. But surveys 
and polls were strikingly prominent in the press's content. They 
offered a different kind of news in a seemingly non-partisan 
manner;30 they claimed to introduce a fresh 'voice'; they con-
veyed information in eye-catching graphs, enhancing its visual 
appeal. 

Women's magazines exemplified the new-style journalism and 
constituted the fastest growing sector of the national print media. 
Of these magazines, Elle, founded in 1945 by Helene Gordon-
Lazareff, was the most unabashedly 'modern', impatient with 
what the editors saw as the cautious, self-enclosed world of rural 
Catholic France, and promoting not only consumerism but the 
kind of woman who buoyed that consumerism, confident, know-
ledgeable, discriminating, bold, and aware of her needs and 
desires. Gordon-Lazareff, a French journalist, was married to the 
publishing magnate Pierre Lazareff and had spent the war years 
working with publishing houses in New Yark, where she quickly 
became expert in design and colour. Despite its relatively small 
circulation, for such consumerism was only the province of the 
middle classes, Elle carried more pages of advertising than any 
other magazine, and ranked second in the value of monthly 
advertising space. 31 Elle was also allied with centrist, modernizing 

30 L'Express unfurled the banner of 'renouvellement' (renewal) and openly used political 
polls to put pressure on what its editors considered a corrupt and unresponsive parliamen-
tary system. The editors denounced secret prefects' reports and called for open airing of 
political opinion. L'Express, 26June 1953. 

31 Circulation figures in Dogan and Narbonne, Les Franfaises, 66-7. Elle's circulation 
rose from 200,000 in 1946 to 580,000 in 1952. Nous denx and Le Petit Echo de la mode had cir-
culations of over a million each. In value of advertising, Elle outstripped all the women's 
magazines and ranked just behind Paris Match, which had many more subscribers. 
Advertising revenues can be traced in Vente et publicite; these statistics are from Dec. 1959, 
77. The advertising executive Marcel Bleustein-Blanchet called Elle an 'extraordinary 
weekly', the 'single most important support for advertising in France', La Rage de convaincre, 
262. 
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elites, connected through Gordon-Lazareff's co-editor, Frarn;oise 
Giroud, to Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber and Pierre Mendes-
France-Americanizers, anti-communists, and anti-fascists, com-
mitted to transforming French culture. Giroud, who would go on 
to found L'Express in 1953, had also seen Elle as a 'vehicle for the 
modern spirit'. Modernity meant not only 'disposable lighters, 
fashionable dresses, and plastic wrap', but also, as Elle showed, 
knowing and cultivating the self, psychology, and what one com-
mentator called 'the economy of the personality'. 32 

The first fifteen years of Elle (1945-60) are fascinating in many 
ways; here I want to focus on the growing profusion of 'polls' and 
enquetes in various forms, from questionnaires, 'quizzes', and 
'psycho-tests', in which choices revealed personality, to longer, 
serious, and sustained sondages (polls) about politics, morality, and 
behaviour. To be sure, some of these exercises were far removed 
from actual survey research. A sondage had a statistical basis and 
was based on representative sample groups (La Franfaise et !'amour, 
commissioned from IFOP in 1958, represents the genre). 33 A straw 
poll simply gathered as many responses as possible. And many of 
Elle's 'polls' were editorial inventions. Topics ranged from opinion 
(what do you think?) to behaviour (what do you do?) to personality 
type (who are you?). But Elle presented all in much the same tone 
and as part of the same project. 

Women's voice, choices, and representation quickly became 
Elle themes. So did self-knowledge and identity. 'Do you know 
yourself as well as you think?' asked one of Elle's very first articles 
accompanied by a drawing of parts of the body. The arrows 
referred to nothing racier than 'tibia', or 'arteries', but it is not 
hard to see reproductive anatomy and sexual or erotic self-discov-
ery on the horizon. Self-questioning soon became more promi-
nent than advice, the traditional fare of the women's press. 
Questions such as 'Do you know how to put on your make up?' 
and 'Should you keep your love letters?'34 were rapidly eclipsed 
by 'Do you know yourself?' 'Who are you?' 'Are you a young 

32 Giroud, Lerons particulieres, 142-3; Franc;:oise Dolto in 'PARIS EN PARLE ... ', L'Express, 
19 Sept. 1953. 

33 Again, the methodological differences between different forms of survey research are 
beyond the scope of this essay, but are surveyed in Goot, Blondiaux, and other studies. 
No one has located Elle's archives and IFOP's were destroyed when the Institute moved, 
so I cannot trace the collaborations between the two institutions as precisely as I would 
like. 34 Elle, 25June 1946. 



JUDITH G. COFFIN 

woman like the others?'35 The magazine cast itself as a modem 
counsellor, whose role was to encourage readers to talk and reflect 
about themselves-and to situate themselves in relation to an 
aggregated Other. 36 

During the late 1940s, Elle regularly featured one-page-long 
bulleted lists of questions. By the early 1950s those lists had 
expanded into imitation survey research questionnaires that ran to 
five to six pages, and that illustrate the affinity between survey 
research, gathering data for Elle's advertisers, and the newsworthi-
ness of emergent forms of politics and citizenship. 

In 1953, Elle summoned its readers to participate in a several-
month-long 'survey' titled, simply, 'Are you For or Against'? Elle 
distributed 3,000 questionnaires throughout France in addition to 
publishing them in the magazine, asking readers to pronounce for 
or against 300 (!) issues, including sex education, women's work, 
and political unity in Europe. 37 When Elle published the results, 
the magazine put less emphasis on the details than on the editors' 
conclusion: their readers were surprisingly modern. 'The French 
are intelligent, and even witty; that, we knew. They are also 
extremely modem, and open to the most audacious ideas; of that, 
we knew less.'38 As we will see, the editors also reported that 
'voters' wanted to broaden the scope of the enquiry. 39 

Reader polls and mock elections concerning non-political topics 
became a favourite feature. In 1954 Elle launched a 'Referendum 
for young women' and distributed 4,000 questionnaires nation-
wide as well as inviting its readers to participate.40 Another survey, 
'Etes-vous charme?' 'Etes-vous sex-appeal?' was billed as an 
'enquete-election' in which readers voted for one or the other.41 

Elle became increasingly explicit about the operation and value of 
the new technology. 'Ninety probing questions' allowed Elle to 'tell 
you who you are'-and created 'opinion'.42 The sudden fashion 
for statistics, survey research, and polls was not 'absurd', the mag-
azine explained in 1954: combining large numbers and carefully 
chosen sample groups provided a surprisingly accurate image of 
public opinion. Elle offered only very general explanations: how, 
precisely, sample groups were chosen seemed too technical for the 

35 Ibid. 29Jan. 1951. 36 Ibid. 23June 1946. 
37 Ibid. 16 Mar. 1953, 22-3, 48-9. 38 Ibid. 9 Nov. 1953, 22-3. 
39 Ibid. 16 Mar. 1953, 22-3, 48-9. 40 Ibid. 25Jan. 1954, 
41 Whether you considered yourself charming or whether you preferred 'charmingness' 

was left ambiguous. Ibid. 27 July 1954, 14ff. 42 Ibid. 4 May 1953, 24-6. 
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magazine's readers.43 Anticipating common objections and wari-
ness, Ell£ reassured reader participants that survey research would 
not standardize individuals. The author of the 'Referendum on 
young women' vowed she would not press her subjects into a 'pre-
established mould constructed by statistics', or create a 'la-jeune-
fille-serie'. 44 Social knowledge and self-knowledge advanced hand 
in hand: 'to know oneself, and to know others ... this is a long-
time dream; each one of us has tried to reach this goal, but we 
have only got imprecise results. '45 Learning how to 'measure your-
self in relation to the norm', 46 to manipulate the language of sta-
tistics, and to understand the rudiments of social psychology were 
all part of living in the modern world. 

One of the most remarked-upon Elle surveys was published 
over eight issues between the autumn of 1956 and the spring of 
1957. Six months earlier, injanuary 1956, the third general elec-
tion since the Second World War brought 27 million voters to the 
polls against a backdrop of deepening crisis over the Algerian war 
and the fracturing of the political landscape-the prelude to the 
collapse of the republic two years later. As a counterpoint, Elle 
launched a survey on the subject of 'The Joys and Worries of 
Women'. 'Do you want to win 5 million francs? Do you want to 
know yourself better? Do you want to know the trends of today's 
woman?' Here was 'a veritable poll of female opinion' that was 
also a contest. Each participant ranked her joys and worries, 
choosing from a pre-established list of twenty. She filled out what 
was described as the 'ballot' and demonstrated her voter eligibility 
by attaching stamps from five issues of Elle. She then mailed in 
the ballot. (The magazine provided three addresses, for France, 
Europe, and one for North Africa-a mark of Elle's wide reader-
ship.) The contestant whose priorities most closely resemb/,ed the arithmetic 
average won 5 million francs cash.47 The article explicitly analo-
gized this contest to voting: 'your answers will be sorted mechan-
ically and, just as in universal suffrage, they will produce two 

43 Ibid. 25 Aug. 1954. 44 Ibid. 25Jan. 1954. 
45 Ibid. 15 Mar. 1954. 46 Ibid. 27 June 1955. 
47 Ibid. 22 Oct. 1956. The results began running inJanuary 1957, and continued into 

the spring. The magazine claimed that 270,000 readers participanted. The thirty-seven 
other prizes that the contest offered are revealing and poignant: 30,000 francs per month 
rent for five years; 10,000 francs a month for five years; a beaver-fur coat; a car; installation 
of coal heating (chaieffage au carbon) worth 300,000 francs; and coupons for televisions, refrig-
erators, and so on. The contest was co-sponsored by Les Industries de l' i:lectriciti:, du gaz, 
et du charbon, interested in both publicity and gathering information about demand. 
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typical lists.' The results ran under the rubric 'suffrage um-
versel' .48 

Thus did Elle rhapsodize about not only the fusion of consump-
tion and citizenship, but also about the magic of aggregation and 
statistics, and the ease with which democracy (universal suffrage) 
became legible and orderly-ironically, given the impending col-
lapse of the Fourth Republic.49 'The Joys and Worries of Women' 
provides a comic-book case of the process by which the press or 
survey researchers could unabashedly elicit (or 'incite', to use 
Foucault's term) public opinion and normalize it, giving a prize 
to the person closest to the norm. Even Elle seemed bemused by 
its own creation. 'Two hundred and seventy thousand private 
confessions have been transformed by the magic of statistics into 
one enormous public confession .... This is valuable information 
for the sociologist, the seducer, the popular novelist trying to strike 
the right notes, for the politician trying to appeal to the electorate . 
. . . You have bared your hearts', wrote Elle's columnistjean 
Duche, in his characteristically teasing manner, which aimed to 
make Elle's readers feel sophisticated and in on the joke. (Duche 
was one of few male columnists, and though his subject was 
usually politics, his role seemed to be to introduce erotic or 
romantic innuendo for readers who would detect it, as he did 
here.) Duche knew, he wrote, that his readers were cagey and 
strategic; he suspected they were less riveted on traditional familial 
virtue than their votes suggested, and that some had surely tried 
to 'rig the game' ifausser lejeu). But such 'slyness' would have 'little 
effect on two hundred and seventy thousand answers'. Statistics 
did not lie.50 The tongue in cheek tone, the jests about the magic 

·18 The proposed joys included, in this order: to be happy in your home, well 
dressed, well housed, to be a good maitresse de maison, to have children, have faith, have 
good friends, have an attractive body, have a car, to see one's parents happy, one's 
husband succeed, get or receive presents, do sports, like one's work, like art, like nature, 
go to the theatre, travel, go out, stay home. The twenty worries included: to have a 
husband who is unfaithful, quick to anger (intemjierant), or a playboy, to have 
difficult children, financial difficulties, waste one's life (!), not to know how to dress 
well, fear the future, war, unemployment, for one's own health or the health of one's 
family, to be poorly housed, overwhelmed by household chores, feel oneself getting old, 
feel less pretty or less happy than others, to be bored, to worry about one's reputation, 
suffer from loneliness, live in an unhappy family. I have put in bold the )oys and worries' 
that finished in the top five in each category. Elle, 28 Jan. 1957. Elle conducted a similar 
survey the following year. 

'19 Martin Evans, 'France 1956', History Today, 561!2 (2006), 12. 
50 Elle, 28Jan. 1957, 18. Elle's report on Kinsey's study of female sexuality invoked the 
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of science, and the hint of unspoken desires that might or might 
not be shared by one's fellow citizens but that would, in any event, 
produce mathematical averages and not moral judgement~all of 
these were part of the image conveyed by Elle and the polling 
genre it found so congenial. Anonymity produced truthfulness, 
and answering survey questions was precisely not a private conf es-
sion to one's local priest; it was modern. Marcelle Segal, the 
popular columnist who ran Elk's 'Courrier du Cceur' (letters from 
the heart) titled an exchange about pre-marital pregnancy 
'Opinion publique', a gesture to the new style of establishing 
norms.51 

Elle was, in fact, an interestingly complicated venture, register-
ing the contradictory pulls of marketing and consumption on the 
one hand and women's political citizenship on the other. Women 
in Elle were at once objects and subjects; desired and desiring; 
arranged and displayed on pages that were veritable 'tableaux of 
femininity' but also addressed as thinking persons facing political, 
econoinic, and psychological choices. Elle's shrewdest commenta-
tors recognized these tensions in the magazine's project; readers 
might well balk at the characterization Elle proposed to them. 
Franc;oise Giroud wrote a column commenting on the enquete-elec-
tion that had asked readers to choose between 'Charm' and 'Sex 
appeal'. Why had Elle's voters overwhelmingly elected 'Charm?' 
Giroud speculated that the choice reflected women's ambivalence 
about the new landscape of consumption. 'Women do not neces-
sarily want to hear talk of sex appeal', she wrote. 'They feel sud-
denly as if they are inside an immense store window, displayed 
and exposed. Men walk back and forth in front of the window, as 
if the women displayed were ashtrays or ties.'52 On electoral pol-
itics, Elle walked a fine line between its readers' alleged indiffer-
ence to politics and the editors' commitment to well-informed 
womanhood. The magazine specifically eschewed partisanship. 
'You don't do politics?' columnist Duche asked in one of Elle's 
first issues. 'Neither do we.' But he went on to say that women 
should not neglect their new citizenly duties and encouraged them 
magic of aggregation in much the same way. 'Sometimes the questioning lasts for two 
hours. Five hundred questions, one right after another, sometimes you will say something 
inaccurate but statistics prevent individual mistakes from obscuring the truth.' 'Lies simply 
fall away.' Elle, 31 Aug. 1953, 16. 

51 Ibid. 30 May 1955, 5. On assumptions about anonymity and truthfulness, see Murray 
Goot. 52 Elle, 27 July 1954, 14-
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to vote in the next election: 'Madame: do not stay at home.'53 

From Elle's first issue on, it ran short articles on female politicians. 
And the magazine's pseudo-referenda, such as 'For and Against', 
ran alongside serious articles reporting on American women's 
political clout, as if to incite by comparison. 54 

Finally, Elle's infatuation with opinion has to be set alongside 
and against contemporary political science on female voting and 
woman suffrage. The most prominent of these was the study men-
tioned earlier, Les Franfaises face a la politique. Like IFOP-and 
even, to a certain extent, Elle--the study took shape in interna-
tional circuits of social science and journalism. It was part of an 
international project, undertaken in 1952 by UNESCO and the 
International Association of Political Science, to study women's 
electoral behaviour in Europe. (Individual studies focused on 
France, Norway, Yugoslavia, and West Germany.) Were women 
more susceptible to the seductions of political personality? Was 
the women's vote 'unstable', as a conference in The Hague had 
suggested, and thus likely to produce authoritarianism? How 
could political science answer questions such as these, moving 
beyond the study of elites and toward understanding popular 
political belief and behaviour? The study nicely illustrates the rela-
tionship between the women's vote, opinion polling, and concerns 
about solidifying democratic institutions in the war's aftermath. 
Les Franfaises face a la politique presented several hundred pages of 
social-psychological analysis of women's electoral behaviour 
drawing on both IFOP's polling research and selected social 
research-including Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex. It 
painted a grim picture of French women's capacity to exercise 
their new citizenship. Isolated in a 'closed milieu' of the home, 
overwhelmed by gruelling domestic chores, burdened by mater-
nity, frustrated in her search for pleasure, and dependent on her 
husband for economic support, the French woman was 'a socially 
subordinate being'. She was politically subordinate as well.55 That 
women were in the thrall of the reactionary Catholic Church was 
a long-standing theme of French political commentary, but Les 
Franfaises face a la politique devoted almost as much space to the 

53 Ibid. 19 Mar. and 30 Apr. 1946, 4-5. 
54 Ibid. 12Jan. 1953, 14-15, 44-5. See the series of articles beginning injan. 1957. 
55 Dogan and Narbonne, Les Franfaises, 49. For background on the study and a 

summary of the international results, see Maurice Duverger, u, Participation des femmes a la 
vie politique (Paris, 1955). 
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baneful influence of the women's press, especially the press 'du 
Creur'-Corifidences, Nous Deux, and others-whose readers were 
besotted with romance and fantasy. 'Instead of adopting a realistic 
social perspective', the reader of the women's press 'closes her eyes 
to the social and, thus, political world'. Little wonder, the authors 
sententiously concluded, that women could not forge an 'opinion 
on the problems that the democratic state (Etat democratique) poses 
to its male and female citizens'.56 

The IFOP polls that had been deployed to unravel the myster-
ies of women's opinions seemed to offer the discouraging conclu-
sion that in many cases women were unable to formulate opinion. 
They were not interested in politics, they felt ill at ease in the 
political world, they abstained at significantly higher rates than 
men, and when married women voted, they did so with their hus-
bands.57 While the French political scientists who authored the 
report insisted that women voters were not the conservative crea-
tures that nineteenth-century 'anti-feminists' had feared them to 
be, they also concluded that women's opinions-qua women-
seemed insignificant. That such a large section of the electorate 
was alienated and incapable of assuming responsibilities of dem-
ocratic citizenry portended ill for democratic politics. The study's 
findings were widely quoted, and that women needed to be pulled 
out of their isolation and taught to engage the political world 
became common wisdom among journalists and writers. 

Against this backdrop, Elk's 'sondomania' begins to sound like 
an argument, and the constant stream of pseudo-surveys look like 
deliberate counter-surveys, half-mocking rejoinders to mainstream 
political opinion, as well as an El/,e brand that marked its distance 
from the rest of the women's press, especially the 'presse du Creur'. 
Women were not necessarily a bastion of reaction and tradition. 
They were more open to change and new-even 'audacious'-
ideas than political elites thought. The pages of El/,e valorized par-
ticipation, confidence, discernment, being tuned into the world. 
The barrage of questions directed at its readers-'Are you For or 
Against?' Tell us your :Joys and Worries'-reads as a determined 
effort to goad, coax, and cajole its readers into expressing them-
selves, to elicit or manufacture women's opinion. The normalizing 

56 Duverger, La Participation desfemmes, 691 0. 
57 Ibid. 63-6, 74-5, 93. Insofar as there was a 'women's vote', the study argued, it was 

cast by conservative, elderly women. 
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and conformist aspects of this opinion creation are obvious, its func-
tions as a market research virtually undisguised, and Elle's commit-
ment to the notion that consumer choice was a particularly 
privileged form of individuality unmistakable. But in the larger his-
torical context (and in light of the presumed inability of the new 
female electorate to make political judgements) those aspects seem 
less striking than Elle's aspirations to creating and moulding female 
opinion. Giroud, who commissioned the most thoughtful sondages 
as well as commenting on the silly ones, treated them as an impor-
tant source of knowledge, a starting point for provocative commen-
tary, and a way of building a journalistic and political constituency. 

What about the readers? Evidence from Elle confirms what 
other historians have argued: that readers, listeners, and intervie-
wees in general were often eager to talk and to participate, and 
indeed that they wanted to say more than interviewers wanted to 
hear. 58 Hundreds of thousands entered Elle's referenda/ contests: 
more than 250,000 people, for instance, 'voted' in :Joys and 
Worries'. On several occasions readers volunteered that the 
anonymity of statistics provided cover for expressing views they 
might otherwise conceal. Regarding 'For or Against', Elle's editors 
reported that 'Everyone has an idea on everything'. People wanted 
to answer more questions, they continued. 'Eighty per cent would 
have liked to give their opinion on BIRTH CONTROL, FREE UNION, 
and EUTHANASIA, but we had to limit ourselves to questions that 
were less delicates.'59 Readers did not hesitate to write to Elle object-
ing to the premisses of the survey. 'The system of using a majority 
of votes to classify and to create typical lists encourages any con-
testant who has any sense to rank joys and worries according to 
the values that she supposes to be those of the majority of her con-
temporaries ... and those do not necessarily coincide with her own 
values.' Another asked why Elle had not broken the survey down 
by age group. How could a woman of 25 share the concerns of a 
55-year-old? Some were pleased with the survey's 'real value as a 
document', expecting that 'it will be interesting and, I hope, com-
forting, to see the final list'. 60 Winners described their tactics: 'I 

SB See Igo, Averaged American; Anne-Marie Sohn, 'Pour unc histoire de la socictc au 
regard des Mdias', Revue d'histoire modeme et contemporaine, 4412 (June 1997), 287-306; and 
Cecile Meade!, 'De !'emergence d'un outil de quantification', Q!fademi, 35 (1998), 66. 

59 Elle, 16 Mar. 1953, 22-3, 48-9. 
60 Letter from Saint-Servan-sur-Mer, and letter signed M. Ballet, S.P. 185, Elle, 14Jan. 

1957. The letters were classed as for or against slfifrage universe/. 
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tried to put myself in the place of the other readers .... I said to 
myself: think of the five million.'61 The winners, profiled in subse-
quent issues, were educated and middle class: one was a doctor 
and another ran her family's sawmill. 

'Brune ou blonde? Charme ou sex-appeal? Socialistes ou 
Gaullistes? Ceci ou cela?' 'Choosing', wrote Frarn;oise Giroud, 
'that is our most difficult problem.'62 Choice, abundance, enfran-
chisement: it is no surprise that these themes had broad resonance 
in the 1950s. The appeal of opinion polling as a genre to advertis-
ers, journalists, manufacturers, and even readers is relatively easy 
to discern. Polls, surveys, and poll-type quizzes proposed to make 
Elle a place to find oneself, and they offered a number of ways to 
belong or partially belong-a number of possible identities. Other 
magazines, from Marie Claire to L'Express, adopted similar prac-
tices, soliciting interaction and readers' responses, inviting readers 
to be interested in and to identify with others, and helping to spin 
the web of 'identifications and complicity' that Edgar Morin con-
sidered constitutive of mass culture in the 1950s. A form of social 
scientific knowledge, opinion polling in the twentieth-century 
press also helped imagine a community. 

III. Conclusion 

The opening paragraph of La Franfaise et ['amour hailed the birth 
of a new figure, 'la Frarn;:aise', quintessentially of her time. 'A 
composite of thousands of individuals', she represented 'a mixture 
of reality and abstraction that responds to both the love of truth 
and the taste for synthesis (!'amour de la verite et le gout de la ~nthese) 
that are the distinguishing features of our time. '63 Amour de la verite: 
journalists and editors touted polling research as a form of knowl-
edge for its 'modernity', its 'truth value', and its apparent ability 
to uncover the unexpected. Gout de la ~nthese: the language of 
aggregates offered a legible version of the public, proposed points 
of consensus and disagreement, and authorized breathtakingly 
sweeping generalizations by journalists. 

A single excursion into the history of Elle and IFOP cannot 

61 Elle, 7 Jan. 1957, 9. 62 Francoise Giraud, ibid. 22June 1953. 
63 Jacques Remy and Robert Woog (eds.), La Fra1lfaise et ['amour: Une enquete de l'lnstitut 

.ftan,aise d'opinion publique (Paris, 1960), 16. 
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adjudicate debates over the character of the mass-mediated public 
sphere or the relationship of political to consumer choice. We can 
acknowledge la Franfaise as a fictive aggregate or simulacrum, 
understand the manufactured character of 'opinion', and recog-
nize the yawning gap between Elle's pseudo-referenda and the 
form of deliberative discussion Habermas argues was driven from 
the twentieth-century public sphere, while remaining curious 
about how people wrestled with the images these aggregates 
created, how polling as a popular social scientific phenomenon 
opened ways to imagining new identities, or opinion research's 
relationship to changing norms. 64 

We can, however, suggest some conclusions about this partic-
ular moment in the history of opinion research. Sondages in the 
1950s were a blunt instrument: surveys were omnibus, statistics 
used loosely, and interviewees chosen by criteria that were often 
haphazard. Proponents of the new form of knowledge likened 
advertising without market research and polls to 'flying without 
radar'. One might respond that flying with radar means flying very 
far from the ground, and while it reduces one's risks it does not 
assure one will hit the target. The eager pursuit of norms and 
averages produced figures, such as la Franfaise, with enormous cul-
tural sway but limited predictive or analytic value. The very blunt-
ness of polling as a social scientific instrument in this period 
encouraged enthusiastic claims about the 'magic of aggregation', 
but both market research and political polling would quickly 
move away from large aggregates, refining methods and develop-
ing more fine-grained categories. 

We have also seen the many ways in which the project of 
polling opinion became bound up in post-war French renewal, 
linked not only to consumerism, advertising, and the beginnings 
of 'thirty glorious years' of expansion, but also to aspirations to 
educate opinion, air new voices, forge secular arbiters of moral-
ity, and build up the political public-all part of the package of 
'modernizing' France. Not surprisingly, modernizing elites, well 
represented in the offices of IFOP as well as on the editorial 
boards of Elle and L'Express, surrounded, even smothered, poll 
findings with commentary from intellectuals, experts, and men 

64 See Michael Schudson's insightful 'The Troubling Equivalence of Citizen and 
Consumer', Annals efthe American Academy ef Political and Social Science, 608 (2006),193-204, 
and Igo, Averaged American. 
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and women of letters invited to interpret the numbers and to 
speak for 'France'. 

Finally, let me note a term whose absence from the discussions 
and popularized social science of the 1950s is striking. The new 
elites seemed distinctly unconcerned with identifying women's 
'interests'. Women made 'choices', both consumer and psycho-
logical. They might develop 'opinions'; at least Elle and its com-
mentators exhorted them to do so. They harboured 'desires', 
whether sartorial, romantic, or even, Elle discreetly suggested, 
erotic and sexual.65 But they were rarely said to have 'interests', 
a term that suggests a well-defined location in the social and eco-
nomic order that motivates actions and inspires a calculated 
pursuit of needs and outcomes, outcomes which could be consid-
ered in terms of power. That absence of 'interest' as a variable is 
key to a broader discursive shift in the post-war years. 66 The twen-
tieth-century social science of polling, deployed to understand the 
process of opinion formation and the psychology of mass culture, 
shouldered aside the well-established tradition of political 
economy, a theoretical tradition that focused on social classes and 
the interests they brought to politics. This shift had political 
ramifications that closely mirrored the resolutely centrist project of 
post-war renewal. To represent opinion as divided by percentages 
rather than class or parties was to blur images of France split 
between Left and Right, communist and conservative, or pro- and 
anti-Vichy. Yet the particular reluctance to identify women's 
'interests' also had its own logic. It was rooted in a long tradition 
of seeing women's interests as identical to those of their families. 
It reflected the well-known blind spots of social and political 
theory regarding women. And it registered the absence in post-
war France of any well-organized women's movement that might 
have made a forceful case for women as a group, with their own 
investments in, and expectations of, the polity and society. 

65 On advertisers' interest in sexuality, see Ernest Dichter, li1 Stratigie du disir: Une philoso-
phie de la vente (Paris, 1961). I explore these issues in Simone de Beauvoir and Mid-Century Sex. 

66 See Richard Swedberg, Interest (Maidenhead, 2005). 
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Poll data is a new source for contemporary history studies of cul-
tural change and consumption over the past sixty years. 1 Some of 
these illuminating studies of buying behaviour and the origins of 
value change take poll data for granted without looking more 
closely at the context of their production, while others have 
recently focused on the history of public opinion polls, the organ-
ization and practices of institutes of survey research, and especially 
their work for political clients. They have come to the conclusion 
that the use of polls in the political sphere is connected with the 
scientization and professionalization of political communication. 2 

Similarly, some historians have suggested that the increasing appli-
cation of marketing tools ( Okonomisierung) in the political sphere is 
connected with the use of polls. In this sense, the use of polls has 
turned political parties into brands. 3 In fact, these differentiated 
studies have advanced the field of new cultural history. Other 
investigations, such as those by Benjamin Ziemann and Sarah Igo, 
ask whether polls contribute to the construction of a national mass 

1 Michael Wildt, Vom kleinm Wohlstand: Eine Konsumgeschichte der fiiefziger ]ahre (Frankfurt 
am Main, 1994); Detlef Siegfried, Time is on my Side: Konsum und Politik in der westdeutschm 
]ugmdkultur der 6oer ]ahre (Gottingen, 2006), 330, 429-46. 

2 Anja Kruke, Demoskopie in der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and: Meinungeforschung, Parteim und 
Medien 1949-1990 (Dilsseldorf, 2007); Frank Bosch, 'Werbefirmen, Meinungsforscher, 
Professorcn: Die Professionalisierung der Politikbcratung im Wahlkampf(1949-1972)', in 
Stefan Fisch and Wilfricd Rudloff (eds.), Experten und Politik.: Wissenschefiliche Politikberatung 
in geschichtlicher Perspektive (Berlin, 2004), 309-27. 

3 Frank Bosch, 'Das Politische als Produkt: Selbstbeobachtungen und Modernisie-
rungen in der politischen Kommunikation der fruhen Bundesrepublik', in Habbo Knoch 
and Daniel Morat (eds.), Kommunikation als Beobachtung: Medienwandel und Gesellschoftsbilder 
1880-1960 (Munich, 2003), 229-48; Mark E. Spicka, Selling the Economic Miracle: Economic 
Reconstruction and Politics in West Germany 1949-1957 (New York, 2007), 8. 
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public, or to communication between elites and the people. 4 Thus 
polls in part replace traditional social relations of communication, 
such as local communities or forms of Christian belief. 5 

Some historians have exaggerated the omniscience of polling 
institutes, comparing them to 'observation cameras in the super-
market', 6 or calling the Allensbach Institute for Public Opinion 
Research, founded in 1947 and still in existence, a 'forger of 
opinion', as if it could observe and direct the population like Big 
Brother. 7 In fact, survey researchers ensure a secure basis for 
sales and operational planning by anticipating the demands of the 
marketplace (see section I of this essay). But if historians believe 
the pollsters' promise, they will fall for the pollsters' line. Even 
opponents of market research, such as the sociologist and journal-
ist Vance Packard, or social critics such as Theodor Adorno and 
Jurgen Habermas, have adopted the pollsters' self-image, hyper-
bolizing them as 'hidden persuaders' or omniscient market 
researchers. They appear to believe that these new experts, enter-
ing and influencing the field of political communication, can 
control consumers and voters like puppets by applying marketing 
techniques.8 To some extent, this elite perspective reveals a 
hidden admiration for the persuaders and a view of consumers as 
an easily led mass. 

4 Sarah E. Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making ef a Mass Public 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2007), 12, 282. Ziemann himself spoke of 'Responsivitat' 
(responsiveness). See Benjamin Ziemann, 'Meinungsumfragen und die Dynamik der 
Offentlichkeit: Die katholische Kirche in der Bundesrepublik nach 1968', Historisches 
Jahrbuch, 126 (2006), 493-520. 

5 Id., Katholische Kzrche und Sozialwissenscheften 1945-1975 (Gottingen, 2007), 146, 348. 
6 Michael Geyer, 'Der Kalte Krieg, die Deutschen und die Angst: Die westdeutsche 

Opposition gegen Wiederbewaffnung und Kernwaffen', in Klaus Naumann (ed.), Nachkrieg 
in Deutsch/and (Hamburg, 200!), 267-318, at 273. 

7 Detlef Bald, Die Atombewqffoung der Bundeswehr: Militar, Ojfentlichkeit und Politik in der Ara 
Adenauer (Bremen, 1994), 102. 

8 Vance Packard, Die geheimen V erfiihrer: Der Grijf nach dem Unbewussten in jedermann 
(Dusseldorf, 1992), 218, originally published as The Hidden Persuaders (New York, 1957); Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialektik der Aefkliirung: Philosophische Fragmente (new 
edn. Frankfurt am Main, 1969), 272; Jurgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Ojfentlichkeit: 
Untersuchungen zu einer Kaugorie der biirgerlichen Gesellschefi (new edn. Frankfurt am Main, 1990), 
288-g2; Ludwig von Friedeburg, 'Zurn politischen Potential der Umfrageforschung', Koiner 
<)itschrifl.for Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie, 13/2 (196'), 2m-16. An overview of German crit-
icism on public opinion polls is presented by Peter Hoeres, 'Aneignung und Abwehr der 
Demoskopie im intellektuellen Diskurs der fruhen Bundesrepublik', in Franz-Werner 
Kersting, Jurgen Reulecke, and Hans-Ulrich Thamer (eds.), Die zweite Griindung der 
Bundesrepublik: Generationswechsel und inullektuelle Wortergreifangen 1955-1975 (Stuttgart, 2010), 
69-84. 
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These briefly outlined misgivings about polls on the part of some 
sociologists were the result of their inherent reservations about the 
more or less covert ambition of pollsters to target and educate con-
sumers. Targeting and educating are the two keywords of this essay 
and they mean that in a first step pollsters aimed to observe, 
survey, and measure consumers by means of polls. Quantitative 
data was intended to make consumers visible. In a second step the 
pollsters did not only interpret this data, but also tried to stabilize 
or change the attitudes of consumers. The ambition to educate 
could be ambivalent and depended on the wishes of the pollsters' 
clients: for example, if we compare the ambition of pollsters to rec-
oncile West Germans with the free market economy with the reser-
vations of some conservative pollsters about the consumer society 
of the 1960s and 1970s. I will analyse this dual commitment-to 
target and educate consumers-with reference to the German 
Institute for Public Opinion Research in Allensbach, almost the 
oldest of its kind. To this end I use sources such as survey reports 
from the archives of the Institute and the literary estate of Erich 
Peter Neumann (19121 3), the first husband of Elisabeth Noelle 
(1916-2010). Both were journalists before they founded the 
Allensbach Institute (see section I of this essay). 9 

In contrast to some historians and social critics, such as 
Adorno, Habermas, and Packard, I argue that the power of the 
pollsters has been overestimated. I believe that their ability to 
gauge public opinion as a precondition for guiding or educating 
citizens, consumers, voters, parents, media audiences, readers, and 
other target groups has limits. However, the pollsters do not admit 
to these limits, and to the present day hold out the promise of sci-
entific predictions. In particular, I want to show that even if polls 
influence the formation of opinion, they can only partially retrace 
changes in mentalities and social-psychological developments, 
because poll questions are created by researchers who are them-
selves embedded in cultural and social environments. 10 Poll ques-

9 The Allensbach Institute has been the focus of a number of historical or 
autobiographical works. See Kruke, Demoskopie in der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and, 61-86; 
Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, Die Erinnerungen (Munich, 2006); Norbert Grube, 'Das Institut 
fi.ir Demoskopie Allensbach und die "Deutschen Lehrerbriefe" als Instrumente staats-
biirgerlicher Erziehung? Anspriiche und Umsetzungen 1947 bis 1969', Jahrbuch far 
Historische Bi!dungiforschung, 13 (2007), 267-88. 

10 Paul Nolte, Die Ordnung der deutschen Gesellschefi: Selbstentwuif und Selbstbeschreibung im 20. 

Jahrhundert (Munich, 2000), 127, 188. 
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tionnaires are no more than an attempt to reify and objectify the 
subjective observations of survey researchers and their clients. 11 

Therefore polls reproduce the mainstream as much as they con-
struct public opinion. Polls are often seen as a symptom of the 
economization of the political and as an instrument for manipu-
lating the masses. But this view underestimates the subversive, 
irrational, and intractable behaviour of consumers and voters in 
adapting and transforming marketing strategies into tactical and 
skilful actions in everyday life. 12 In order to come to differentiated 
conclusions about the power of polls and market research, we 
must keep in mind this anthropological starting point articulated 
by Michel de Certeau and combine it with David Riesman's soci-
ological findings concerning what he called the 'inside dopester'. 
Riesman pointed out that consumers and voters are not just indif-
ferent and compliant, but also capable of choosing options that 
serve their interests. 13 

My doubts about current views of the omnipotence of pollsters 
do not mean that I deny the powerful role that they play in the 
political and economic field. 14 In fact, polls became an important 
instrument in the process of self-limiting govemmentality which 
began at the end of the eighteenth century. In this process, the 
market and economic demands and needs inceasingly functioned 
to regulate the social. Governmental power in Foucault's sense no 
longer aimed only to control and discipline the individual body, as 
in the European states of the early modem period, but to regulate 
the population as a whole. In West Germany, during the era of 
the social market economy, the government aimed to implement 
a population policy and required polls as an instrument for 
analysing the future needs, notions, and judgements of the people 
(see section IV of this essay). This knowledge about the social body 
was intended to provide the basis for political interventions to 
guarantee security and allow the full potential of human capital to 
be tapped in order to produce balance and regularity. This meant 
minimizing risks on the one hand and enabling the circulation of 

1 1 Pierre Bourdieu, Die Jeinen Unlerschiede: Kritik der gesellschqfllichen Urteilskrqfl (Frankfurt 
am Main, 1987), 787-91. 

12 Michel de Certeau, Kunst des Handelns (Bedin, 1988), 83, 85-6. 
13 David Riesman, Die einsame Masse: Eine Untersuchung der Wandlungen des amerikanischen 

Charakters (Hamburg, 1961), 193, 203-4, originally published as 77ze Lonely Crowd: A Stutfy ef 
the Changing American Character (New Haven, 1950). 

1'1 Pierre Bourdieu, J)i,e verhorgenen Afechanismen der Macht (Hamburg, 1997), 130. 
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people and goods on the other. 15 It could be said that market 
research is a method of activating consumers and obtaining cer-
tainty about them. Because success in selling products depends on 
the 'arbitration (Schiedsgericht) of consumers', 16 and on the 'daily 
cash-based referendum in the stores', 17 entrepreneurs, traders, 
and other experts must get information about the consumers they 
depend on. 18 

To outline the power of market research, a short overview of 
basic developments in the polling industry is given in section I of 
this essay. The focus of section II is on how market research meas-
ured consumption in the 1950s, while section III deals with the 
Allensbach pollsters' ambition to educate consumers and voters 
with the aim of increasing popular support for the social market 
economy. In a short overview, I will suggest to what extent the 
findings of market research were used in the political sphere. 
Because consumers are a diverse rather than homogeneous group, 
competing emotionally and irrationally against each other in the 
same way as producers, their buying behaviour can hardly be pre-
dicted. These limits of market research are discussed in section IV 
and in the conclusion, which deals with new methods of identify-
ing consumers and specific target groups in the 1960s and 1970s. 

I. The Market.for Market Research.from the 1950s to the Present and the 
Origins qf the Allensbach Institute for Public Opinion Research 

The take-off of market research in West Germany is often dated to 
the 1960s, with a second push in the 1980s. In this view, the rise of 
market research paralleled the beginnings of a society based on 
mass consumption, 19 but it would be wrong to believe that market 

15 Michael Foucault, Geschichte der Gouuernementalitiit, 2 vols. (Frankfurt am Main, 2004), 
i: Sicherheit, T erritorium, Beviilkerung, 27, 38, 52, 89, 94; id., In Verteidigung der Gesel/schqfl: 
Vorlesungen am College de France (197.J76) (Frankfurt am Main, 2001), 285, 290-r. 

16 Id., Geschichte d.er Gouvernementalitiit, ii: Die Geburt der Biopolitik, 228. 
17 Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann and Gerhard Schmidtchen, Verbraucher beim Einkauf Eine 

wirtschef/soziologische Studie iiber die Rolle des Markenartikels (Allensbach, 1968), 7. 
18 Riesman, Die einsame Masse, 138, 145. 
19 Hannes Siegrist, 'Konsum, Kultur und Gesellschaft im modernen Europa', in id., 

Hartmut Kaelble, andJUrgen Kocka (eds.), Europiiische Konsumgeschichte: Zur Gesellschqfls- und 
Kulturgeschichte des Konsums (Frankfurt am Main, 1997), 13-48, at 43; and recently Alfred 
Reckendrees and Toni Pierenkemper (eds.), Die bundesdeutsche Massenkonsumgesellschqfl 
1950-2000: Jahrbuchfar Wirtschqflsgeschichte, 2007/2 (Berlin, 2007), 22-3, 41. 
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research did not exist before, or that it was only semi-professional 
or semi-scientific. 20 The Institut fur Wirtschaftsbeobachtung der 
deutschen Fertigware (Institute for the Economic Observation of 
German Finished Products) began sales research as early as 1925. 
Its founder, Wilhelm Vershofen (1878-1960) founded the Gesell-
schaft fur Konsumforschung (GfK; Society for Consumer 
Research) in 1934, and it is still a global player in market research 
today.21 Yet it is true that the numbers of research institutes 
jumped from eight in 1956 to seventeen in 1957, the year of a 
general election in the Federal Republic of Germany. Thirty years 
later, IOO market research institutes were registered in West 
Germany. This figure had grown to 251 by 2000 in unified 
Germany, but many of the smaller market research agencies were 
not able to survive in a climate of hard competition, and went 
bankrupt. In 2006 the industry information service Context listed 
only 176 market research institutes, but their annual turnover in 
unified Germany had increased from 516 million euros in 1990 to 
almost 2 billion in 2006-an indication that a few huge interna-
tional companies and corporations such as GfK, TNS lnfratest 
Holding, A. C. Nielsen, and the IPSOS Group dominate the inter-
national market. 22 This wide dissemination of market research 
could convey the impression that consumers are totally surveyed 
by pollsters, marketing agents, and advertising experts. 

Compared with these companies, the Allensbach Institute on 
Lake Constance near the Swiss-German border is of only 
medium size, with an annual turnover of around 9 million euros 
in 2008. 23 It freed itself from the control of the Military 

2° Kai-Uwe Hellmann, Soziologie der Marke (Frankfurt am Main, 2003) is of the opinion 
that research on brands and the consumer did not start until the professionalization and 
scientization of market research in the 1960s; similarly Hartmut Berghoff, 'Marketing im 
20. Jahrhundert: Absatzinstrument-Managementphilosophie--universelle Sozialtechnik', 
in id. (ed.), Marketinggeschichte: Die Genese einer modemen Sozialtechnik (Frankfurt am Main, 2007), 
u-58, at 28-9. 

21 Harm Schri:iter, 'Zur Geschichte der Marktforschung in Europa im 20.Jahrhundert', 
in Rolf Winter (ed.), Geschichte des Konsums: Ertriige der 20. Arbeitstagung der Gesellschajlfar Sozial-
und Wirtschqflsgeschichte. 23.-26. April 2003 in Greifswald (Stuttgart, 2004), 319-36, at 327-8; 
Chlodwig Kapferer, ,?,ur Geschichte der deutschen Marktforschung: Aefzeichnungen eines Mannes, der 
dabei war (Hamburg, 1994); Georg Bergler, Die Entwicklung der Verbrauchsfarschung in 
Deutsch/and und die Gesellschaflfar Konsumfarschung bis zum Jahre 1945 (Kallmiinz, 1959-60); 
Christoph Conradt, 'Observer Jes consommateurs: Etudes de marche et histoire de la 
consommation en Allemagne, des annees 1930 aux annees 1960', Le Mouvement social, 
45/206 (2004), 17-39. 

22 Context, 2, 30Jan. 2007. 23 <www.ifd-allensbach.de>, accessed 9 Nov. 20w. 
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Government in the French occupied zone in the south-west of 
Germany and from 1948-9 conducted early market and media 
research on the consumption of fish, cigarette-smoking ( commis-
sioned by the famous Reemtsma company in Hamburg), and the 
readership of the newspaper Die Welt, licensed by the British 
Military Government in Hamburg. 24 Market research ensured 
the economic survival of the Allensbach Institute because clients 
such as businessmen, companies, and publishers paid more for 
their services than the French Military Government. Here Noelle 
was in competition with Bernard Lahy, a French officer who had 
similar plans. 25 

The founder of the Allensbach Institute approached political 
leaders and managers as potential clients for polls. The pollsters 
promised that asking a representative sample of the population or 
targeting specific groups would make it possible to generate effi-
cient strategies and reduce risks for businesses. In 1948, one of 
the lnstitute's advertising leaflets pointed out: 'Only those who 
know the market will avoid mistakes. Any mistake in production 
can ruin your business .... In this risky situation we offer you our 
services. We can quickly produce reliable poll analyses using the 
scientific methods of market research on which to base your strat-
egy. We know consumers and can discover their wishes that inter-
est you. '26 In order to get commissions in market and media 
research, Elisabeth Noelle, the daughter of a steel factory owner 
in Berlin, and Erich Peter Neumann, a former socialist, then con-
servative journalist, reactivated old networks from the 1930s, 
when they were leading journalists for German newspapers 
such as the liberal daily Berliner Tagblatt, the conservative daily 
Franlfurter :(,eitung, and the National Socialist weekly Das Reich, 
founded in 1940. Thus the entrepreneur Felix Hoesch, owner of 
a paper factory and an old friend of the Noelle family, arranged 
the contact with Hermann F. and Philipp F. Reemtsma, owners 

24 Allensbach Archives, IID Report 36, Die Well' Bericht iiber eine Leser-Um.frage, Oct. 1949; 
IID Report 27, Der Fischkonsum in Westdeutschland: II. Befragung der Grqf]verbraucher. 
Grundergebnisse einer Verbraucher-Ana[yse, commissioned by Hauptlenkungsstelle Fischwirtschaft 
der Verwaltung fur Ernahrung, Landwirtschaft und Forsten (VELF),July 1949. 

25 Allensbach Archives, History of the Institute, lnstitut fiir psychologische und 
soziometrische Forschungen, Bernard Lahy, Chef des travaux a l'Universite Paris: Expose 
ilber die Errichtung eines zentralen Instituts for soziale und okonomische Forschungen, 
20 Nov. 1947. 

26 Allensbach Archives, History of the Institute, leaflet advertising the institute, 1 July 
1948. 
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of the biggest German tobacco company (Reemtsma Cigaretten-
fabriken GmbH), while the business journalist Volkmar Muthesius 
advised his former colleague Neumann to approach the marketing 
expert Hanns W. Brose.27 

II. Measuring Consumption in the 1950s 

Producers were only partly dependent on market research in the 
early era of reconstruction in post-war Germany. Because the 
demand for everyday products was immense, companies and busi-
nessmen could sell their goods even without the new market 
research institutes. Moreover, most of the businessmen were not 
familiar with market research. They trusted their own traditional 
methods and experience in trade and merchandising. But these 
non-standardized methods, such as reports by salesmen and 
observations of shopping behaviour, were no longer enough to 
provide reliable information about certain branches of industry. 
For example, the post-war market for cigarettes was riddled with 
uncertainties. Did German smokers prefer American cigarettes 
after their experience of the black market, or German pre-war 
cigarettes? To clarify this uncertainty, Reemtsma wanted infor-
mation from the Allensbach Institute.28 The Institute carried out 
its first poll for this company in 1949, marking the beginning of a 
cooperation that lasted for almost forty years. To commission 
market research was a turnaround in Reemtsma's commercial 
philosophy. Previously the company had used other marketing 
and consumer observation techniques. 29 Another branch of indus-
try soon began to use market research: manufacturers of personal 
hygiene products. Polls have revealed that until the middle of the 
1950s, shampoo and other haircare products were used almost 

27 Allensbach Archives, History of the Institute: Felix Hoesch to Eva Noelle, 27 Jan. 
1949. Erich Peter Neumann Papers, Volkmar Muthesius, Redaktion der Zeitschrift ftir das 
gesamte Kreditwesen/Frankfurt am Main, to Neumann, 30July 1948. 

28 Allensbach Archives, !ID Report 25, Die Cigaretten-Raucher: Struktur, Gewohnheit, 
Mentalitiit. Eine Untersuchung in Westdeutschland, May-June 1949; IID Report 34, Der Cigaretten-
Konsum in Westdeutschland 1949: ,?,usammenfassung einer VJS!ematischen Beviilkerungs-Um.frage iiber 
Struktur, Gewolmheit und Mentalitiit der Raucher, May-June 1949; IID Report 3211, Rauchen und 
Gesundheit: Soziale Diskriminierung der Raucher. Ana{yse aus Repriisentatiubefragungen bis Ende 1986, 
Jan. 1987. 

29 Tino Jacobs, Rauch und Macht: Das Unternehmen Reemtsma 1920 bis 1961 (Giittingen, 
2008), 201, 203. 
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exclusively by wealthy urban women. These mainly young, rich, 
and fashion-conscious female consumers, often influenced by the 
opinion-forming journal Constanze, acted as trendsetters. This 
finding was the result of a combination of market and media 
research, in particular, of reader interest research, conducted on 
behalf of Constanze in 1957.30 

Since then, combined market and media research has become 
one of the most important ways of mapping the consumer, espe-
cially in the annual Allensbacher Markt- und Werbetragerana/yse, a 
study commissioned by Germany's most important publishers. 31 

The finding that upper-class consumers influence others seems to 
confirm Thorstein Veblen's assumption that the upper-class 
lifestyle provokes envy and feelings of competition in the lower 
classes, and influences the consumption of the average citizen.32 

However, this one-dimensional, top-down perspective offers too 
simple an explanation, and neglects the interests and tactics of 
consumers and their long-lasting indifference towards new prod-
ucts and advertisements. For example, in the first half of the I 950s, 
workers were not interested in new haircare and bodycare prod-
ucts, as the market research conducted by the Allensbach Institute 
on behalf of the Schwarzkopf company revealed. 33 Workers 
washed their hair once a week, and then only with soap, while 
showering with their colleagues in communal factory bathrooms. 
Many proud, class-conscious workers disliked haircare, seeing it 
as characteristic of white-collar workers, just as, for them, wearing 
glasses was an attribute of passive, pallid paper pushers. 34 This 
rejection of fashion meant that many workers quarrelled with 
their sons who, acting against male principles, used hair spray and 

30 Allensbach Archives, IID Report 563/l, Der Einjluss der 'Constan;:_e': Ergebnisse einer Leser-
Um.frage, spring 1957. 

31 Ibid. For information about the Allensbacher Markt- und Werbetriigerana!J,se, see <www. 
awa-online.de>, accessed 30 Sept. 2009. 

32 Thorstein Veblen, Theorie der feinen Leute: Eine o1ronomische Untersuchung der lnstitutwnen ( 1st 
German edn. 1958; Frankfurt am Main, 2007), 92, 95, IIO. 

33 For sources, see Norbert Grube, 'Westdeutsche Haarmoden und Haarpflege in den 
5oer und 6oer Jahren im Spiegel demoskopischer Daten', in ChristianJanecke (ed.), Haar 
tragen: Eine kulturwissenscheftliche Anniiherung (Cologne, 2004), 233-49. 

34 Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, 'Motivforschung in ihrem Verhaltnis zur Meinungs-
forschung und Marktforschung', in Stiftung im Griinen (ed.), Motieforschung und 
Tiefenpropaganda (Riischlikon, 1959), 83-98, at 91-2; Allensbach Archives, IID Report 185, 
Brillen: Ergebnisse einer Bevolkerungs-Um.frage iiber die Brille als Sehhi!fe, die Sehtiichtigkeit von Personen 
ohne Brille, sowie die Aefmerksamkeitswerte einer Gemeinschqflswerbung,June 1952, Fi:irdergemein-
schaft der Deutschen Augenoptik, Cologne. 
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hair cream in the late 1950s (see section IV of this essay). 35 This 
example indicates a tension between demand for tasty food, inter-
national goods, and the convenience of domestic appliances on 
the one hand, and pride in one's own ability to cook, wash, and 
clean on the other. This individual, traditional knowledge was the 
main reason for doubts about, or rejection of, new products. 36 

At the same time, market research revealed a growing desire 
among blue-collar workers to dress like white-collar workers and 
to close the gap between them by appropriating the symbols of 
status and prestige used by middle-class employees. This slow 
change in attitudes to consumption was influenced by growing 
competition among consumers,37 fuelled by advertising cam-
paigns. Advertisements were addressed to wives and mothers, 
urging them to ensure that their children achieved a better stan-
dard of living than their parents. 38 Many workers had a deeply 
held conviction that their children should lead a better life than 
they had, despite their doubts about new fashions. The will for 
advancement measured by many polls since the end of the 1950s 
was reflected in the propensity to consume.39 

The slow rise in the use of bodycare products and consump-
tion of tinned food kept pace with the increase in the number of 
better-equipped households around 1955. At this time 88 per cent 
of households possessed an electric iron, 84 per cent a radio, and 
almost two-thirds a bicycle and a sofa. And the demand for elec-
trical appliances was increasing. The .most desired appliance was 
the refrigerator: 49 per cent of West Germans wanted to buy one 
in 1955. As far as washing machines were concerned, 31 per cent 
of the total population, and 35 per cent of workers, dreamed of 
owning one of their own.40 In 1955 Neumann had noted a 
general tendency 'towards convenience, comfort, and the use of 
modern goods'. He conceded that 'this is an elemental and thor-
oughly natural aim which deserves to be supported' because, in 
his view, it would help turn workers into consumer citizens.41 

35 Kaspar Maase, BRA VO Amerika: Erkundungen zur Jugendkultur der Bundesrepublik in den 
.ftiefziger Jahren (Hamburg, 1992), 120-1. 36 Wildt, Vom kleinen Wok/stand, 81, 131, 148. 

37 Ibid. 52, 98. Wildt's term 'Konsumkonkurrenz' is a better explanation than Veblen's 
'top-down perspective'. 38 Packard, Die Geheimen Verfiihrer, 189-g7. 

39 Allensbach Archives, IfD Report 1109, Gesellschaftsbild 1970: Ober die Entstehung eines 
neuen SozialbewuJJtseins in der Bundesrepublik (1964), 11. 

40 Otto Lenz, Die so;;iale Wirklichkeit (Allensbach, 1956), 44-5. 
41 Erich Peter Neumann, 'Der tatsachliche Lebensstandard in der Deutschen 

Bundesrepublik', unpublished paper (1955), 6. 
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These remarks indicate Neumann's ambition to educate the 
people. 

III. Educating Voters, Workers, and Consumers 

In their early social enquiries the Allensbach pollsters concen-
trated on the buying attitudes of workers compared with the needs 
of the population in general. The data was often analysed in terms 
of the traditional categories of age, sex, class, and religious denom-
ination. As a result, the polls of the 1950s hardly represented con-
sumers as a new, active, social community, but hid them behind 
the traditional categories of social class. 

This focus on the attitudes and buying behaviour of workers 
was a result of the educational ambitions of the West German 
government and the Allensbach pollsters, and especially of Erich 
Peter Neumann, who acted as adviser to Chancellor Konrad 
Adenauer and Otto Lenz (1903-57), Secretary of State in the 
Federal Chancellery. In their view, the reconciliation of the 
workers with capitalism and resurgent post-war consumption was 
an important precondition for public acceptance of West 
Germany's orientation towards the West, and the workers were 
therefore considered a priority for public education. Moreover, 
market research revealed a great deal about future wishes and the 
desire for security, peace, wealth, and a better standard of living, 
and this could be reinterpreted for political purposes by the gov-
ernment. Sometimes marketing techniques were transferred to 
political campaigns. For example, coupons at the bottom of 
advertisements were usually designed to make it possible to 
contact consumers who were interested in the product. In 1956 
they were successfully used in the new West German army's cam-
paign advertising for volunteers.42 

Not only the techniques, but also the findings of market research 
were applied to political communication.43 For example, in the late 

42 Thorsten Loch, Das Gesicht der Bundeswehr: Kommunikationsstrategien in der Freiwilligen-
werbung der Bundeswehr 1956-1989 (Munich, 2008), w5-74; Allensbach Archives, IfD Report 
235, Die Gratisprobe: Eine Um.frage unter Coupon-Einsendern, commissioned by C. F. Asche & 
Co. AG, Lingner-Werke, Apr. 1953. 

43 Nikolas Rose, 'Tod des Sozialen? Eine Neubestimmung der Grenzen des Regierens', 
in Ulrich Broclding, Susanne Krasmann, and Thomas Lemke (eds.), Gouvernementalitiit der 
Gegenwart: Studien zur Okonomisierung des Sozialen (Frankfurt am Main, 2000), 72-w9, at 97-8, 
!05. 
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1950s Allensbach pollsters found that well-known and recognizable 
brands were seen as holding out the promise of safety and trust-
worthiness, and as a guarantee of continuity, reliability, and order-
liness. 44 In general, to assess how much voters trusted the 
government and consumers trusted products was one of the main 
tasks of surveying. The point was to reveal democratic attitudes 
and agreement between the people and the government in the 
crises of the Cold War.45 In this sense Noelle and Neumann 
regarded trustworthy brands of goods made in Germany as medi-
ators reconciling Germans with mass consumption and capitalist 
production.46 It was believed that branded products could help the 
individual integrate into the increasingly international and complex 
marketplace: 'From this point it may be possible to conclude that 
the development of brands with an international distribution could 
gain political and psychological significance during a period of 
international integration.'47 It was believed that brands directed 
and guided consumers, and regulated the marketplace. They were 
meant to create a satisfied post-war population that accepted the 
political and economic system. The socio-psychological dimension 
of brands was therefore regarded as supporting public education. 

The conversion of workers into consumer citizens of the welfare 
state was not compatible with the intention of creating citizenship. 
Rather, it was intended to establish conformity and unity between 
the people and the government, while still maintaining social dif-
ferences. But the position of workers was insecure in the 1950s, and 
not only because of their reservations about consumption, men-
tioned above. In 1952 and 1954, two-thirds of workers interviewed 
admitted that their standard of living had improved a great deal 
since the period of monetary reform.48 Despite this perceived 

44 Elisabeth Noelle, Gerhard Schmidtchen, Herta Ludwig, and Hans Schneller, Der 
Markenartikel im Urteil der Verbrauclu:r: Eine sozialpsychologische Untersuchung (Allensbach, 1959), 
33-5, 44-51. This study, commissioned by the German brand association, was based on 
three polls, each with a sample of 2,000 people, and conducted from July to September and 
in December 1958. Elisabeth Noelle repeated this interpretation of the meaning of branded 
products as late as 1975. Sec Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, 'Markenartikel leben aus 
Vertrauen', Markenartikel, 37/8 (Aug. 1975), 305-12. 

<15 Ute Frevert, 'Vertrauen-eine historische Spurensuche', in ead. (ed.), Vertrauen: 
Historische Anniiherungen (Gottingen, 2003), 7-66, at 36; Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann and 
Edgar Piel (eds.), Eine Generation spiiter: Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and 195~1979 (Munich, 1983), 
76,. 

46 Noelle, Schmidtchen, Ludwig, and Schneller, Der 1',,Jarkeuartikel im Urteil der Verbraucher, 
52. 47 Ibid. 53. 

48 Elisabeth Noelle and Erich Peter Neumann (eds.), Alknsbacher Jahrbuch der ifffentlichen 
Meinung, 12 vols., i: 1941 1955 (Allensbach, 1956), 229. 
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progress in the late 1950s, there was no perception of social 
advancement among the workers. Many male employers remained 
uninformed and had reservations about the idea of the social 
market economy, democracy, and governmental decisions. 49 

Asked when workers counted for more, during the Third Reich or 
at present in the Federal Republic, 64 per cent in 1955 and almost 
49 per cent in 1959 answered that workers had had more social 
prestige in the Third Reich than in the first years of the Federal 
Republic. 50 Increasing consumption, even of branded products, 
had not improved social self-esteem. To increase acceptance of the 
economic system, it was believed that West Germans should be 
taught how to become consumer citizens, not only by government 
experts but also by entrepreneurs. 

In the early 1950s, the pollsters calmed the fears of businessmen 
and the Conservative government by pointing out that the Social 
Democrats could not take advantage of this dissatisfaction because 
most workers were not engaged in politics, were unwilling to strike, 
and were fatalistic and ignorant about politics. At the same time, 
the Allensbach pollsters and politicians such as Lenz and the Social 
Democrat Carlo Schmid criticized this lack of political engagement 
as posing a danger for national progress. They also saw it as an 
obstacle to the development of a specifically West German patri-
otism. As a consequence many entrepreneurs became politically 
committed. Neumann had already reminded businessmen of their 
political responsibility to persuade the people to accept the eco-
nomic system. 51 Businessmen founded the Gemeinschaft zur 
Forderung des sozialen Ausgleichs (Association for the Promotion 
of Social Balance) called Die Waage (The Scales) and spent a great 
deal of money on advertising campaigns supporting Ludwig 
Erhard's social market economy and the government.52 Some of 
the companies that were financially committed to supporting Die 
Waage and political propaganda commissioned market research 
by the Allensbach Institute. As they benefited from market 

49 Allensbach Archives, IfD Report 154, Das so::_iale Klima: Ein Bericht iiber Unifragen in 
Deutsch/and 1948-1951 (n.d.), commissioned by Gesellschaft for Gemeinschaftswerbung, 6, 
16; IfD Report 205/II, Die so::.iale Spannung: Bericht iiber eine Umftage (Nov. 1952), 
commissioned by Gesellschaft for Gemeinschaftswerbung, 37. 

50 Noelle and Neumann (eds.), Allensbacher ]ahrbuch der i!ffentlichen Meinung, ii: 1957 
(Allensbach, 1957), 368. 

51 Erich Peter Neumann, 'Die Verantwortung des Unternehmers for die offentliche 
Meinung' (unpublished paper, 1950). 

52 Dirk Schindelbeck and Volker Ilgen, 'Haste was, biste was!' Werbung far die so::.iale 
Marktwirtschafl (Darmstadt, 1999). 
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research Neumann took advantage of his connections with the 
marketing directors oflarge companies for his governmental prop-
aganda. For example, Franz Jager, Reemtsma's Marketing 
Director, advised Neumann to contact the famous poster-designer 
Herbert Leupin, who then created various political propaganda 
campaigns. 53 

Neumann himself, along with Lenz, had developed a number 
of political propaganda organizations such as Mobilwerbung, 
Deutsche Korrespondenz, and Vereinigung for staatsbiirgerliche 
Erziehung.54 Neumann also initiated advertising campaigns in 
favour of the social market economy and against the command 
economy that was preferred by many voters and consumers at the 
beginning of the r95os. One poster, entitled 'Die Planwirtschaft 
bekommt uns sauer, wir alle wahlen Adenauer', was published for 
the general election campaign of 1953. It depicted lively traders 
competing with each other for the favour of customers (see Plate 
4.r). The impressive and colourful world of goods symbolized the 
consumers' freedom of choice. Female consumers in the free eco-
nomic system were presented not as arrogant but as grateful and 
modest, and this behaviour was expected to create social harmony 
between the virtuous and honest traders and the grateful con-
sumers. In contrast to this, people buying goods under a 
command economy were ill humoured and discontented because 
the limited and standardized stock imposed immobility (while 
queuing) and uniformity. 

But this constructed ideal type of coherence between producers 
and consumers was not reflected in reality. Most West Germans 
feared rising prices and almost three-quarters of those who 
responded complained about the high price of meat, coal, bread, 
and shoes.55 Therefore many regarded not the free market but the 
welfare state as the guarantor of social security in the face of 
unleashed capitalist forces. 56 Reactions were ambivalent on the 
part of the public education authorities. On the one hand, not only 
increasing prosperity but property for all was the aim of economic 

53 Allensbach Archives, Erich Peter Neum;mn Papers, Correspondence I, Franz Jager, 
Reemtsma Cigarettenfabriken GmbH to Neumann, 15July 1952. Claudia Steinfels, Herbert 
Leupin 1916-1999 Werbegrefiker: Sein Leben, sein Werk, seine Bedentung (Zurich, 2003), 27. 

54 Grube, 'Das lnstitut for Demoskopie Allensbach und die "Deutschen Lehrerbriefe"', 
275-6. 

55 Noelle and Neumann (eds.), Allensbacher Jahrbuch der ifffentlichen Meinung, i. 233; ibid. ii. 
233, 234. 56 Allensbach Archives, IID Report, Wohlfahrt (n.d. [Aug. 1957]). 
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policy, leading Neumann to warn that the Germans' desire for 
security might produce a nation of early retirees instead of free and 
active entrepreneurs taking responsibility for managing their own 
lives.57 On the other hand, Neumann advocated governmental 
interventions to satisfy the common need for social security by 
keeping prices low. He addressed these plans to Chancellor 
Adenauer and captains of industry in 1957, the year of a general 
election.58 By doing so pollsters such as Neumann encouraged the 
people's expectations that the government could control and guar-
antee a secure and better standard of living.59 At the same time 
Neumann and many Conservative politicians, such as Lenz and 
Heinrich Krone, warned against hedonism and the unintelligent 
materialism of consumers. 60 Neumann himself feared that people 
coddled by the use of domestic appliances might be unwilling to 
work, motivated only by the desire to enjoy life.61 

These inconsistent strategies in public education arose out of 
the contradiction that the new consumer practices observed and 
initiated by pollsters were to be controlled in order to limit any 
negative consequences of unconsidered mass consumption. From 
the perspective of pollsters, consumers appeared either resistant 
to the new market, or materialistic. However, in the 1950s, 
Allensbach market research presented consumers as passive 
buyers requiring orientation and direction from above, that is, 
from the government, entrepreneurs, and advertising campaigns. 
Not until the 1960s did Allensbach pollsters accept that consumers 
were free actors capable of surveying the range of goods on offer 
and taking advantage of it. 62 A re-run of the brand article study 

57 Erich Peter Neumann, 'Die sozialpolitische Aufgabe: Notizen fur ein Referat', 
unpublished paper (n.d.), 8. 

58 Allensbach Archives, IID Report 552, Das ,?,entrum der Krise, Mar. 1957, 3; Erich Peter 
Neumann Papers, Neumann to Adenauer, 6 Aug. 1956. 

59 Eckart Conze, 'Security as a Culture: Reflection on a "Modern Political History" of 
the Federal Republic of Germany', German Historical Institute London Bulletin, 28/ I (2006), 5-
34; id., Die Suche nach SicherheiL· Eine Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and von 1949 bis in die 
Gegenwart (Munich, 2009), 177-9, 200-2; Veronika Magyar-Haas and Norbert Grube, 
'Sicherheit: Anspruch-Versprechen-Utopie', So;z:iale Passagen, 1 (2009), 35-48. 

60 Lenz, Die so;z:iale Wirklichkeit, 16; Heinrich Krone, T agebiicher, ed. Hans-Otto 
Kleinmann, 2 vols. (Di.isseldorf, 1995), i: 194s-1961, 439. 

61 Neumann, 'Der tatsiichliche Lebensstandard', 8. 
62 Kai-Uwe Hellmann, 'Werbung und Konsum: \,Vas ist die Henne, was ist das Ei? 

Konzeptionelle -Oberlegungen zu einem zirkularen Verhiiltnis', in id. and Dominik 
Schrage (eds.), Konsum der Werbung: ,?,ur Produktion und &;;:eplion van Sinn in der kommerziellen 
Kultur (Wiesbaden, 2004), 33-46, at 36; Sigrid Baringhorst, Veronika Kneip, Annegret 
Marz, andjohanna Niestyo, 'Verbraucher und Unternehmen als Burger in der globalen 
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in 1968 revealed that young, female, and wealthy urban consumers 
in particular made their own decisions as to whether to buy brands 
or not. 63 They were mostly well informed and did not need to be 
guided or oriented by brands, as the Allensbach pollsters had 
assumed in 1958. But the study also showed that older, immobile, 
and less intelligent consumers, especially in rural areas, did not act 
as freely or as independently as the well-informed younger gener-
ation at the beginning of the television age in West Germany.64 

Pierre Bourdieu stated that voters or consumers with less cultural 
and social capital preferred branded products as a guide to correct 
consumption and to avoid actively having to make a choice.65 The 
new generation of skilful and active consumers again put pressure 
on those displaying traditional buying behaviour. 

IV. Targeting Consumers.from the 1960s to 1980s: A Vain Attempt to 
Measure and Predict Buying Behaviours 

These new findings of Allensbach market research concerning 
skilful and active consumers in the late 1960s were the result of 
new demands on the part of company directors, publishers, and 
the government. For example, Ludwig Erhard, who himself had 
been a co-founder of GfK in the 1930s, addressed 'problems ... 
to public opinion experts' at the joint congress of the European 
Society of Opinion and Market Research (ESOMAR) and the 
World Association of Public Opinion Research (WAPOR) in 
Baden-Baden in 1961.66 Instead of simple data about 'what was 
consumed', he wanted to know whether increasing prosperity and 
consumption would change the mentality of ordinary citizens in 
the future. 67 To what extent would they strengthen the freedom 
and personality of mankind? Erhard asked market researchers to 
provide information about how consumption shaped lifestyle and 
Mediengesellschaft: Biirgerschaft als politische Dimension des Marktes', in eaed. (eds.), 
Politik mit dem Einkauftwagen: Untemehmen und Konsumenten als Burger in der globalen 
Mediengesellschaji (Bielefeld, 2007), 7-28, at 19 point out that the new media landscapes (TV, 
internet) change information literacy and therefore consumer attitudes. 

63 Noelle-Neumann and Schmidtchen, Verbraucher beim Einkauj, 12, 24-6. 
64 Allensbach Archives, Im Report 1489, Auswirkungen des Fernsehens in Deutsch/and: 

Lebensgewohnheiten, Interessen und Bild der Politik vor und nach der Anschojfang eines Femsehgeriits, 
commissioned by SDR/SWF (1968), 5. 

65 Pierre Bourclieu, Das politische Feld: ,?,ur Kritik der politischen Vernurifi (Constance, 2001), 
71. 66 Ludwig Erhard, Problems Put to Public Opinion Experts (Allensbach, 1962). 

67 Ibid. 15. 
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attitudes towards life. Poll data was to reveal a social imagination 
'that does not yet exist, that is not yet tangible or recognizable by 
the individual, but is of decisive importance for the formulation of 
social policy'. 68 Erhard demanded nothing less than for market 
researchers to observe mankind developing into the homo oeconom-
icus later analysed in Foucault's studies of governmentality. 
Although Allensbach pollsters had claimed to project develop-
ments into the future since the foundation of the Institute, they 
now tried to improve the accuracy of their predictions, possibly 
in response to Erhard's request. For example, in 1964 Allensbach 
pollsters tested new questions, asking people about their expecta-
tions of the standard of living in the year 2000. Between 76 and go 
per cent expected to possess a TV, a refrigerator, a washing 
machine, and their own car. But most were doubtful about better 
educational opportunities opening up new cultural spheres, as 
Erhard envisaged. The pollsters played the ball back into the 
politicians' court, demanding education and leadership from gov-
ernment. 69 It is arguable whether the pollsters could give Erhard 
the information he wanted because they could only observe a 
selection of contemporary social developments, and therefore at 
times of crisis they always discovered the basic problems too 
late.7° For example, in 1966 and 1969 market research for the teen 
magazines Bravo and Twen revealed that teenagers had different 
attitudes to clothing from their parents.71 But these new tastes in 
fashion and music had not been predicted as indicators of the cul-
tural revolution of 1968 that was also a revolution in consump-
tion. 72 One consequence of this double revolutionary change was 
the generation gap between parents and youth as indicated in the 
late 1950s (see section II of this essay). But pollsters recognized 
these indications of value change only in retrospect. 73 

68 Ibid. 13. ,;9 Allensbach Archives, lfD Report II09, Gesellscheflsbi/d 1970, 142-5. 
70 Helmut Schclsky, Ortsbestimmung der deutschen Soziologie (Dilsseldorf; 1959), II5-18. 
71 Allensbach Archives, lfD Report 1391, Junge Kiiufer: Ergebnisse einer marktsoziologischen 

Studie, commissioned by Kindler & Schiermeyer GmbH (Sept. 1966), table 8; IfD Report 
1428, 'Twen'-user: Ergebnisse einer marktsoziologischen Studie (Sept.-Oct. 1966), table 8; IfD 
Report 1621, 'Twen'-user: j\;feinungifiihrer in einem neuen ubensstil (Aug. 1969), 12. 

72 Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, 'Der Staatsbilrger und sein Staat', in Helmut Hammer-
schmidt (ed.), :?:_wanzig]ahre danach: Eine deutsche Bi/anz 194.11965 (Munich, 1965), 79-104, at 
96; Siegrist, 'Konsum, Kultur und Gesellschaft im modernen Europa', 43; Reckendrees 
and Pierenkemper (eds.), Bundesdeutsche Afassenkonsumgesellschqfl, 23. 

73 Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, Werden wir aUe Proletarier? Wertewandel in unserer Gesellschqfl 
(Zurich, 1978). 
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The 1960s can be seen, rather than as the period when market 
research started, as a time of deep uncertainty among pollsters. 
They quarrelled with motivation research experts such as Ernest 
Dichter about methods, and with each other about the accuracy 
of quota versus random samples.74 In 1963 Neumann noted that 
pressure of time and clients' limited budgets meant that pollsters 
could not interpret their data carefully. Sometimes, he suggested, 
they did not even realize what they were measuring. 75 

Recognizing that old variables such as sex, age, and especially 
class and income were not adequate categories for analysing and 
describing the tactics and practices of consumers in the 1960s, 
pollsters and market researchers tried to respond to their clients' 
demands by developing new questions and research techniques 
(such as scales) to map the different attitudes, wishes, and com-
munications of consumers. 76 This new research design in part 
rejected the old hierarchical belief in passive and manipulated 
consumers, and to some extent revealed the agency of consumers. 
Therefore, from the beginning of the rn6os, the Allensbach 
Institute tried to see communications between consumers in a new 
light. Not believing in the existence of equitable communication, 
Noelle, along with Lazarsfeld, supported the hierarchical concept 
of opinion leaders who influence others. Commissioned by the 
Henkel company, the Allensbach Institute drafted a survey of 
female opinion leaders in the field of detergents as early as 1960. 
But this first attempt to identify active consumers was abandoned 
after only two years because the concept of opinion leaders was 
considered too 'authoritarian', as Noelle wrote to Henkel's mar-
keting division. 77 

74 Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann and Thomas Petersen, A/le, nichtjeder: Eirif/ihrung in die 
Methoden der Demoskopie (Munich, 1996), 263; Ernest Dichter, 'Was ist Motivforschung und 
Tiefenpropaganda? Motivation Research and Depth Communication', in Stiftung im 
Grunen (ed.), Motieforschung und Tzefenpropoganda, 69-82, 127-41; Stefan Schwarzkopf and 
Rainer Gries (eds.), Ernest Diehm-Doyen der Verfahrer: Z,um einhundertsten Geburtstog des 'Vaters 
der Motivforschung' (Vienna, 2007). 

75 Allensbach Archives, IfD Report 1006, Die soziale Mentalitii.t 1962: Ergebnisse einer 
Repriisentativ-Um.froge (Apr. 1963), 2. 

76 Thomas Osborne and Nikolas Rose, 'Do the Social Sciences Create Phenomena? 
The Example of Public Opinion Research', British]oumal efSociology, 50/3 (1999), 367-96. 

77 Allensbach Archives, letter from Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann to the marketing division 
of Henkel GmbH, 10 Mar. 1962. Similar doubts were expressed by a psychological 
researcher at the Allensbach Institute, Erp Ring. See the note from Ring to Elisabeth 
Noelle-Neumann, 15 Feb. 1961. 
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This was the beginning of a research project, lasting more than 
twenty years, to identify active consumers who influence others. 
Pollsters applied psychological strategies such as Rorschach tests, 
tree tests, and associations tests, used modern techniques such as 
factor analysis, and developed new scales or used established ones 
such as the Guttman scale. 78 Contradictory concepts were devel-
oped. Rejecting the initial assumption that respectable people 
such as doctors, lawyers, and teachers influence others, special 
scales were developed to detect sensitive individuals among con-
sumers. 79 But finally Noelle returned to the concept of opinion 
leaders and developed a scale of personality strength for the 

TABLE 4. r Scale ef personality strength 

Variables for constructing the 'strength of 
personality' scale 

I usually count on being successful in everything I do 
I am rarely unsure about how I should behave 
I like to assume responsibility 
I like to take the lead when a group does things together 
I enjoy convincing others of my opinion 
I often notice that I serve as a model for others 
I am good at getting what I want 
I am often a step ahead of others 
I own many things others envy me for 
I often give others advice/ suggestions 
'Strength of personality': Categories of the 10-item scale 
Strong 
About average 
Moderate 
Weak 

Applies 

13 
14 
15 
17 
15 
16 
14 
18 
15 
12 

Score 
Does not appfy 

7 
7 
7 
8 
7 
8 
7 
9 
9 
6 

Score 
111-149 
91-110 
81-90 
75-80 

Source: Compiled by the author from data in Elisabeth ~oelle-Neumann, 
'Identifying Opinion Leaders', Paper presented at the 38th ESOMAR Congress in 
Wiesbaden, 1-5 Sept. 1985. 

78 Erp Ring, Signale der Gesellschafl: Psychologische Diagnostik in der Umfrageforschung 
(Giittingen, 1992); Noelle-Neumann and Petersen, A/le, nichtjeder, 5301 . 

79 Allensbach Archives IID Report 1268/II, Respektspersonen: Eine Umfrage unter Ar;:;ten, 
Rechtsanwiilten und Geistlichen im Bundesgebiet (1965, 1966), commissioned by the governmental 
public relation office. IID Report 2737, Aef der Spur der Sensiblen und Meinungefuhrer: Bericht 
iiber die Entwicklung eines /nstrumentariums (Mar. 1981), commissioned by Henkel & Cie GmbH, 
Dusseldorf; Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, 'Aktive und Passive: Eine neue Zwei-Klassen-
Gesellschaft? Active and Passive: A New Two-Class Society? Les Actifs et les passifs: une 
nouvelle societe a deux classes?', Sonnenberg /nternatio11ale Brie.fe, 93 (1980), 35-48. 
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Spiegel publishing house in 1983.80 This scale consists of ten items 
as shown in Table 4.1. 

This scale of opinion leaders was also used for election polls to 
detect future voting behaviour. But Allensbach election research 
in 1998 showed that this scale was not a reliable indicator of 
voting behaviour because in that year the opinion leaders often 
changed their opinions, ultimately pref erring the Christian 
Democrats who lost the election.81 Failed election forecasts in 
2002 and 2005 confirmed this finding and underlined the fact that 
it is almost impossible to infer future actions from poll answers. 

This example shows that pollsters and market researchers 
always have to adjust their methods to measure target groups and 
consumers in a diverse society. But this is a race against time 
because attitudes and buying behaviours change so rapidly that 
producers and market researchers complain about volatile con-
sumers and voters who act differently from what the polls 
announce. Pollsters are captured in a spiral of acceleration to 
satisfy the complex and urgent requests of clients. Therefore they 
observe consumers almost daily, using telephone or online ques-
tionnaires, instead of improving methods of measuring. This per-
manent observation intensifies the pace of competition between 
the institutes of market research, which have become part of big 
public relations corporations and holdings trying to take each 
other over. 

V. Conclusion and Outlook 

Compared to current developments in the market research indus-
try, the approach and educational ambitions of the Allensbach 
market research of the 1950s seem rather quaint. But although 
Neumann's propaganda organizations were disbanded in 1966, 
the Allensbach Institute has not abandoned its aim of educating 
consumers and citizens, as the study of value change reveals. It 
was conducted in 1977 with the financial support of clients such as 
the foundation Benevolentiae funded by the clothing store C&A. 
Results were published as Die verlet;::,te Nation (The Wounded 

80 Allensbach Archives IfD Report 2936 Spiegcl-Verlag (ed.), Persiinlichkeitsstiirke: Ein 
neuer Mq/Jstab zur Bestimmung von ,?_ie!gruppenpotentialen (Hamburg, 1983), 414-15. 

81 Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, Hans Mathias Kcpplinger, and Wolfgang Donsbach, 
Kampa: Meinungsklima und Medienwirkung im Bundestagswahlkampf 1998 (Munich, 1999), 194. 
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Nation). 82 As early as 1962, a large-scale study of attitudes towards 
tidiness commissioned by Henkel was intended to provide the 
basis for a big advertising campaign, and to popularize civic 
virtues. 83 Similarly elevated ambitions can be observed in current 
Allensbach polls about the significance of the family, undertaken 
for Vorwerk, a producer of domestic appliances. 84 

These educational ambitions were pursued by the first genera-
tion of pollsters in West Germany in particular, people such as 
Neumann and Noelle, who were not only socio-scientific inter-
preters and experts, but also critics of consumption. They saw con-
sumers as minors in need of orientation and guidance. Their 
partially inconsistent educational ambitions can be seen as a 
symptom of uncertainty and as a confession that the surveying of 
consumers, and especially the prediction of consumption, is imper-
fect and the opposite of panoptic. With reference to Foucault's 
views outlined in the introduction to this essay, market research as 
a preventive instrument for calculable market exchange seems less 
powerful than supposed. Producers' intentions to introduce new 
products often came into conflict with the traditional habits, prac-
tices, and experiences of the consumers. Pollsters, entrepreneurs, 
and politicians commonly regarded these practices as symptoms 
of weakness that legitimized educational attempts. Given a differ-
ent media landscape, it became increasingly difficult to measure 
active consumers reliably. What has been called the take-off of 
market research or the definitive establishment of public opinion 
polls in the intellectual sphere in the 1960s is,85 in fact, more of a 
take-off into big business than scientization. It is the task of future 
research to investigate whether, in the same period, scientific 
methods for detecting the other-directed and wayward consumer 
improved reliably. 

82 Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann and Renate Kocher, Die verletzte Nation: Uber den Versuch 
der Deutschen, ihren Charakter zu andem (2nd edn. Stuttgart, 1988). 

83 Allensbach Archives, lfD Report 1210/I, Sauberkeit 1964-" Eine Repriisentativbefragung iiber 
die Nonnvorstellungen der Beviilkerung (Nov. 1964). 

84 lnstitut for Demoskopie Allensbach, Vonverk Familienstudie: Ergebnisse einer repriisentativen 
Beviilkerungsumfrage zur Familienarbeit in Deutsch/and (May-;Junc 2007). 

85 Hoeres, 'Aneignung und Abwehr der Demoskopie', 83. 
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Consumer Activism: Rights or Duties? 
MATTHEW HILTON 

Over the last two, if not three, centuries, consumers have operated 
within the public sphere in a variety of ways. They have articulated 
their interests and put forth their views on a whole range of issues. 
Consumers have not been passive and they have frequently been 
able to articulate a politics of consumption-be it through cooper-
atives, consumers' leagues, boycotts, comparative testing consumer 
movements, and so on-which contradicts earlier assumptions 
about the supposedly depoliticizing nature of consumption on the 
public sphere. In this essay I seek to build on both my own work on 
consumer activism and a by now established literature on the pol-
itics of consumption to explore how far we can take this discussion 
of the political. 1 Certainly, it is the case that consumers have acted 
politically. But what has been the basis for this politics? Could it be 
that the very nature of consumer activism and consumer politics is 
such that it actually bolsters the perceived acquisitive individualistic 
nature of modern societies and polities? Or, alternatively, is there 
something sufficiently general, coherent, and consistent about con-
sumer politics that means we can place them, historically, on a par 
with the campaigns of, say, the labour and women's movements? 

To begin to tackle these questions we need to explore in more 
detail the bases of consumer political activism. It is the contention 
of this essay that the dominant way in which consumer politics 
have been articulated over the last two centuries is through an 
emphasis on either consumer rights or consumer duties. Inevitably, 
this represents something of an over-simplification, and more 
complex and nuanced accounts of consumers' relationships to the 
public sphere can be found in this volume. But I think it is instruc-
tive to run with this broad interpretation in order to reflect more 
generally and abstractly on the nature of consumer action. 

1 The content of some of what follows draws upon my Consumerism in Twentieth-Century 
Britain: 17ze Search for a Historical Movement (Cambridge, 2003) and my Prosperiry for All: 
Consumer Activism in an Era qf Globalization (Ithaca, NY, 2008). 
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In the first half of this essay, therefore, I will offer a broad 
chronology of consumer activism. First, I will argue that from the 
nineteenth century through to around the mid twentieth century, 
consumer politics were largely organized around the duties of con-
sumers. I am thinking here of consumer abolition campaigns, of 
consumer compilations of white lists, and of a range of moral, 
ethical, and religious interpretations of consumption that imposed 
duties upon privileged shoppers to protect the livelihoods of those 
less fortunate than themselves. Secondly, though, from roughly 
the mid twentieth century through to today, there has been a 
focus instead on consumer rights. These are the rights we associ-
ate with comparative testing magazines and the protection 
systems they campaigned for. Thirdly, and finally (and overlap-
ping with the second period), I suggest that over the last one or 
two decades there has been a return to consumer duties. Here I 
am thinking of the fairtrade movement, of ethical shopping, and 
of green consumerism, as well as the types of boycotts associated 
with political regimes (most notably, that of South Africa) and 
more recent 'anti-globalization' protest. 

In the second part of this essay I will provide a more abstract 
discussion of the nature of these duties and rights. Here, I will 
assess the relative strengths and weaknesses of the rights and duty-
bound models of consumer activism. In a discussion of rights, I 
will suggest that a rights-based model, particularly as articulated 
by the comparative testing consumer movement, has certain limits 
and can take its adherents only so far. Duties, it would seem, 
therefore, offer more potential for consumers to reach out to 
wider, apparently less self-interested, politics. Yet what I want to 
suggest is that duty-based forms of action have their limitations 
too. In particular, I argue that consumer duties can become easily 
reducible to rather traditional forms of philanthropy. 

I 

In the nineteenth century, consumer activism was largely based 
upon the duties affluent shoppers felt towards the disadvantaged 
either at home or abroad. The most widely cited instigator of this 
form of consumer mobilization was that of the anti-slavery move-
ment. Women in Britain and America purchased brooches, 
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badges, ribbons, pins, buttons, and jewellery bearing the legend, 
'Am I not a man and a brother', in order to protest against the 
slave trade in the 179os.2 In the United States, this was followed 
by a 'free produce' movement, begun by Quakers in the 1820s, 
which sought to sell basic staples not produced by slave labour. It 
was an important forerunner of modern organized consumerism, 
especially since it connected citizenship and consumption and 
used the tools of consumer society against itself. 3 

Later on, philanthropic, women's, and faith-based organizations 
came together to organize consumers in defence of workers' rights. 
Clementina Black of the British Women's Trade Union Association 
set up a Consumers' League in 1887.4 This was an anti-sweating 
campaign modelled on the efforts of the Knights of Labour in the 
United States and, although it proved short-lived, it was an inspir-
ation for the later Christian Social Union (established in 1889) 
which published 'white lists' to guide middle-class shoppers towards 
stores with union-approved working conditions. 5 

Black's League was also taken up across the Atlantic where a 
Consumers' League was formed by the Women's Trade Union 
League in New York in 1890. Other chapters soon appeared 
across the USA until a National Consumers' League was formed 
in 1898 headed by the dynamic Florence Kelley who spearheaded 
the 'white label campaign'. The idea then travelled back across 
the Atlantic, helping to inspire the Ligue social d'acheteurs in 
France in 1902, the Kauferbund Deutschland in Germany, and 
similar organizations in Switzerland, Italy, Belgium, and the 
Netherlands. As organizations of mainly middle-class women, the 
consumers' leagues proved popular with philanthropically minded 
sympathizers oflabour. In 1908, for instance, representatives from 
nine countries attended the International Conference on 
Consumers' Leagues in Geneva, including members of the British 

2 Claire Midgley, Women against Slavery: The British Campaigns, 1780-1870 (London, 1992). 
3 Lawrence B. Glickman, "'Through the Medium of their Pockets": Sabbatarianism, 

Free Produce, Non Intercourse and the Significance of "Early Modern" Consumer 
Activism', in Alain Chatriot, Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, and Matthew Hilton (eds.), The 
Expert Consumer: Associations and Prqfessionals in Consumer Socie!;JI (Aldershot, 2007), 22-35. 

4 Clementina Black, The Consumers' League: A Proposal that Buyers Should Combine to Deal 
On!)> with Employers who Pqy their Workers Fair!)> (London, 1888); Consumers' League, Prospectus 
(London, 1887); Clementina Black, A .Natural Alliance (London, 1892). 

5 Julien Vincent, 'The Moral Expertise of the British Consumer, c.1900: A Debate 
between the Christian Social Union and the Webbs', in Chatriot, Chessel, and Hilton 
(eds.), Expert Consumer, 37-51. 
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Anti-Sweating League, while by the outbreak of the First World 
War, there were over thirty branches of the Ligue in France 
alone.6 

Women's consumer organizations continued to leap to the 
defence of the worker. In the United States, the League of 
Women Shoppers opened its first chapter in 1935, claimed 25,000 
members by the end of the decade, and embarked on a series of 
high-profile progressive causes, especially over the cost of living. 
Its work demonstrated the close links that were often made 
between consumer and worker action in the United States. 7 Yet 
its opposition to certain forms of consumption also fits in with a 
longer, if sporadic, form of protest-the boycott-which women 
have in particular mobilized around. Rising food prices, rent 
hikes, shortages, and perceptions of profiteering have persistently 
brought women onto the streets, occasionally resulting in more 
sustained forms of action, at others petering out as the specific 
problem was resolved. 8 

The point is that many of these organizations were motivated 
by a sense of duty to protect the interests of others, sometimes 
consumers but just as often workers, slaves, housewives, children, 
and the poor generally. The duty of the female consumer, in par-
ticular, came to be regarded as even a professional activity. 
Women professionals in the USA were brought into the 
Department of Agriculture's Bureau of Home Economics from 

6 Maud Nathan, 'Die Story ef an Epoch-Making lvlovement (London, 1926), 23-4; Kathryn 
Kish Sklar, 'The Consumer's White Label Campaign of the National Consumer's League, 
1898-1918', in Susan Strasser, Charles McGovern, and Matthiasjudt (eds.), Getting and 
Spending: European and American Consumer Societies in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1998), 
17-35; Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, 'Consommation et reforme sociale a la Belle Epoque: 
La Conference internationalc des ligues sociales d'acheteurs en 1908', Sciences de la societe, 
62 (2004), 45-67. 

7 Tracey Deutsch, 'Des consommatrices americaines tres engagees, du New Deal a la 
Guerre Froicle', in Alain Chatriot, Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, and Matthew Hilton (eds.), 
Au nom du consommateur: Consommation et politique en Europe et aux Etats-Unis au XXe siecle (Paris, 
2004), 3611 5; Lawrence B. Glickman, "'Make Lisle the Style": The Politics of Fashion in 
thejapanese Silk Boycott, 1937-1940',Joumal efSocial History, 38/3 (2005), 573-608; Landon 
R. Y. Storrs, 'Reel Scare Politics and the Suppression of Popular Front Feminism: The 
Loyalty Investigation of Mary Dublin Keyserling',Joumal ef American History, 9012 (2003), 
491-524; \,Vendy A. Wieclcnhoft, 'Consumer Tactics as "Weapons": Black Lists, Union 
Labels, and the American Federation of Labor', Journal ef Consumer Culture, 6/2 (2006), 
261-85. 

8 Monroe Friedman, 'American Consumer Boycotts in Response to Rising Food Prices: 
Housewives' Protests at the Grassroots Level',Joumal efConsumer Poliry, 18 (1995), 55-72; id., 
'Consumer Boycotts in the United States, 1970-1980: Contemporary Events in Historical 
Perspective',Joumal efConsumer Ajfair.i, 19 (1985), 96-117. 
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1923 where they worked with producers to improve the quality of 
commercial goods and sought to educate housewives into making 
more rational family buying decisions. Being a consumer thus 
came to be associated with good citizenship. In Britain, middle-
class, non-feminist organizations such as the Women's Institutes, 
the National Federation of Townswomen's Guilds, and, during 
the war, the Housewives' League and the Women's Voluntary 
Service spoke on a range of consumer issues, from food to housing 
to clothing. In Germany, the National League of Housewives' 
Associations set up its own testing facilities as early as 1925 and, 
along with the Housewives' Union of the Catholic Women's 
Leagues, encouraged a defensive, protectionist consumer politics 
which promoted German products over foreign imports and cele-
brated the skills of the rational housewife. 9 

With the establishment of welfare regimes across Europe and 
North America, the stage was set for the creation of a new form of 
consumer politics, focused more on rights than on duties. 
Consumption, or the right to enjoy its pleasures, had become an 
entitlement to citizens who had made sacrifices in two world wars 
and expected a share in the societies being reconstructed in their 
name in the late 1940s and 1950s. The affiuent society had to 
promise more choice for those who could afford it, but also more 
stuff for those who so far could not. In the USA, 'consumer democ-
racy' has been argued to have been at the heart of post-war plan-
ning, whereby consumers were able to exercise their citizenship not 
only at the ballot box but on a daily basis through their participa-
tion in the marketplace. 1° Consumer democracy might not capture 
the full range of consumer regimes which emerged in the latter half 
of the twentieth century, but there was clearly a widely expressed 
desire to improve standards of living and to ensure that all could 
participate in the good life. In Germany, Erhard declared a 'social 
market' economy; in Scandinavia, social democracy took account 
of workers' desires to share in the good life, and even amidst the 
apparent asceticism of 1950s Britain, there existed a sense of uni-
versal entitlement to affiuence which surely emerged out of the 'fair 
shares' policies associated with the foundations of the welfare state. 

9 Nancy Reagin, 'Comparing Apples and Oranges: Housewives and the Politics of 
Consumption in Interwar Germany', in Strasser, McGovern, andJudt (eds.), Getting and 
Spending, 241-62. 

10 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers' Republic: 1he Politics ef Mass Consumption in Postwar America 
(New York, 2003). 
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This shift to a rights-based approach has been most closely 
associated with the campaigns and tactics of the comparative 
testing movement. Beginning in 1929 in America, Consumers' 
Research began publishing its Bulletin in order to help consumers 
overcome their relative ignorance in the marketplace. Following 
a strike in 1936, Consumers' Research was split as several disgrun-
tled staff went off to form Consumers Union. Unsurprisingly for 
an organization founded amidst a labour dispute, Consumers 
Union would pay close attention to the working conditions of 
those who made the products featured in its reports, though for 
the many millions of shoppers who would read Consumer Reports 
over the course of the twentieth century, it was the quality tests 
themselves that explain the organization's tremendous growth 
and popularity. By the turn of the millennium, the circulation 
figures of Consumer Reports topped 5 million. 11 

The appeal of comparative testing consumerism was not 
confined to the USA. After the Second World War, consumer 
groups began to appear across Western Europe as post-war 
economies shifted into a prolonged period of affluence. First, in 
France, the Union federale des consommateurs was formed in 
1951. It was followed by Consumentenbond in the Netherlands 
in 1953, and then the Consumers' Association of the United 
Kingdom in 1956 and the Association des consommateurs of 
Belgium in 1957. These private-testing bodies were joined by a 
range of state-assisted agencies, such as the Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
der Verbraucherverbande in Germany (1953), the Norwegian 
Forbrukerradet (1953), and the Swedish Statens Konsumentrad 
(1957).12 

More significant still is that this was not just a Western phe-
nomenon. In 1960, the leaders of the main European and US 
groups came together to found the International Organization of 
Consumers Unions (IOCU). Its growth is a testament to the 
spread of organized consumerism across the developing world. By 
1970, IOCU's membership consisted of consumer groups across 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America, if only in the richest nations of 

11 Robert N. Mayer, 77ze Consumer Movement: Guardians qf the Marketplace (Boston, 1989); 
Norman Isaac Silber, Test and Protest: 77ze Influence q[Consumers Union (New York, 1983); 
Charles McGovern, Sold American: Consumption and Citizenship, 1890-1945 (Chapel Hill, NC, 
2006). 

12 Stephen Brobeck, Robert N. Mayer, and Robert 0. Herrmann (eds.), Encyclopaedia 
qfthe Consumer Movement (Santa Barbara, Calif., 1997). 
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these areas. By 1990, however, IOCU could claim to be truly 
global and today is represented in more than 100 countries. Much 
of its expansion had been overseen by Anwar Fazal, a product of 
the Malaysian consumer movement and President ofIOCU from 
1978 to 1984, though other developing world activists have subse-
quently directed the global consumer movement from Indonesia, 
Brazil, and Kenya. 

Much of this growth has been predicated upon an operating 
philosophy of consumer rights. On 15 March 1962 Presidentjohn 
F. Kennedy made a speech to the US Congress in which he 
acknowledged the responsibility of government to respond to the 
key concerns of consumer activists. Most crucially, he listed four 
consumer rights which he took to be the heart of the political phil-
osophy of consumerism. These were the right to safety, the right 
to be informed, the right to choose, and the right to be heard. 
These four consumer rights were adopted as the central pillars of 
IOCU policy and the date chosen for the World Consumer 
Rights Day was the anniversary ofKennedy's coming out into the 
consumerist fold. Moreover, this rights-based perspective became 
the basis for political consumerism as a whole. They can be found 
at the heart of national consumer protection systems the world 
over, in the consumer rights frameworks of the European Union, 
and they form the basis of the UN Guidelines on Consumer Protection. 

As these rights have become institutionalized, there are many 
within the consumer movement who suggest that the movement 
has achieved almost all that it could hope for. There is, of course, 
much more to it than this, as the discussion of the nature of these 
rights in the second half of this essay will demonstrate, but in the 
concerns of a new generation of consumer activists there is evi-
dence that rights no longer motivate today's concerned shopper. 
Indeed, what has been witnessed over the last quarter-century is 
perhaps a third stage in consumer activism, a return to the duties 
of the affluent, especially within an era of globalization. 

Within this trend there has been a return to the popularity of 
the boycott. Famous international campaigns have included the 
boycott of Barclays for its activities in apartheid-era South Africa, 
Nestle for its marketing of baby milk substitutes, and of Douwe 
Egberts for processing coffee from Angola. At the end of the 
1990s, the Ethical Consumer magazine maintained a list of around 
forty companies being boycotted, ranging from oil companies 
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such as Esso, Texaco, and Shell, clothes stores such as Gap, Nike, 
and Marks and Spencer, to perceived perennial offenders such as 
McDonald's, Philip Morris, and Nestle. Added to this list were 
several countries included for their abuses of human rights, 
including China, Turkey, Burma, and Israel, as well as the USA 
through the 'boycott Bush' campaign. 13 

Boycotts or buycotts-the targeted purchase of goods and serv-
ices to reward particular firms for behaviour in accord with the 
activists' wishes 14-are part of a more general trend towards 
ethical consumer behaviour. Arising out of the boycott movement 
and the growth of single-issue political groups since the 1960s, 
green consumerism was seen to have come of age with the publi-
cation of The Green Consumer Guide in 1988. 15 It drew strength from 
a survey of environmental organizations, 88 per cent of which 
believed that individual consumer choice could have a major 
impact on the direction of the economy. Green consumerism was 
therefore shifting away from asceticism, self-denial, and the retreat 
from materialism to the point of non-consumerism, and built 
instead on the growing number of 'lifestyle' shoppers so apparent 
in the consumption studies literature. 

This trend is best encapsulated in the emergence of ethical con-
sumerism. Beginning in the 1980s as an alternative means of 
politicizing consumption, Ethical Consumer magazine, for instance, 
was able to bring together a whole range of political beliefs which 
have directed people's consumption decisions, committing itself 
to the promotion of universal human rights, environmental sus-
tainability, and animal welfare. Once perceived as radical, this 
ethical approach has, by now, clearly entered the mainstream, 
perhaps best exemplified by the modern fairtrade movement. 
Fairtrade has its origins in the alternative trading organization 
pioneered by international non-governmental organizations such 
as Oxfam in the 1960s and r97os, though the importance of faith-
based groups and older bodies such as the consumers' cooperative 
movement is also relevant. In 1992, in the UK, the Fairtrade 
Foundation was established to 'empower consumers to take 
responsibility for the role they play when they buy products 

13 See website: <http:/ /www.ethicalconsumer.org/Boycotts/ currentboycotts.aspx>, 
accessed 11 Aug. 2009. 

14 Monroe Friedman, 'A Positive Approach to Organised Consumer Action: The 
"Buycott" as an Alternative to the Boycott',Joumal efConsumer Policy, 19 (1996), 439-51. 

15 John Elkington andjulia Hailes, 17ze Green Consumer Guide (London, 1988), 2. 
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from the third world'. 16 It was created by several pre-existing 
groups, namely, the Catholic Agency for Overseas Developments 
(CAFOD), Christian Aid, New Consumer, Oxfam, Traidcraft, 
and the World Development Movement, later beingjoined by the 
Women's Institute. It has enabled Britain to become the leading 
fairtrade market worldwide. Sales have been growing at an annual 
rate of 40 per cent and total sales reached £300 million in 2006. 
It is no longer associated with alternative values and lifestyles and 
is a central plank of most supermarkets' marketing strategies. 1 7 

To ethical consumerism, fairtrade, and boycotting much more 
could be added. We can include a number of local market dis-
putes, exemplified most dramatically by the surge of interest in the 
trial of Jose Bove, a French farmer who led a protest against 
McDonald's in Millau in the Roquefort-making region of southern 
France. 18 There is, too, the 'slow food' movement, particularly 
popular in Italy as consumers use their purchasing power to 
express their support for a market based upon a much smaller 
scale and a less anonymous set of market values. 19 And there are 
a whole host of anti-globalization protests that have embraced 
what one political scientist has called 'political consumerism'.20 All 
are based upon a set of consuming duties and all are expressly 
concerned with the interests of others rather than just themselves. 
To this extent, the history of consumer activism has come full 
circle: today's protestors have more in common with the cam-
paigns of the nineteenth century than with their parents' genera-
tion, which purchased the comparative testing consumer guides. 
As such, duty perhaps represents the persistent quality of con-
sumer politics from anti-slavery to fairtrade: the consumer rights 
movement of the middle and later decades of the twentieth 
century (though it still remains strong) constitutes a discrete period 
of self-interest in an otherwise other-directed form of activism. As 
we will see in the next section, though, such a distinction between 

16 Fairtrade Foundation, Introducing Fairtrade: A Guide to the Fairtrade Mark and the Fairtrade 
Foundation (London, 2000 ). 

17 Matthew Anderson, 'A History of the Fair Trade Movement in Britain' (unpublished 
Ph.D. thesis, University of Birmingham, 2009). 

18 Jose Bove and Frarn;ois Dufour, The World is Not for Sale: Farmers against Junk Food 
(London, 2001). 

19 Victoria de Grazia, Irresistible Empire: America's Advance through Twentieth-Century Europe 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2005). 

20 Michelle Micheletti, Political Virtue and Shopping: Individuals, Consumerism, and Collective 
Action (New York, 2003). 
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rights and duties begins to break down once we explore their 
precise nature in more detail. 

II 

This ambiguity between rights and duties is seen most clearly in 
the rights associated with the organized global consumer move-
ment. As stated above, IOCU's model of consumer rights was 
based upon President Kennedy's four consumer rights. As the 
consumer movement has spread around the globe, it has supple-
mented these four rights, first by expanding upon the essentially 
individualist rights to protection outlined by Kennedy and then 
by taking on board the more socially oriented interests of devel-
oping world consumers. By the end of the 1970s, following the 
influence of Asian consumerism, IOCU had added four more 
rights to its list: the right to redress; the right to consumer educa-
tion; the right to a healthy environment; and the right to basic 
goods and services. These eight rights have continued to direct 
IOCU operations to this day. They reflect not only the concerns 
of affiuent shoppers seeking a fair deal for themselves in the mar-
ketplace, but also the wider goals of organized consumerism that 
inspired its growth from the 1960s and which tied the consumer 
cause to broader questions of global economic and social justice. 

The right to basic needs came to be seen as the fundamental 
consumer right. As it has taken on board the agendas of the 
world's poor, it has meant the consumer movement has led the 
way on issues such as pesticides, breast milk substitutes, the sale of 
dangerous goods, and the inappropriate marketing and dumping 
of pharmaceutical products. It even went so far as to campaign 
for a worldwide treaty to restrict the activities of multinational 
corporations generally. Yet over the last half-century what the 
consumer movement has done is effectively create its own shop-
ping list of rights, selecting a series of causes it has chosen to buy 
into. Over the years this list has grown alongside the consumer 
movement's own expansion into a larger number of campaigning 
initiatives. Yet there are very real if subtle differences between 
maintaining a list of rights and developing a more abstract ideol-
ogy which consistently incorporates all such rights into one polit-
ical vision. The consumer movement's political pragmatism has 
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been rightly held to be a source of its strength as it avoided the 
intellectual straitjackets that have arguably restricted the growth 
of other social movements, but it was also a source of its potential 
weakness.Just as consumer activists were free to add to the list of 
rights, they were also free to select from it those which they sought 
to prioritize and defend. Choosing the right to choice, therefore, 
leads to a very different politics of consumption from choosing the 
right to basic needs: the former can result in a limited defence of 
individual economic rights; the latter has potentially no end as it 
impacts upon so many instances of global justice. 

Yet by the end of the 1980s there was a retreat from this priori-
tization of the right to basic needs over the right to choice. For 
many moderates in the global North, many of the core aims of 
the consumer movement had been achieved, especially through 
the consumer protection regimes that had been put in place in 
various national contexts across the capitalist West. These activists 
shunned the radicalism emanating from the developing world 
and, since they held the trump card of providing most of the 
finance for the international organization, they began to rein in 
the consumer movement from its more aggressive tactics. It 
meant, at the national level, that prominent consumer leaders 
such as Ralph Nader would no longer ally themselves with bodies 
such as Consumers Union and, at the global level, that radicals 
such as Malaysia's Anwar Fazal would be ousted from the move-
ment. Instead, the concerns of the affiuent began to predominate 
once more and here the notion of rights becomes crucial. The 
consumer movement has not given up on basic needs and envi-
ronmental activism-it still does incredibly interesting work in 
these fields. But while basic needs topped the shopping list of 
rights in the 1970s and 1980s, the right to choice has slowly crept 
back up the agenda. 

For many critics of rights-based frameworks, such a system of 
liberal rights appeals to those who wish to critique rather than 
overhaul the existing system.21 Certainly, this could serve as a 
description of the motivation of many consumer activists, from 
readers of Consumer Reports to present-day fairtraders. But we must 
also acknowledge the great differences that can exist between 
specific rights, as well as in our attitudes to how they are 

21 Ian Shapiro, The Evolution ef Rights in Liberal 171eory (Cambridge, 1986). 
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enforced. 22 The right to freedom of choice, to reiterate the point, 
is very different from the right to social security, to work, to leisure 
and culture, to education, and to an adequate standard of living, 
all of which can be found in Articles 22-7 of the Universal 
Declaration ef Human Rights (UDHR). 23 

The problem, however, with the economic and social rights 
found in the UDHR and replicated in the consumer movement's 
right to basic needs is that they are more often declared than put 
into practice. The question that must be asked of the consumer 
movement is therefore whether its rights-based approach created 
a ceiling beyond which it could not reach. That is to say, the only 
rights that it was able to put into effective practice were those 
liberal, essentially individualist rights articulated by Kennedy. 
Indeed, such rights have been the basis of consumer protection 
regimes around the world. The same could not be said for the 
more positively based rights to a healthy environment and basic 
needs. Lip-service has been paid to them, but ultimately, as many 
in the consumer movement realized, they could never be acted 
upon in quite the same way or to the same extent. A rights-based 
approach has therefore effectively limited consumer political 
action to a defence of the liberal individual rather than necessi-
tating a turn to global social justice. 

If such rights have their limits politically, it is generally felt that 
duties offer the opportunity for addressing these wider justice-
based issues. Often duties are embedded within a wider political 
philosophy or morality which can have a radical element. This 
has been the case of many political economists and cultural com-
mentators from the nineteenth century onwards. Consumer duties 
can be found expressed in the central works of such figures as 
John Stuart Mill and Alfred Marshall, in the temperance cam-
paigns against drink, drugs, and tobacco, and in the idealistic 
visions of writers such as John Ruskin, William Morris, and 
Edward Bellamy. Throughout the twentieth century, the material 
world has continued to be moralized, imposing duties upon con-
sumers. To use just the example of the USA, one scholar has 
shown in two books how consumer political commentators and 
activists have set out consuming duties for citizens as a whole: 

22 Thomas W. Pogge, World Poverry and Human Rights: Cosmopolitan Responsibilities and 
Reforms (Maldon, Mass., 2002). 

23 <http://www.un.org/Ovcrvicw/rights.html>, accessed II Aug. 2009. 
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these range from liberal commentators such as John Kenneth 
Galbraith and Vance Packard to environmentalists such as Rachel 
Carson, public interest consumer activists such as Ralph Nader, 
and politicians ever uneasy with the affluence that surrounds 
them, most notably President Jimmy Carter and his 'crisis of 
confidence' speech said to presage his election defeat to the more 
optimistic Ronald Reagan. 24 

But it is in the era of globalization that these moralities and 
duties of consumers have come to the fore once more, with many 
of the same issues about workers' welfare and consumer respon-
sibility that had been so prominent at the turn of the twentieth 
century being articulated again. In order to understand the duties 
inherent in ethical shopping, fairtrade, and green consumerism, 
it is necessary to understand some of the debates about globaliza-
tion. The literature here is massive, and it is useful, therefore, to 
focus on one text, Thomas Friedman's The World is Flat, particu-
larly because it makes certain claims about the relationship 
between producers and consumers that are not so distinct from 
the ethic of modern consumer activism which likewise attempts 
to make connections from the supermarkets aisles of North 
America and Western Europe to the farms, factories, and fields 
of the developing world. 25 

In The World is Flat, Friedman makes the contentious claim that 
free trade has created a world in which opportunities are now 
open to everybody around the world. The IT worker in India 
plays on the same level playing field as the management consultant 
in the USA and the engineer in China. Free trade has brought 
peace and prosperity, just as it did for nineteenth-century British 
liberals such as Cobden (whom Friedman quotes): extending a 
claim that no two countries with McDonald's restaurants have 
ever been at conflict, Friedman argues that the interconnectedness 
of the modern world economy will ensure that states avoid war as 
there is simply too much to lose. 26 Because the world is now flat, 
there are none of the awkward structures that promote inequality 
in the world. Instead, and again as with nineteenth-century liberal 

24 Daniel Horowitz, The Moraliry of Spending: Attitudes towardr the Consumer Sociery in America 
1875-1940 (Baltimore, 1985); id., The Anxieties of A.ffluence: Critiques of Ameiican Consumer Culture, 
193g-1979 (Amherst, Mass., 2004). 

25 Thomas L. Friedman, 17ze World is Flat: 17ze Globalized World in the T wenry-First Century 
(London, 2005; new edn. 2006). 

26 Id., The Lexus and the Olive Tree: Understanding Globalization (New York, 1999). 
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individualist supporters of free trade, Friedman's world is based 
upon a moral belief in the power of individuals to effect change 
in their own interests. He invokes the pioneering Jeffersonian 
republicans of the frontier smallholding, the rugged individualists 
of American popular culture exemplified by the Bogarts, Waynes, 
and Eastwoods of Hollywood, and he calls on government to work 
to ensure that individual entrepreneurialism can prosper and 
thrive, such that all can participate in the egalitarian flat world. 
For those who do not feel that such opportunities are available to 
them, Friedman blames not structural inequities, but cultural 
backwardness. Thus, those Muslims who oppose Americanization 
and globalization do so not from the lack of money and opportu-
nities available to them, but through a cultural 'resistance to mod-
ernization'. The white man's burden, which had seen the British 
imperialist bring civilization and free trade to the peoples of the 
world, is now almost reinvented as it becomes our duty to educate 
anti-modernizers, anti-globalizers, and anti-flat earthers in the 
benefits of free trade. 

The point of this description of the new global order is that 
Friedman sees no role for the state ( other than fostering individual 
resourcefulness through education) and no social and economic 
problems that cannot be overcome through individual initiatives. 
There is, therefore, no need for broader economic and social 
plans to reorient the world: all is essentially for the best in the best 
of all possible worlds. Where poverty and inequality still reside, 
then the humanitarian impulse must step in: but we ought not to 
tinker with the system and our solutions must only be philan-
thropic. Towards the end of the book, he rejects all the policies 
proposed by the 'anti-globalization movement' for dealing with 
those unfortunate enough to live in the 'unflat world', and praises 
instead the philanthropic organizations of the rich such as the 
Gates Foundation. Again, the parallels with the British Empire 
are pertinent. The new imperialism, as some have described the 
current state of globalization, is held to be intrinsically correct for 
all peoples all over the world. No structural change is required to 
this system, other than to further promote the moral qualities of 
liberal individualism. Where this does not work, this is either due 
to the cultural backwardness of those concerned, or else it is an 
unfortunate side effect which must be solved through philan-
thropic endeavour. 
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The links with consumer activism are not at all obvious, but I 
would suggest that the model of individual action and his descrip-
tion of the globalized world are not dissimilar to the ideals of many 
ethical shoppers. Friedman is controversial in his claims that the 
'flat world' already exists. If this rather tenuous factual claim is 
regarded instead as an ideal, then his arguments would seem to 
coalesce more obviously with those who have sought to break 
down the barriers between producers and consumers the world 
over. Friedman's flat world is also a small world, given the speed 
with which information can travel and the ease with which people 
can be put in contact with one another. The world of the fairtrade 
movement is also small, in the sense that ethical trade and fairtrade 
seek to make the contacts between those who produce and those 
who consume goods: establishing such a connection increases the 
moral duty for the one to protect the interests of the other. 

The moral imperative within Friedman's flat world inevitably 
rests upon individual philanthropy, not least because he perceives 
no structural problems that must be radically reformed. From a 
different perspective, many other, more critical, commentators 
have likewise come to focus on the individual as the solution to 
global problems, though often this is because of the intellectual 
dead end reached by those unwilling to discuss globalization in 
structural terms. What much of the popular literature on global-
ization and the responsibilities of the Western consumer has failed 
to do is to outline the structures of a global society within which 
the activist operates. At its weakest, one is simply told that action 
will lead to change. 27 

Whether from the perspective of pro-globalizers such as 
Friedman, or anti-globalizers such as Naomi Klein, the absence of 
a structural understanding means that political action reverts to 
the individual and to a set of vague duties which are never clearly 
articulated. This eschewal of a grand narrative becomes no more 
apparent than in a work by Paul Kingsnorth, the very title of 
which, One No, Many Yesses, reflects a supposedly optimistic plu-
ralism but really a poverty of the intellect. 28 Without an under-
standing of the world, individual duty becomes a matter of choice, 

27 George Monbiot, Captive State: The Corporate Takeover ef Britain (London, 2000); Naomi 
Klein, No Logo (London, 2000). 

28 Paul Kingsnorth, One No, Many Yeses: A Journey to the Heart ef the Global Resistance 
Movement (London, 2003). 
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ethics is watered down to include anything other than systematic 
thinking, and activism is to take place without reference to theory, 
ideology, and certainly not party politics. 

This trend is no more apparent than in the ethics of ethical 
consumerism. Within Ethical Consumer magazine, for instance, 
testing is done on common household goods in the same manner 
as Which? or Consumer Reports. Instead of 'blobs' indicating effective 
performance, durability, and value for money, however, Ethical 
Consumer tables indicate company performance under the cat-
egories of environment (pollution levels, stated environmental 
policy, ·use of nuclear power), animals (involvement in animal 
testing and factory farming), and people (collusion with oppressive 
regimes, workers' rights, and use of irresponsible marketing 
methods). Further columns refer to the companies' political dona-
tions, whether a boycott has been called, and an 'alert' indicating 
other perceived unethical practices such as land rights for indige-
nous peoples, involvement in Third World debt, unusual corpo-
rate structure, excessive directors' remuneration, or support for 
genetic engineering. Ethical Consumer and other such magazines 
have to leave the ultimate decisions with their readers because of 
the potential absence of political unity or moral coherence among 
them. While it may be safely assumed that all subscribers agree 
that damaging the environment, animal welfare, and workers' 
rights are the negative results of consumer society, most would 
also fail to attach equal importance to them all. Ethical con-
sumerism cannot be criticized for making consumers more aware 
of the ethical aspects of their consuming decisions, but one con-
sequence is to demonstrate the individualistic nature of modern 
consumer ethics: at no point are we to engage in a discussion as 
to which issues are more ethical than others or deserving of 
greater urgency. 

And without such discrimination, either in our political choices 
or in our understandings of the problems of the world, the ethical 
consumer behaves in as isolated a manner as the philanthropic 
intervener in the 'unflat' world of Friedman's analysis. Similarly, 
the fairtrade advocate is not called upon to offer any program-
matic policy statement to deal with global injustices. Indeed, to do 
so might ultimately call into question the alliance of Protestants, 
Catholics, atheists, socialists, middle-class housewives, and enor-
mous supermarkets that make up the fairtrade movement. The 
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actions of the fairtrade supporter inevitably become the actions of 
the individual and the solution to the world's problems comes to 
be, as with Friedman, individual philanthropy (if not on the same 
scale as that of the Gates Foundation). Duties here, then, end up 
being just as individualistic as any type of rights-based advocacy. 

III 

This essay has ended on a rather pessimistic note, in the sense that 
problems and limitations have been identified with both rights-
based and duty-based notions of consumer activism. Rights are 
ultimately bound up with notions of liberal democratic market 
societies: when extended into the economic and social sphere they 
have proved particularly effective at clef ending individual interests 
in both the public and private sector; they have been less useful in 
addressing wider social justice issues about access to basic needs. 
Duties, meanwhile, have seemingly offered opportunities for a 
more engaged form of activism which links the consumer to a 
whole variety of social and political identities of citizens around 
the world. As practised, however, duties have become equally indi-
vidualistic, failing to discriminate between types of value frame-
work: ethics, effectively, becomes a shopping list like rights, from 
which we pick and choose to suit our own moral predilections. 

That said, there are perhaps historical models available that 
support more positive engagements with rights and duties. 
Certainly, it would seem that movements of consumers and politi-
cizations of consumption which have sought to combine the two 
have been more successful. The consumers' cooperative move-
ment, for instance, represented one such combination of rights 
and duties. It defended the rights of workers to have access to 
cheap commodities while also urging its members to exercise their 
duties to fellow shoppers and workers. Ultimately, the cooperative 
movement failed to create the consumer commonwealth it 
claimed to strive towards, but the existence of 200 million con-
sumer cooperators around the world today suggests it still has 
some relevance. Indeed, the recent upsurge in its fortunes in the 
UK-admittedly through its financial products-attests to the 
ability of an older politics of consumption to merge with the 
present-day ethical concerns of a new generation of activist. 
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But largely consumers have not combined duties and rights. 
Instead, duties have been regarded as the privilege of the affluent, 
be it through middle-class initiatives such as the consumers' 
leagues at the end of the nineteenth century or the fairtrade move-
ment at the end of the twentieth. Rights, although often, too, the 
preserve of the middle classes through comparative testing mag-
azines, have been more commonly regarded as universal, espe-
cially in the establishment of welfare regimes which granted 
certain basic entitlements of citizens from the state at a time of 
expanding affluence and in the creation of protection regimes that 
sought to offer to the poor and the disadvantaged the same 
benefits that middle-class shoppers were able to enjoy through 
their ability to afford the best buys of comparative testing maga-
zines. If rights and duties are to be combined, therefore, then con-
sumer society must be seen as a phenomenon that affects us all, 
rich and poor alike. Consumption is a political subject concerned 
as much with necessity as with luxury and to remember this would 
require any form of consumer activism speaking of both rights 
and duties. 
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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. 



rr8 LAWRENCE BLACK 

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 
June 1966; Arnold Bonner, British Co-operation (Manchester, 1970), 249; Political and 
Economic Planning, 'Consumer Protection and Enlightenment', P/,anning, 26/ 441 (1960), 
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 
Consumers' Association and the Politics of Affluence', Albion, 36/J (2004), 70-1; Crosland, 
The Conseroative Enemy, 66. 

31 CA Council minutes, 17 Nov. 1957; 13 Feb. 1958; Conservative Party Archive, 
Bodleian Library, CRD2/8/J9, Douglas to Casper Brook, 16 Feb. 1959; CAA, A26, 
Transcript, interview with Goldman, 2; Which? (Autumn 1958). 

32 Kevin Jeffreys, Anthony Crosland: A New Biography (London, 1999), 64-5; Gaitskell 
Papers, C309/3, Co-op Union accountancy department to Gaitskell, 1 Dec. 1956. 
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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 
Socialism', in id. and Dick Leonard (eds.), The Socialist Agenda: Crosland's Legacy (London, 
1981), 36, 38; David Reisman, Antho,ry Crosland: The Mixed Economy (Basingstoke, 1997), 16; 
Dick Leonard (ed.), Crosland and New Labour (London, 1999); Radice, Friends and Rivals, 109-
10; Leonard, 'Introduction', Susan Crosland 'Afteiword' in The Future ef Socialism (2006), pp. 
xi-xviii, 411-18. 

34 Hilton, Consumerism, 270-6; Ben Jackson, Equality and the British Lefl: A Study in Progressive 



Crosland's Consumer Politics 

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 

Though~ 1900-64 (Manchester, 2007), 172, 194; id., 'Equality or Meritocracy?', injan Eivind 
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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-

39 Anthony Wedgewood Benn, Against the Tide: Diaries 1973-76 (London, 1989), 576; 
Black, Redefining British Politics, eh. 7; Crosland, The Conservative Enemy, 66. 

40 Reisman, Mixed Economy, 184-5;Jeffreys, Anthony Crosland, 168; CAA, A67, Crosland, 
in 'Proceedings of Consumer Assembly', London, 3 Nov. 1967, 18; Eirlys Roberts, Which? 
2s Consumers' Association 19srB2 (London, 1982), 59. 

41 Reisman, Mixed Economy, 16; Crosland, The Future qf Socialism, 13, 494. 
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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. 
43 Crosland, 'Co-operative First Principles', 7; Co-operative Independent Commission Report, 

17. 
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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-

H Crosland, 1he Future ef Socialism, 341-2;Jackson, Equali/y and the Lefl, 192-3. 
45 Crosland, 77,e Conseroative Enemy, 66; Young, Chipped H'hite Cups; id., 'Crosland and 
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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'. 

48 Crosland, 7he Conservative Enemy, 66; id., Socialism Now, 53; Steven Fielding, Labour and 
Cultural Change 1964-70 (Manchester, 2003), eh. 8. 
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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 

49 Crosland, Socialism Now, 87-91. 
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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. 
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With or Without the State: 
The History of a Misunderstanding 
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ALAIN CHATRIOT 

A connection between consumption and politics existed in twen-
tieth-century France, but it developed differently from other 
Western countries. While in France and its neighbours, consumers 
and public authorities increasingly mobilized around this issue, 
consumption as such was not at the heart of political debate as it 
had been in the United States, 1 or, more recently, in Britain.2 

Investigating consumption and the history of the concomitant 
forms of mobilization does, however, open the door to a new 
understanding of the relationship between the state and civil 
society in France. 

Over the last ten years, the history of consumption in France 
has attracted increasing interest. Following on the heels of pion-
eering studies, primarily from Britain and the United States, in 
the field of sociology, 3 new areas have been explored, such as the 
role of consumer groups at the beginning of the century, the 
expansion oflarge-scale distribution in the 1960s, and the impact 
of consumer credit. The connection between politics and con-
sumption has given rise to a number of edited and comparative 
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volumes,4 which have, in part, helped provide a clearer under-
standing of the French case. While in some cases the French 
studies already appear dated, 5 the works coming from the Anglo-
American world approach the subject from a different angle.6 

Having written my first article on this subject five years ago, 7 I 
shall in this essay return to the problem, updating my research on 
the basis of a number of recent studies that have improved our 
understanding of the subject. In my earlier article, I looked at con-
sumers and politics from the point of view of the state, its admin-
istration, and politicians. I also examined the codification of 
consumer laws, which was of major importance from 1980 to 
1995. Here, I shall focus more on the question of associations, 
while at the same time suggesting that their relationship with the 
state remains fundamental. 

The idea of making the voice of consumers heard by the state 
in France is an old one among white-collar unions and producers 
and had been advocated by social Catholicism since the beginning 
of the twentieth century. Five major categories of consumer asso-
ciations can be distinguished in France in the second half of the 
twentieth century: associations with a trade union or political 
inspiration; women's or family associations; independent associa-
tions (devoted only to the defence of the consumer); cooperatives; 
and specialist associations (particularly housing). This multiplicity 
of French associations is not surprising, contrary to the neo-
T ocquevillian assumption that denies the existence of any asso-
ciative activity in French society.8 

However, the relationship between the associations and the 

4 Martin Daunton and Matthew Hilton (eds.), The Politics qf Consumption: Material Culture 
and Citizenship in Europe and America (Oxford, 2001); Alain Chatriot, Marie-Emmanuelle 
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'Mouvements de consommateurs et democratie', in Chantal Horellou-Lafarge (ed.), 
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state must not be interpreted as simple opposition or close coop-
eration. Nor should the relative autonomy of these various asso-
ciations be understood merely as a request for increased state 
intervention, to which the state responded more or less directly. 
The connections between consumption and the French political 
sphere during the second half of the twentieth century reveal a 
series of noteworthy innovations within French society: the legacy 
of the Third Republic; the dynamics of modernization; new forms 
of political and social mobilization in the 1970s; the changing role 
of the media; and a reconsideration of more contemporary forms 
of collective mobilization. 

I. Consumer Society and Modernization 

In this essay I shall limit myself to the history of the associative 
movement in France around the issues of consumption. As 
various works of synthesis have already been published on the 
topic, 9 I shall focus on the historical legacy which framed the 
phase of modernization following the Second World War, thereby 
offering a more complete understanding of the dialogue which 
developed between the state and consumer organizations. 

The 'first generation' of organizations called upon to participate 
in a new consumption policy consisted of groups that were often 
family based and composed of women or cooperativists. The 
National Federation of Consumer Cooperatives, created in 1912, 
had long spearheaded demands. 10 But after the Second World 
War, and especially starting in the 1970s, the cooperative move-
ment had its last heyday before gradually losing its previous pion-
eering role. 

The cooperative movement was important in France, both 
because of its theoreticians, such as the Third Republic economist 
Charles Gide and Henri Desroche (from the post-war era), and 
because of the creation of the Co-operative Laboratory for 

9 Michel Bernard and Jacqueline Quentin, L'Avant-garde des consommateurs: Luttes et 
organisations en France et a l'itranger (Paris, 1975); Anne Morin, 'French Consumer Movement', 
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Consumer Representation, Protection, and Information (Labor-
atoire cooperatif pour !'information, la protection et la represen-
tation des consommateurs) which, before the full development of 
modem consumerism, had a unique role in revealing the technical 
issues behind consumption. The Christian movement with a par-
ticular interest in social questions also touched upon consumption 
issues during the Third Republic. 11 

The Women's Civic and Social Union, created in 1925, repre-
sents the involvement of women's movements in the reforming 
nexus. Family movements were also interested in consumer issues, 
whatever their successive configurations and doctrinal differences. 
For the post-war years, we should mention the National Con-
federation of Rural Families (created in 1944), the National Union 
of Family Associations (1945), the Syndical Confederation of 
Families (1946), the Federation of Families of France (1948), and the 
National Confederation of Popular Family Associations (1952). In 
2004, after complex restructurings, six different family associations 
were recognized as representative of consumers. The long-standing 
housing associations are the Confederation nationale du logement 
(National Housing Confederation, created in 1916) and the 
Confederation generale du logement (1954), and two others may be 
included in the housing category, the Association Leo-Lagrange 
pour la defense des consommateurs (1979) and the Federation 
nationale des usagers des transports (1978). While women played 
an important role in this process of mobilization 12 through their 
connection to family organizations 13 and housing issues, 14 other 
social groups were also involved, including secular groups tied more 
or less directly to the popular education movements. 

But the legacy of this movement is not entirely bound up with 
its associations. Other elements based on links between consump-
tion and politics were tied to forms of state intervention. Since the 

11 Maurice Deslandres, 'La Participation des consommateurs a la vie des corps publics', 
in Le Role economique de l'litat: Semaines sociales de France, XV!e session, Strasbourg 1922 (Paris, 
l 922 ), 355-70. 

12 Rebecca Pulju, 'Consumers for the Nation: Women, Politics, and Consumer 
Organizations in France 1944-1965',]oumal efWomen's History, 18 (2006), 68-90. 

13 Remi Lenoir, Genealogie de la morale familiale (Paris, 2003). 
14 W. Brian Newsome, 'The "Apartment Referendum" of 1959: Toward Participatory 

Architectural and Urban Planning in Postwar France', French Historical Studies, 28 (Spring 
2005), 329-58; Odilejoin-Lambert and Yves Lochard, 'Living in the City Differently: The 
Birth of New Expertise in France in the 1960s and 1970s', in Chatriot, Chessel, and Hilton 
(eds.), 7he Expert Consumer, 167-85. 



Consumer Groups With or Without The State 143 

beginning of the twentieth century, and in particular since the 1905 
law on fraud and counterfeiting, 15 the state has regulated the func-
tioning of markets through the Ministry of Agriculture, which 
claims to defend consumers. The First World War and the eco-
nomic crisis of the 1930s also witnessed new attempts on the part of 
the administration to control prices and inflation. 16 This process, 
of course, accelerated during periods of food scarcity, in particular 
during the war, with the development of the black market and 
attempts to control it. 17 These points constitute the essential back-
ground for understanding the transformation of consumer practices 
during the Fourth and Fifth Republics. While inflation remained 
high during the 1950s, forms of consumption and mobilization 
around this issue also increased sharply. In the growing debate on 
the Americanization of Europe, 18 it was often argued that French 
modernization took place through its entry into consumer society. 19 

French institutions specifically charged with consumption date 
from before the 1970s. Apart from older departments attached 
to the Ministry of Agriculture or to the Ministry of the Economy 
and Finance, we should note an awareness in the post-Second 
World War years inaugurated by the creation of a Bureau of 
Consumption (Bureau de la consommation a la direction des pro-
grammes economiques du ministere de l'economie nationale) at 
the Economic Programmes Department of the National Ministry 
of the Economy in 1945. Then, linked 'A-ith the Commissariat du 
Plan, 20 and INS EE (lnstitut national de la statistique et des etudes 
economiques), CREDOC (Centre de recherche et de document-
ation sur la consommation) was created in October 1953.21 An 
institution that included social partners such as the Economic and 
Social Council was highly interested in the themes of informing 

15 Alessandro Stanziani (ed.), La Qgalite des produits en France (XVII/e-XXe siecles) (Paris, 
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and protecting the consumer. Successive reports and advice from 
the Council allow us to understand both the importance of the 
topic and the potential tensions among social partners (for 
example, representatives of management distrusted representation 
from consumers who might be hostile to them; the confederations 
of white-collar workers disagreed over economic priorities with 
respect to consumption). 

Under the Gaullist Prime Minister Michel Debn~, the National 
Consumption Committee (Comite national de la consommation, 
CNC) was created by decree on 19 December 1960, and then 
established on 13 February 1961 by Joseph Fontanet (MRP), 
Secretary of State for Interior Commerce. During the inaugural 
meeting the Minister placed four essential issues on the commit-
tee's agenda: assessment of quality control problems and proced-
ures; consumer information on market resources for perishable 
goods; the examination of particular products; and analysis and 
opinion on official texts helpful to consumers. 

Finally, as proposed by CNC and at the demand of consumers' 
associations, and again on the initiative of Michel Debre (now as 
Minister of Economy and Finance), a law of 22 December 1966 
created the National Institute of Consumption (Institut national 
de la consommation, INC). 22 The status of INC and its develop-
ment were sources of conflict. Very soon, representatives of asso-
ciations accused INC of conducting its own policy by passing itself 
off as an organization representing consumers. Thus the Federal 
Union of Consumers (UFC) quit INC's administrative council in 
1972, judging that the technical body had become a consumers' 
organization without possessing either its status or independence, 
and so it refused to support it any longer. Here was a tension that 
touched all associations, that between the demand for recognition 
and governmental support, and the desire for autonomy. 

But the major phenomenon of the period was the rise ofUFC-
Qye choisir? After difficult beginnings despite the partnership of the 
Belgian Association of Consumers, UFC benefited from one of its 
mistakes. A lost lawsuit against the household appliance company 
Arthur Martin in 1973 ultimately gave it wide publicity and an 
image of independence from the manufacturers. UFC's position 
in the face of the development of consumers' associations that 

22 'Wieviorka, L'Etat, le patronat et les consommateurs, 210-30. 
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were issuing from trade unions remained shaky, however. Other 
researchers, such as the sociologist Louis Pinto, have stressed that 
this consumerist movement was not linked to independent social 
mobilization, but rather to activity on the part of a 'technocratic 
humanism', 23 whose typical exponent was Andre Romieu. 24 

The UFC occupied a special place thanks to its highly regarded 
periodical. The UFC was created in 1951, but its monthly journal 
Qy,e choisir? (Which Choice to Make?) did not appear until ten 
years later, in 1961, with a very limited print run and only com-
parative tests. The consumer press, 25 and in particular Qy,e choisir?, 
became increasingly important when the press began adopting a 
strategy of denouncing scandals resulting from public authorities 
who were either complacent or lax on issues such as beach pollu-
tion (1970), the case of Morhange talcum powder (1972), mineral 
water (1973), wines with asbestos (1976), aerosol cans (1977), 
Kleber-Colombes tyres (1979), and veal with hormones (1980). 
After 1977, UFC changed its status to give more control to the 
unions participating in the organization. And in 1979, with 170 
unions affiliated, the movement was established nationally. Its 
principal issues became prices and competition, housing, health, 
energy costs, security, information, and consumer education. 

II. A New Political Qy,estion 

It goes without saying that the political and social transformations 
of France in the 1960s cannot be summed up in the symbolic 
moment of the May 1968 crisis. At a broader level, these years 
constituted a profound redefinition of social mobilization and the 
very scope of the political field. 26 Thus while the Fourth Republic 
and early Fifth Republic had primarily debated issues of post-war 
reconstruction and modernization, a new range of themes 
emerged in the 1960s: the rise of the feminist movement; the 

23 Louis Pinto, 'Le Consommateur: Agent economique et acteur politique', Revue 
fian,aise de sociologie, 31 (1990), 179-98, at 191. 

24 Born in 1905, Ph.D. in Law, Sciences Po, founder in 1951 and President of the UFC, 
civil servant and member of Antoine Pinay's cabinet, first secretary of the National 
Committee of Consumption before representing it at UNAF. 

25 Alexandre Mallard, 'La Presse de consommation et le marche: Enquete sur le tiers 
consumeriste', Sociologi.e du travail, 42 (2000), 391-409. 

26 Helene Hatzfeld, Faire de la politique autrement: Les Experiences inachevees des annees 1970 
(Rennes, 2005). 



ALAIN CHATRIOT 

ecological movement; and an unprecedented mobilization around 
consumer issues. The political proposals that were made in 
response to these new movements were as important for their 
actual effects as for their public appeal. In general, the 'unioniza-
tion' of consumer mobilization27 was an essential aspect of the 
1970s. And while it did not go smoothly, it was nonetheless 
encouraged by the state. 

The rise of consumer associations issuing from various union 
confederations is interesting because it shows the tensions internal 
to consumerism. Thus Gabriel Ventejol, secretaire corifederal of the 
trade union Force ouvriere, explained in May 1974: 'Our way of 
seeing problems is not quite that of other consumers' associations. 
We constantly keep in mind a concern to defend both salaried pro-
ducers like ourselves and consumers. If we aimed only to clef end 
the consumer, we might be led to fight only for the lowest price, 
without taking into account a need for the social progress that leads 
to increasing salaries and social benefits.'28 The first two organi-
zations were OR.GE.CO (Organisation generale des consomma-
teurs), created in 1959 and initially representing most of the trade 
unions before becoming a link between the CGC (Confederation 
generale des cadres) and the CFTC (Confederation frarn;aise des 
travailleurs chretiens) with the creation of other associations, and 
FO-Consommateurs (which became AFOC, Association force 
ouvriere consommateurs) in 1974. They were joined by Asseco-
CFDT (Association etudes et consommation de la Confederation 
frarn;aise democratique du travail) and Indecosa-CGT (Association 
de la confederation generale du travail pour !'information et la 
defense des consommateurs salaries) in 1979, then, in 1984, by 
ADEIC (Association de defense d'education et d'information du 
consommateur de la FEN, Federation de !'education nationale). 

One of the main problems grew precisely out of this meeting 
between the consumer mobilization based on the unions and the 
organization UFC-Qy,e choisir? which insisted on keeping its inde-

27 Dimitri Weiss and Yves Chirouze, Le Consommmsme (Paris, 1984), 130. 
28 This is a translation from an interview with Gabriel Ventejol published in the journal 

of the French National Institute of Consumption: 'Notre fac;:on de voir les problemes ne 
sera pas tout a fait celles des autres associations de consommateurs. Nous aurons constam-
ment a I' esprit le souci de defendre a la fois les producteurs salaries que nous sommes et 
Jes consommateurs. Si nous n'avions en vue que la defense du consommateur, nous 
pourrions etre amenes a nous battre uniquement pour le prix le plus bas, sans tenir compte 
de la necessite du progres social qui conduit a augmenter Jes salaires et les charges sociales.' 
Gabriel Ventejol, 50 millions de consommateurs, 41 (May 1974), 30-2. 
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pendence.29 In 1980 UFC defended its interests in the columns of 
its monthly review and asserted its distinctiveness: 
Is there a conflict of interest between the unions and the consumers? No 
doubt. At least to the extent that the concerted action of consumers risks 
having repercussions on the situation of a given business and its activities. 
Should it therefore be concluded that conflict between consumers and 
unions is necessary and inevitable? The concerted action of UFC and 
the unions has been successful on many occasions. The concerns of the 
union organizations to control the consumer movement are not the nec-
essary correlate of their working in cooperation. Let us hope that the 
attitude of distrust on the part of the unions towards the association of 
consumers who escape their influence does not suggest that the unions' 
major concern is to be active without worrying about the final result. 30 

There were those who then criticized UFC for its 'middle-class 
rhetoric'. 31 Thus, in the 1970s, questions of consumption occupied 
an increasingly important place in the mobilization of civil society. 
Political parties therefore became increasingly attentive. This new 
interest translated into decisions of highly symbolic value, such as 
the appointment of government officials around these questions 
and the creation of new laws and administration around con-
sumer issues. 32 

With mobilized consumers' movements and slowly evolving 
institutions, an apparent political break occurred with the nomi-
nation in January 1976 of Christiane Scrivener as Secretary of 
State for Consumption, overseen by the Ministry of Economy and 
Finance. The press immediately pounced on this new personality, 
dubbing her 'Madame Consumption' while stressing the original-
ity of her training as a graduate of the Harvard Business School. 

29 Marcel Garrigou, L 'Assaut des consommateurs: Pour changer Les rapports producteurs-
uendeurs-consommateurs (Paris, 1981). 

30 Qye choisir?, 23336/3 (1980), 44. 'Conflit entre les syndicats et les consommateurs? 
Certainement. Du moins lorsque !'action concertee des consommateurs risque d'avoir des 
repercussions sur la situation d'une entreprise ou d'une partie de ses activites .... Faut-il 
en conclure hativement que le conflit entre syndicats et consommateurs est irreductible et 
inevitable? Des actions communes a l'UFC et aux syndicats ont a diverses reprises permis 
d'aboutir .... Le souci des organisations syndicales de controler le mouvement consom-
mateurs nous parait peu compatible avec la recherche d'une convergence. Esperons que 
cette attitude de defiance d'organisations syndicales envers les associations de consomma-
teurs qui echappent a leur influence, ne signifie pas que leurs preoccupations majeures 
demeurent de maintenir l'activite de production sans se saucier de sa finalite.' 

:J l Wieviorka, L'Etat, le patronat et Les consommateurs, 79. 
32 Calliope Spanou, Fonctionnaires et militants: Etude des rapports entre ['administration et les 

nouveaux mouuements sociaux (Paris, 1991). 
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If Le Figaro was pleased with this 'ministry for the fourth power', 33 

Le Monde was more tactical, explaining crisply: 'The creation of a 
Secretary of State for Consumption has political significance. At 
a moment when the opposition is taking greater advantage of 
demands from organizations for the clef ence of consumers, it was 
inconceivable that M. Giscard d'Estaing, who inaugurated the 
Consumers Salon '72 just three years ago, would leave a monop-
oly on these preoccupations to the Left.'34 L'Humanite devoted an 
article to her lack of real political influence, concluding with the 
question: 'In fact, what does she deal with?'35 During a press con-
ference on 26 May 1976, Christiane Scrivener announced her 
policy programme that essentially amounted to preparing a law 
which was finally tabled in 1977. In line with the new Secretary's 
plans, the Socialist Party's 'consumption' group started working 
in 1975 and embarked on a veritable race in parliamentary pro-
posals. The Secretary of State finally brought to the vote two laws 
both dated I o January 1978, one dealing with informing and prb-
tecting consumers in relation to certain credit operations and the 
other with the same in relation to products and services. But the 
Scrivener experiment did not last long. The 1978 legislative elec-
tions spelled the non-renewal of her brief, and its disappearance 
from the cabinet. 

Frarn;ois Mitterrand had devoted the 26th proposition of his 
presidential campaign to consumption, announcing: 'Distribution 
circuits will be reformed, the construction of hypermarkets regu-
lated, the powers of consumers strengthened.' The creation of a 
full ministerial post injune 1981, which the second Mauroy gov-
ernment gave to Catherine Lalumiere, a socialist lawyer, seems 
to symbolize this new voluntarism, even if in reality the situation 
was somewhat more complex. Among Catherine Lalumiere's 
most controversial measures was the reform ofINC by the decree 
of 20 December 1982. While the Board had since 1966 been com-
posed of 23 members (12 consumer representatives, 6 professional 
representatives, and 5 public representatives), the new one had 27 
members: 16 consumers (with the addition of new organizations 
originating in the trade unions), 8 qualified specialists, and 3 rep-
resentatives of INC staff. During this same period, one symbolic 
recognition of consumers' movements was to grant them seats on 

33 Le Figaro, 5Jan. 1976. 
34 Le Monde, 20 Jan. 1976. 35 L'Humanite, 12 Feb. 1976. 
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administrative councils in the new nationalized enterprises, under 
a law of rr February 1982. But these nominations were open to 
numerous criticisms. 

Catherine Lalumiere finally proposed a new legislative bill to 
mark her hold over consumption policy. Passed in July 1983, the 
text was more restrictive than the preceding one of January 1978, 
but apart from the creation of the Commission on Consumer 
Safety, the dominant theme was much the same. The return to 
the simple status of Secretary of State in 1983, though little 
remarked upon, is sometimes scoffed at. But beyond the with-
drawal of the ministerial title, it should be noted that of the 
various successors to Catherine Lalumiere, few seemed to make a 
mark, with the exception of yet another woman, Veronique 
Neiertz, also a member of the Parti socialiste, who concentrated 
on over-indebtedness at the end of the 1980s. 

Beyond the obvious partisanship and political agendas behind 
these actions, two questions, which appeared to be of technical 
significance, were in fact fundamental in the relationship with 
consumer associations. The first concerns the public financing of 
these associations by the state. Unfortunately, there have been no 
serious studies of this question. Thus we have only partial data for 
certain years, 36 even if the information does exist in the annual 
state budgets. The question is of more general importance in 
France because it also touches on the financing of the entire trade 
union and associative spheres, an area which has rarely been 
studied by the social sciences despite its importance. The second 
point is the attempt to establish recognition of their representative 
nature. Like workers' unions, where five confederations are offi-
cially recognized as representative, consumer societies received a 
label of recognition from the state. It is worth noting that cur-
rently there are debates preparing a reform of the 'representative-
ness' of the unions because the landscape has become even more 
divided. 

Responding to possible rivalries between associations, the state 
defined the criteria of 'representativeness' and thereby recognized 
the 'approved consumers' associations'. Approval can be given to 
local, departmental, regional, and national associations for five 
years, and the criteria are linked to activity (one year of existence 
and proof of effective and public activity with a view to defending 

36 Weiss and Chirouze, Le Consommerisme, 77-83. 
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the interests of consumers), numerical representativeness (ro,ooo 
dues-paying individuals for a national association), and independ-
ence from all forms of professional activities. These criteria, 
advanced on the basis of the Law of Orientation of Commerce 
and Crafts of 27 December 1973, 37 and its decree of application of 
I7 May 1974, are today defined by articles L.4u-1 and R.4u-1 and 
were followed by the Consumption Code and decree of 21 June 
1998. They are particularly interesting for showing that the state 
has the power to legitimize these interlocutors, with recognition 
taking the form of public subsidies for associations and the oppor-
tunities provided by sitting on established consultative bodies. 

'Representativeness' is therefore an official label. It allows 
members of associations to be represented in the various public 
organizations which prepare the official representation of con-
sumers. 38 In the mid 1980s, the sociologist Louis Pinto suggested: 
'The word "consumer" has acquired the legitimacy of a political 
label. Thanks to the collective action of militants, high civil ser-
vants, journalists, jurists, and theorists this new theme has im-
posed itself in the public debate and contributed to modifying the 
frontiers. '39 

III. State, Organized Groups, and the 1\Jfedia 

Two examples reveal the ambiguities of the mobilization of con-
sumer associations and the state's political actions over the last 
thirty years, namely, the regulation of retailing and of consumer 
credit. The regulation of retailing has been a major issue in the 
evolution of consumer practices in France since 1945.40 The estab-

37 Called the Royer law after its promoter, this law was designed to defend small shop-
keepers against the creation of new hypermarkets in 1973 and gives consumers' associations 
the right to take legal action. 38 Pinto, Lei Constitution du 'consommateur', 99. 

39 Louis Pinto, 'La Gestion d'un label politique: La Consommation', Actes de la recherche 
en sciences sociales, 91-2 (Mar. 1992), 3-19, at 3: 'Le mot de "consommateur" a acquis la 
legitimite d'un label politique. Grace a un travail largement collectif accompli par des mi-
litants, des membres de !'administration, des journalistes, des juristes, des theoriciens et ce 
theme nouveau s'est impose clans le debat public et a contribue a en modifier les fron-
tieres.' 

40 Edouard Leclerc, Ma vie pour un combat (Paris, 1974); Alain Chatriot and Marie-
Emmanuelle Chessel, 'L'Histoire de la distribution: Un chantier inacheve', Histoire economie 
et societe, 1 (2006), 67-82; Jean-Claude Daumas, 'Consommation de masse et grande 
distribution: Une revolution permanente (1957-2005)', Vingtieme Siecle revue d'histoire, 91 
(2006), 57-76. 
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lishment oflarge department or discount stores was paralleled by 
a complex legislative and regulatory evolution. Most of the meas-
ures taken were described as advantageous for consumers, 
although there were basic contradictions between measures which 
protected small merchants, anti-inflation legislation, and practices 
nourished by political corruption (parties were, in part, financed 
by the department store market which was growing strongly 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s). The series of laws voted into 
place on this issue (they took the names of their authors, the 
Royer law, the Galland law, the Raffarin law) are still being hotly 
debated today as consumer associations attempt to make their 
voices heard through the battle of interest groups waged around 
the Minister of Finance and parliament. 

The issue of consumer credit and excessive debt also shows that 
the state wanted to protect consumers in sometimes precarious 
ways.41 Consumer credit was almost non-existent in the inter-war 
period, but it developed through specialized organizations in the 
1960s. The economic crisis of the 1970s and excessive household 
debt forced the state to look into this issue and propose new leg-
islation to protect the consumer. But there, too, political action 
remained limited. Insisting on consumer education, the French 
state refused to put an excessive national debt file into place and 
the legislative changes of the 1990s and 2000s confirmed that an 
equilibrium had not yet been established. 

French politicians and civil servants remain uncomfortable with 
the question of consumption. While they recognize the high 
degree of awareness on this issue among citizens, they discuss it 
only occasionally and do not follow it up consistently. At the end 
of his second term,Jacques Chirac announced the establishment 
of class-action suits in France in response to a long-held request on 
the part of consumer associations. But legislative and administra-
tive issues blocked the project and the result was limited.42 

Similarly, the debates on 'buying power' of the last few years 
reveal how consumer issues can be instrumentalized and, at the 
same time, the risk of exploiting them-in 2008 the President's 
lack of popularity is due in part to the return of inflation. Finally, 

41 Alain Chatriot, 'Proteger le consommateur contre lui-meme: La Regulation du credit 
a la consommation', Vingtii!me Sii!cle revue d'histoire, 91 (2006), 95-wg. 

42 Jacques Le Goff, 'Les Class Actions: Renouveau des techniques sociales d'action?', 
Esprit (June 2005), 171-4. 
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the increasing numbers of public organizations for questions of 
consumption has reduced their legibility for state action. 

The most notable phenomenon in the relationship between 
consumption and politics in France over the last ten years has 
been the return of questions around the issue of consumer 
ethics.43 It is a return because, as Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel has 
shown, the beginning of the twentieth century witnessed the 
development of ligues sociaks d'acheteur, based on the model of those 
created in the United States.44 At the same time, workers' unions 
also developed the boycott to complement the use of strikes and 
workers' brands.45 

Boycotts, which had previously been rare in France,46 were 
brought back by the work ofUFC-Q!te choisir?'*7 UFC understood 
their power in the media and the subtle link between collective 
and individual mobilization. The boycotts were not all straight-
forward, but the case of veal hormones, for example, remains one 
of the most symbolic examples. More recently, the Danone 
boycott in the spring of 2001 was slightly different. It was symbol-
ically significant because it began with the unions protesting 
against the closure of a Danone factory although the company 
was making money. It generated multiple discourses which were 
mobilized in a number of media, including the beginning of the 
internet.48 

VFC-Q!te choisir? increasingly insisted on a strategy of separation 
from the state and promoted direct struggle with businesses, 
including an interest in the use of new legal procedures. The per-
sonality and decisions of the current head of UFC-Q!te choisir? are 
indicative of this change. Alain Bazot has been the President of 
this association since 2003 and his profile contrasts with the mili-
tant civil servants who originally founded UFC. Born in 1959, 
Bazot studied law and became a professor of law. He was origi-

43 Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel and Franck Cochoy, 'Autour de la consommation 
engagee: Enjeux historiques et politiques', Sciences de la societe, 62 (2004), 3-14-

44 Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, 'Consumer's Leagues in France: A Transatlantic 
Perspective', in Chatriot, Chessel, and Hilton (eds.), The Expert Consumer, 53-69. 

45 Maxime Leroy, La Coutume ouvriere: Syndicats, bourses du travai~flderations prefessionnelles, 
cooperatives, doctrines et institutions (Paris, 1913). 

46 Olivier Esteves, Une histoire populaire du boycott, 2 vols. (Paris, 2006). 
47 Wieviorka, L'Etat, le patronat et Les consommateurs, w6-14. 
48 Flore Trautmann, 'Pourquoi boycotter? Logique collective et expressions individuelles: 

Analyse de systemes de representations a partir du cas Danone', Le Mouvement social, 207 
(2004), 39-55. 
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nally involved at local level, but rose to higher positions as he 
renewed the voice of the association through the use of the media. 
He has continued to insist on an active vision for his association: 
'We cannot negotiate from a position of weakness. First, we have 
to build a position of strength by leaning on public opinion and 
using expertise recognized by both the government and prof es-
sionals ... I used to ask myself whether or not I should have 
focused on human rights rather than consumer protection. I no 
longer ask myself that because the questions surrounding con-
sumption touch upon ethics, the environment, and the defence of 
individual liberties. Without these, the word "democracy" would 
be meaningless.'49 

In the same vein, the emergence of the anti-advertising move-
ment in France marks a new way of justifying collective action 
which attempts to make economic and everyday issues the foun-
dation for multilateral mobilization.50 In the end, the alternative 
globalization 'alter-mondialist' movement in France, symbolized 
in part by Jose Bove, has placed such issues at the heart of political 
debates on the forms of consumption and production in agricul-
ture. 51 The advancement of fairtrade brands (commerce equitable) 
and their somewhat chaotic development demonstrates a great 
sensitivity on the part of the people to these questions. Super-
markets have even started devoting entire aisles to these products 
as they have grown aware of their commercial importance and 
the politicization of consumption. 

IV. The New Faces ef Expertise and Democracy 

The recent return of forms of ethical consumption and their high 
media value brings us to a reconsideration of the connections 
between consumption and politics. Many issues have worked 
together to make consumption a political issue once again. Old 
phenomena continue, such as debates about inflation, the struggle 

49 Liberation, 1 Aug. 2006, <http:/ /www.liberation.fr/portrait/ow156573-casse-cout>, 
accessed 20 Oct. 20w. 

50 Sophie Dubuisson-Quellier andJulien Barrier, 'Protester contre le marche: Du geste 
individuel a ]'action collective. Le Cas du mouvement anti-publicitaire', Revue.franfaise de 
science politique, 57 (2007), 209-37. 

51 Jose Bove, Fran~ois Dufour, and Gilles Luneau, Le Monde n'est pas une marchandise: Des 
paysans contre la malboeffe (Paris, 2000). 



154 ALAIN CHATRIOT 

against 'la vie chere' (to use an expression from the beginning of 
the twentieth century), while market shifts prolong the struggle, 
conflicts, and forms of state regulation which have marked the 
entire century. But in the world of politics and social mobilization, 
it is clear that production no longer occupies the primary position, 
either locally or globally. A certain number of issues are now 
going down the road of consumption in order to develop new 
forms of militant mobilization. Questions surrounding food and, 
more generally, new attention to ethical consumption have been 
central to links with ecology in the forms taken by alternative 
world movements.52 

At the same time, the state is confronted with new phenomena 
such as hygiene and food crises. The government and adminis-
tration have been faced with issues which have challenged its 
ostensible omnipotence. Alongside the traditional requests for 
information on the part of civil society, we have seen the judge-
ment of civil servants and technical advisers called into question, 
and even a redefinition of the notion of expertise. 53 In this 
context, whether in the debates on nuclear energy, genetic mod-
ification, or regional planning, citizens do not participate actively 
in the decision-making process which remains the purview of their 
political representatives. But citizens are involved in the process of 
evaluation. 54 In this context, the mobilization of associations, 
where consumers have an important place, is connected with the 
redefinition of the field of politics. Beyond the election and nom-
ination of representatives, the associations are acquiring new 
powers of surveillance, sanction, and judgement. 55 

At another level, the European Union has forced a reconsider-
ation of the modernization of public services. The republican ide-
ology, developed at the turn of the nineteenth century, appears 
increasingly divorced from economic and social reality, which is 
grounded in theoretical models born elsewhere.56 It is, however, 

52 Eric Agrikoliansky, Olivier Fillieule, and Nonna Mayer (eds.), L'Altermondialisme en 
France: la longue histoire d'une nouvelle cause (Paris, 2004). 

53 Christelle Rabier (ed.), Fields of Expertise: A Comparative History of Expert Procedures in 
Paris and London, 1600 to Present (Newcastle upon Tyne, 2007). 

54 Michel Callon, Pierre Lascoumes, and Yannick Barthe, Agir dans un monde incertain: 
Essai sur la democratie technique (Paris, 2001 ). 

55 Pierre Rosanvallon, La Contre-democratie: La Politique i, l'iige de la defiance (Paris, 2006). 
56 Jean-Pierre Daviet, 'Le Service public et l'usager, entre droit administratif et 

philosophie politique (1873-1945)', in Horellou-Lafarge (ed.), Consommateur, usager, cil!!Jien, 
23-48; Geraldine Pflieger, 'Domination du consommateur et resistance du citoyen: Les 
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interesting to note that in France the issue of consumption has 
become public, but has not formed an essential part of major 
political debates. The period of the 1970s, when new social move-
ments like feminism, ecology, and consumerism proposed a new 
vision of the political field, seems to have disappeared. But while 
these mobilizations have been integrated into public discourse, 
they do not appear to constitute poles of political reconstruction. 
The landscape of consumer associations appears particularly scat-
tered and their influence is decreased by their dependence on the 
state or unions. Only UFC-Qye choisir? remains loyal to its commu-
nication strategy of opposition; but, at the same time, it carefully 
avoids making any general political claims. Similarly, the state 
continues to mobilize to defend the popular position of consumer 
rights, but the themes seem to have lost their lustre. Re-reading 
the history of consumer mobilization in France and the political 
responses to this movement, we are forced to reconsider the argu-
ments suggesting that consumer rights are a new force in citizen-
ship. Gunnar Trumbull, an expert on the question in Europe, 
wrote in 2006: 'The postwar rise of national consumer protection 
policies needs to be understood instead as the political incorpora-
tion of consumers as a legitimate set of interests in society. 
Consumer protection in this view was not simply a regulatory 
issue but rather the formation of a new basic right of citizenship. 
In this sense, consumer protection can be seen as the most recent 
stage in the progressive accretion of citizenship rights.'57 

Trumbull's first assertion is no doubt correct, but the second 
would seem far from evident in the French case. 

Tensions entre les figures de l'usager au sein du systeme de regulation de l'eau en France', 
Flux, 48-9 (2002), 20-34. 

57 Trumbull, Consumer Capitalism, g. 
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German Co-ops in the Public Sphere, 

1890-1968: 
A Plea for a Longer Perspective 

MICHAEL PRINZ 

Historians nowadays agree that the rise and development of 
modem consumer society amounts to more than a process of pro-
gressive manipulation, and that it does not result in a situation in 
which consumers lose their capacity to act individually or collec-
tively .1 There is impressive evidence to support this notion. In 
fact, the evidence is so impressive by now that one may be 
tempted to ask where the limits of this capacity lie. 

Consumer co-ops are regarded by many as the most important 
historical example of a social movement run by consumers. 2 They 
first appeared in England during the 1830s and thereafter in 
almost every European country and North America. A particu-
larly strong movement developed inJapan during the course of 
its industrialization. Consumer co-ops organized millions of con-
sumers in their respective countries. In the 1940s membership of 
British co-ops, for instance, surpassed g million while the German 
movement had peaked in the early 1920s with a total membership 
of more than 4 million. Notwithstanding these impressive 
numbers, the co-ops' claim to represent consumers' interests has 

1 Most recent publications by English and American consumer historians include this 
perspective. See Matthew Hilton, Prosperity for All: Consumer Activism in an Era qf Globalization 
(Ithaca, NY, 2008); id., Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain: The Search for a Historical 
Movement (Cambridge, 2003); Martin Daunton and Matthew Hilton (eds.), The Politics qf 
Consumption: Material Culture and Citizenship in Europe and America (Oxford, 2001); Lawrence B. 
Glickman, 'The Strike in the Temple of Consumption: Consumer Activism and 
Twentieth-Century American Political Culture',Journal ef American History, 88/i (20m), 99-
128; Michele Micheletti, Political Virtue and Shopping: Individuals, Consumerism and Collective 
Action (New York, 2003); ead., Andreas Follesdal, and Dietlind Stolle (eds.), Politics, Products 
and Markets: Exploring Political Consumerism Past and Present (New Brunswick, NJ, 2004); Ellen 
Furlough and Carl Strikwerda (eds.), Consumers against Capitalism? Consumer Cooperation in 
Europe, North America, and]apan, 1840-1990 (New York, 1999). 

2 Robert Michels, Soziologie des Parteiwesens in der modernen Demokratie: Untersuchungen iiber die 
oligarchischen Tendenzen des Gruppenlebens (1911), ed. Werner Conze (Stuttgart, 1970), 146. 
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frequently been contested by certain scholars and political oppo-
nents. Those who defend the notion allege the existence of a prior 
state in which there was still genuine democracy and member par-
ticipation. My own findings show that such a state never existed 
except for the weeks and months following its foundation. Long 
before the First World War, member participation was usually as 
low as it is today (see Table 8.1).3 

TABLE 8. 1 Attendance at the General Assemb!J ef the German co-op movement 
in Leipzig and Chemnitz, 1890-1923 

Year uip;:;ig-Plagwitz Year Chemnit;:; 

Absolute Absolute 
numbers in% numbers in% 

1890 611 16 1905 958 7.7 
1891 863 19 1906 986 7.93 
1892 571 13 1907 969 7.52 
1893 1,099 20 1908 621 5.05 
1894 594 7 1909 170 1.29 
1894 975 11.5 1909 961 7.31 
1895 1,093 10 1910 1,160 8.7 
1895 1,203 11 1910 828 6.21 
1896 534 4 1911 823 6.13 
1896 1,201 9 1912 810 5.85 
1897 890 5.5 1913 253 1.7 
1897 971 6 1913 858 5.74 
1898 849 4.5 1914 302 1.7 
1898 943 5 1914 629 3.43 
1899 1,343 5 1915 510 2.71 
1900 1,321 4.5 1916 330 1.56 
1900 1,761 6 1917 287 1.21 
1900 881 3 1918 262 1.05 
1901 701 2.25 1919 335 1.26 

1919 254 0.95 
1920 538 1.95 
1921 951 3.37 
1922 680 2.33 
1923 461 1.58 
1923 425 1.42 

Source-. Compiled by the author from Paul Giihre, Deutsche Arbeiterkonsumvereine (Berlin, 
1920), 351; and K. M. W. Muller, Der Allgemeine Konsumvereinfar Chemnit::. und Umgegend, 
seine Entwicklung und Einwirkung aef den Kleinhandel (W'urzburg, 1929), 28. 

3 Michael Prinz, Bro/ und Dividende: Konsumvereine in Deutsch/and und England vor 1914 
(Giittingen, 1996), 273-6. 
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The German social scientist Robert Michels was probably right 
when he wrote in 19u that, in principle, a co-op is a joint-stock 
company running a shop. However, important features of co-ops 
stand out that do not fit into Michels's sceptical interpretation. At 
the time when Michels was writing, two-thirds of German con-
sumer co-ops were still run by unpaid volunteers. Consumer 
cooperation as an idea was able to mobilize unpaid volunteers 
until well after 1945. The most important quality of consumer 
cooperation in this respect, however, was that it strongly 
influenced perceptions of the rights and duties of consumers in 
the public sphere.4 There is simply no denying that the groups 
running the movement claimed to represent the consumer more 
persistently than any other group within German society. 

If we take a closer look at the history of German consumer co-
ops in particular, two features stand out: (1) the fact that for a long 
time the movement was the second largest after the British in 
absolute terms, and (2) that it failed so miserably in the 1970s that 
it has become anathema to large sections of the general public. 

If we ask why German co-ops failed to such an extent, we find 
that most of the academic literature, the newspapers, and the 
political magazines all provide similar answers. After the Second 
World War German consumer co-ops quickly became dinosaurs 
in a rapidly changing environment (see Table 8.2). The rebuilding 
of Germany as a mass consumer society after 1945 sealed the fate 
of the co-ops. No bridge was large enough to cross the gulf that 
separated the idea of demand fulfilment, which the co-ops stood 
for, and the idea of demand stimulation, which the chief engineer 
of Germany's economic miracle, Ludwig Erhard, had in mind. 
Hostility towards technological progress and a lack of understand-
ing of the emotional side of consumption and shopping figure 
prominently among the causes mentioned to explain the rapid 
downfall of the once mighty movement. Was it so? Was there a 
growing gap between the general public and the policy of the 
German co-ops, as has repeatedly been claimed? 

4 Sheryl Kroen, 'Der Aufstieg des Kundenbiirgers? Eine politische Allegoric fur unsere 
Zeit', in Michael Prinz (ed.), Der Lange Weg in den Vbeifluss: Anfiinge und Entwicklung der 
Konsumgesel/scheft seit der Vormoderne (Paderborn, 2003), 533-64. 
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TABLE 8.2 German consumer co-ops: numbers and membership, 1864-197oa 

rear 

1864 
1870 
1880 
1890 
1900 
1910 
1920 
1929 
1933 
1935 
1940 
1948 
1950 
1960 
1968 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 

Number qf co-ops 

Allgemeiner 
Verband der 
auf Selbsthilfe 
gegriindeten 
deutschen 
Erwerbs-und 
Wirtschafts-
genossen-
schaften 
(a) 

38 
I I 1 
195 
263 
568 
271 

Zentralverband 
deutscher 
Konsumvereine 

(b) 

1,109 
1,191 

997 
918 

1,114 
1,022 

244 
296 
276 
167 
139 
126 
110 
98 

Members (in thousands) 

Reichs-
verband 
deutscher 
Konsum-
vereine 

(c) (a) (b) (c) 

8 
46 
94 

215 
522 

78 270 1,171 53 
331 2,714 41 I 
273 2,859 765 
218 2,771 573 

2,130 
1,853 

756 
1,324 
2,576 
2,313 
2,105 
2,023 
1,905 
1,900 

a The numbers refer to the organized and reporting co-ops. The numbers given by the 
PreuBische Genossenschaftskasse, which are available for the years after the turn of the 
century and which refer to the registered associations, are much higher. 
Source: Compiled by the author from Statistische]ahrbiicher der Verbiinde (1864-1973); Erwin 
Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossenschqften (Frankfurt am Main, 1971), 
appendix: Geschaftsberichte der Co-op AG/Bund der Konsumgenossenschaften 
1969-73-

I. 1890-1914: Steps towards Rationalization and Modern Marketing 

In order to answer this question we need to take a brief look at 
how the German co-ops developed from the tum of the twentieth 
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century. The idea that co-ops were hostile towards technological 
progress and kept their distance from the emotional side of shop-
ping is simply wrong. 5 In Imperial Germany, co-ops had already 
had large quantities of branded goods on offer. In most cases co-
op brands were a response to the appearance of similar items on 
the market. The board of the Hamburg-based Cooperative 
Wholesale Society tried to imitate their competitors with respect 
to labels, slogans, colours, and so on, in order to keep the trend 
towards branded goods among the working class within their own 
realm. In the 1920s an average consumer co-op sold more than 
600 different items. By then, advertising had become state-of-the-
art. In 1928 the Annual Report of the Cooperative Wholesale 
Society noted that more than 600 advertising films had been pro-
duced. Co-ops did not hesitate to draw children into the realm of 
shopping and commerce, and targeted them in their advertising.6 

As is to be expected, there were huge differences between rural 
shops and those in large cities such as Berlin, Hamburg, Leipzig, 
and so on. However, to sum up the argument, in the 1920s co-
ops in Germany's major cities were among the avant-garde of 
modem trade. If they were hampered in this respect, it was not by 
a lack of vision, but by the lack of investment funds after the great 
inflation. 

One of the most important steps towards overcoming the idea 
of a demand-meeting society going beyond even the cooperative 
as a type of enterprise in order to reach out for the general con-
sumer was taken well before the First World War. In 1913 
German co-ops and trade unions founded a large insurance 

5 The importance of distinguishing between rhetoric and reality has recently been 
demonstrated by Christoph Nonn in his study of organized 'subsistence protests', which 
lasted for about a decade after 1900. The German Social Democratic Party (SPD) used 
the traditional subsistence rhetoric to mobilize consumers while the movement's actual 
aim was to participate in the rising living standard, in other words, it was fighting for a 
piece of meat on everyone's plate. See Christoph Nonn, Verbraucherprotest und Parteiensystem 
im wilhelminischen Deutsch/and (Diisseldorf, 1996). 

6 Not without pride the Cooperative Wholesale Society (GroBeinkaufsgesellschaft 
Deutscher Konsumgenossenschaften, GEG) mentioned the movement's widespread use 
of modern media: 'The extent of support given to the societies can be seen from the 
amount of advertising material used: 111,500 posters; 18,000 signs and transfer posters; 
179,200 demonstration boxes of different sizes; 961,000 dummies in common sizes; 
15,000,000 leaflets of all kinds; 12,000 calendars; and 5,000 leather-bound pocket-calendars. 
In preparation are cartoon pictures for chocolate bars; a book with recipes for pasta; mini-
packages for children's shop games; 30 postcards with coloured views of our workshops; 
sheets of paper for making three-dimensional models of GEG factories .. .' ]ahrbuch des 
-?:,entraluerbands deutscher Konsumuereine, 2 vols. (Hamburg, 1928), i. 36. 
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company, the Volksforsorge AG, in the form of a joint-stock 
company. Years of intensive negotiations with the German 
Imperial office which monitored private insurance companies pre-
ceded this step. In the first place, both organizations had insisted 
on founding the company as a cooperative, restricting its service 
to members. However, Ernst Gruner, head of the Imperial Office 
of Private Insurance, convinced them to establish a company that 
could reach the general public and influence the market as a 
whole more effectively. Behind Gruner's initiative lay highly prob-
lematic developments in the life-insurance business, where many 
workers lost their policies after defaulting on their payments. The 
reaction of conservative politicians shows how revolutionary this 
concept was perceived to be at the time. On the day that Gruner 
allowed the company to start operating, he was challenged to a 
duel with pistols. The fear among conservative groups before 1914 
was that if the socialist movement combined its organizational 
abilities with a claim to represent the consumer in general, the 
days of the German Empire were definitely numbered. 7 

However, there were limits to the claim and ability to represent 
the consumer in general. First, after the tum of the century the 
German movement broke up into different political branches. 
This division contributed much to marking the biggest branch as 
socialist. Hence public servants, for instance, were not permitted 
to join and had to found their own societies. Secondly, as early as 
1889 the Reichstag had passed a law prohibiting co-ops from 
selling to non-members. If it could be proved that they had con-
travened this law, they faced closure. In systematic terms, the law 

7 A short description of these events can be found in Volker Boge, "'Werkzeug des 
Umsturzes" oder Instrument reformorientierter Arbeiterpolitik? Die Grtindung der 
"Volksfiirsorge" in Hamburg 1912-1914', in Arno Herzig, Dieter Langewiesche, and 
Arnold Sywottek (eds.), Arbeiter in Hamburg: Unterschiclzten, Arbeiter und Arbeiterbewegung seit dem 
ausgehenden 19. Jahrhundert (Hamburg, 1983), 387-404; see also Volker Boge's unpublished 
Master's thesis, 'Die Politisicrung des Volksvcrsichcrungswesens: Entstehung und 
Bekampfung der "Volksfiirsorge" im Kraftefeld der wilhclminischen Gesellschaft 19u-
1914' (MA thesis, University of Hamburg, 1976); Barbara Heisterkamp, 'Die strukturelle 
Eigenart der "Altcn Volksfiirsorge": Untersuchung der Struktur eines Unternehmens der 
Versicherungswirtschaft' (Ph.D. thesis, University of Cologne, 1961); Jubilee History, 
Vorstand der Alten Volksfiirsorge (ed.), Ein halbes]ahrhundert Volksforsorge (Darmstadt, 1962); 
for a detailed description of these events see the second volume of Heinrich Kaufmann, 
'Grundziige zur Errichtung einer gewerkschaftlich-genossenschaftlichen Volksfiirsorge-
Vereinigung' ('Streng vertraulich'), unpublished manuscript in 2 vols., held in Historisches 
Archiv der Volksfiirsorge, Hamburg. See also the files in Geheimes Staatsarchiv Berlin 
Rep. 84a. 
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stressed the difference between the co-op as a closed organization 
and the general public. And thirdly, consumer co-ops did not even 
manage to stay within the realm of the cooperative movement as 
such. In 1903 the General Association of Cooperatives in 
Germany expelled them from its ranks. 8 In contrast to Great 
Britain, cooperativism in Germany was dominated by rural and 
credit associations founded by the self-employed. 

In general, German consumer co-ops received little support 
within German society, quite contrary to the situation in Great 
Britain. 9 The appearance and the growth of consumer co-ops 
caused panic among conservative groups and the political estab-
lishment. In this respect a brief look at the British case is helpful. 
Year after year, mayors took pride in welcoming the co-ops when 
they chose to hold their annual conference in their city. On one 
occasion the Viceroy of India appeared before the conference to 
tell the audience that he was proud to wear a suit made by the 
co-op. To German ears such reports sounded simply inconceiv-
able.10 On the other hand, even the labour movement kept its dis-
tance for quite a long time, until well after the turn of the century. 
The German Social Democratic Party (SPD), for instance, did not 
recognize the co-ops as a 'useful instrument' for defending 
workers' and consumers' interests until rgro, more than half a 
century after the foundation of the first co-op. One reason may 
have been the strict ban on co-ops engaging in political activity, 
imposed by the legal framework within which they had to 
operate. 11 Contrary to the Belgian case, for example, German co-
ops never had any direct organizational ties with the SPD or the 
trade unions. 

It should not be overlooked that this situation had some advan-
tages for the development of German co-ops. For instance, the 
societies were never in danger of being instrumentalized for polit-
ical purposes by the party or trade unions, and kept all their 
resources for economic purposes, even though most of their staff 
had ties with the SPD and the unions. The SPD's sympathy for 
efficient, centralized structures is well known and it was also 

8 Erwin Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsurngenossenschqfien (Frankfurt am Main, 
1971), 273-82. 

9 Prinz, Brot und Dividende. 10 Ibid. 104. 
11 § 27 of Gesetz, betreffend die privatrechtliche Stellung der Erwerbs- und 

Wirthschafts-Genossenschaften, in Bundesgesetzb/att des Norddeutschen Bundes (1868), no. 24, 
pp. 415-33. 
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revealed in the organizational structures of the co-op movement. 
There are signs that in the last decade before the outbreak of the 
war, co-ops with their sober, efficient way of working managed to 
gain at least some respect and recognition among certain parts of 
the general public as representatives of the great mass of poorer 
consumers. 

II. 1914-1933: Rebuilding the Movement 

The First World War has long been considered a breakthrough 
in the development of German co-ops. The government now 
allowed public servants to join, and self-employed artisans, even 
shopkeepers, farm labourers, and other groups that had stayed 
away joined the movement (see Table 8.3). There were plans to 
grant consumers representation in the constitution, but this did 
not happen except in a few states. After the inflation, most of the 
new members left again. 12 They had simply maximized their 
options in extreme circumstances. Resentment returned-all this 
despite the fact that consumer co-ops had invested heavily to mod-
ernize their facilities during the golden years of the republic. 13 

At the end of the 1920s some employers and the trade union 
leadership tried to find a way out of their bitter struggles. The 
solution they suggested was the rationalization of distribution, 
which was considered backward, much too costly, and an obstacle 
to the development of a higher standard of living. 14 In this 
context, they attributed a central role to the co-ops. However, this 
mantle appeared much too wide. When the inflation ended, many 
consumer co-ops were, in fact, bankrupt. They had borrowed 
heavily in order to modernize, betting on a golden economic 
future that never came. 15 

12 For attempts to define the consumer in Weimar see Claudius Torp, 'Konsum als 
politisches Problem: Konsumpolitische Ordnungsentwfufe in der Weimarer Republik', in 
Jorn Lamia and Sighard Neckel (eds.), Politisierter Konsum: konsumierl£ Politik (Wiesbaden, 
2006), 45. 13 Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossenscha.flen, 401-42. 

14 An excellent overview is provided by Julius Hirsch, 'Stellung und Bedeutung des 
Handels in der deutschen Volkswirtschaft', in Bernhard Harms (ed.), Strukturwandlungen der 
deutschen Volkswirtschqfl, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1929), ii. 83-115; Mary Nolan, Visions qf Modernity: 
American Business and the Modernization qfGermany (Oxford, 1994), 217 on household rational-
ization. 

15 For a detailed account of the financial state of the movement after the Great 
Depression see Ulrich Kurzer, Nationalsozialismus und Konsumgenossenschaften: Gkichschaltung, 
Sanierung und T eilliquidation zwischen 1933 und 1936 (Pfaffenweiler, 1997). 



Table 8.3 Tu social composition <if German co-ops, 191::,1927 

Year Self-employed Self-employed Professionals, White- and Farmhands Members All members 
in trade and in agriculture civil servants blue-collar without a 
industry workers profession 

(retired etc.) 

in thousands 

1913 85 28 52 1,221 38 120 1,542 
1914 88 30 57 1,309 38 143 1,665 
1915 98 34 67 1,355 39 169 1,762 
1916 108 38 81 1,463 53 217 1,959 
1918 120 46 98 1,547 45 284 2,140 
1920 158 74 178 1,815 70 342 2,636 
1922 183 94 249 2,016 91 392 3,026 
1924 200 116 329 2,207 100 366 3,317 
1926 177 103 306 2,087 91 378 3,141 
1927 155 91 267 1,970 80 323 2,885 

1913=100 
1913 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
1914 104 107 110 107 100 119 108 
1915 115 121 129 111 103 141 11 
1916 127 136 156 120 139 181 127 
1918 141 164 188 127 118 171 139 
1920 186 264 342 149 184 285 171 
1922 215 336 479 165 239 327 196 
1924 235 414 632 181 263 305 215 
1926 208 368 588 171 239 315 204 
1927 182 325 513 161 211 269 187 
Source: Heinrich Kaufmann (ed.), Festschrifl ::.um 2_5jahrigen Bestehen des :(,entralverbandes deutscher Konsumvereine 190~1929 (Hamburg, 1928), 340-1. 
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In the early 1930s Germany gave up the idea ofFordism, which 
had never been deeply rooted in German society anyway. 
Influential forces, not least Briining's government, demanded that 
Germany become a land of 'settlers' and 'worker-farmers'. 16 It 
was argued that the working class could only survive the long 
period of slow growth, perhaps even economic stagnation, and 
the constant high unemployment that was to come by producing 
its own food in domestic gardens. To combine industrial work 
with subsistence farming seemed an appealing idea in the context 
of deeply pessimistic expectations of the economic future. In this 
context, the figure of the consumer was simply eclipsed by the 
double producer. 

III. 193:;-1945,' Destruction and Traniformation 

National Socialism had ambiguous consequences for consumer 
co-ops in Germany. Forced integration into the German nation-
state continued in a number of ways: 17 ( r) The term Konsumverein, 
for instance, was replaced by a word with a Germanic origin: 
Verbrauchergenossenschoft. (2) Historical research was carried out to 
show that Germany had its own tradition of consumer organiza-
tions.18 (3) Superficially, political unity was restored by merging 
the different political branches into one union. At the end of the 
merger movement only a single co-op remained at local level. The 
Nazis in charge of the local societies insisted that consumer co-
ops were now open to everyone. 19 (4) The last step in this direc-
tion was taken during the war when local societies were merged 
into one big national conglomerate, the Gemeinschaftswerk der 
deutschen Arbeit. It was conceived as a joint-stock company with 

16 Michael Prinz, 'Vor der Konsumgesellschaft: Pessimistische Zukunftserwartungen, 
gesellschaftliche Leitbilder und regionale Evidenz 1918-1960', Westfalische Forschungen, 48 
(1998), 512-55; Heinz Wilhelm Hoffacker, Entstehung der Raumplanung: Konservative 
Gese/Lrchriftsreform und das Ruhrgebiet 1918-1933 (Essen, 1989). 

1 7 Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossensch,ifien; Klaus Novy and Michael 
Prinz, lllustrierte Geschichte der Gerneinwirtsch,ifi: Wirtsch,ifiliche Selbsthi!fe in der Arbeiterbewegung 
(Bonn, 1988), 209-17. 

18 Robert Schloesser and Otto Ruhmer, Die ersten Haushalt-(Konsum-)Genossensch,ifien 
Gross-Deutschlands, ihre Leiden und Kampfe mit einem Anhang iiber die erste Genossensch,ifi Gross-
Deutschlands, die Tischler-Association zu Delitzsch (Hamburg-Blankenese, 1939). 

19 Kurzer, Nationalso;:ialismus und Konsumgenossenschriften; Karl Ditt, 'Die Konsumgenossen-
schaften im Dritten Reich', lntemationale wissensch,ifiliche Korrespondenz zur Geschichte der 
deutschen Arbeiterbewegung, 23 (1987), 82-m. 
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limited dividends and was intended to serve the general con-
sumer. 20 The Nazi economic concept foresaw not a command but 
a 'managed' economy. In this context it seemed appropriate to 
have a tool to influence the market for basic consumer goods. 
This was created in 1940-r when the Nazis believed that they 
could win the war, and assumed that a post-war economic boom 
and a mass consumer society lay ahead. 21 

The transformation of co-ops into a joint-stock company was 
also a consequence of two important changes in the legal frame-
work. The first was the discount law of 1933,22 which limited both 
the discount a trader could give and the dividend a co-op could 
pay to a maximum of 3 per cent. The second was a law that 
banned the co-ops from having savings banks. The discount law 
in particular had ambivalent consequences in the long run. Some 
were helpful, others highly unwelcome. Most co-ops around the 
world used their members' savings as a source of cheap invest-
ment capital. In Germany, this was now prohibited. Limiting the 
dividend made it much more difficult to gain new members 
because the general practice was to pay for the share by retaining 
part of the dividend. This left the co-ops with just one choice, 
namely, to pursue an aggressive low-price policy. In other words, 
while the benefits of being a member were lost, the potential 
benefits to the consumer in general grew. 

Other consequences of the Nazi era were not ambiguous at all. 
First, many of the larger co-ops, weakened by the Great 
Depression, received no financial support and were dissolved in 

20 Rudiger Hachtmann (ed.), Ein KolofJ auf /bilemen Fi!flen: Das Gutacltten des Wirtschefts-
priifers Karl Eicke iiber die Deutsche Arbeits.front vom 31. Juli 1936 (Munich, 2006); id., 'Chaos und 
Ineffizienz in der Deutschen Arbeitsfront: Ein Evaluierungsbericht aus dem Jahr 1936', 
Vierteijahrsheftefar -?.,eitgeschichte, 53/i (2005), 43,8. 

21 On this debate see Wolfgang Konig, Volkswagen, Volksempfiinger, Volksgemeinschaft: 
'Volksprodukte' im Dritten Reich. Vom Schei/em einer nationalsozialistischen Konsumgesellschaft 
(Paderborn, 2004) and the review by Hartmut Berghoff in H-Soz-u-Kult, 
<http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/rezensionen/2004-4-085>, accessed 4 Nov. 2004. 
See also Shelley Baranowski, Strength through Joy: Consumerism and Mass Tourism in the Third 
Reich (Cambridge, 2004); Hartmut Berghoff, 'Enticement and Deprivation: The Regulation 
of Consumption in Pre-War Nazi Germany', in Daunton and Hilton (eds.), Politics of 
Consumption, 165-84; Dorothee Hochstetter, Motorisierung und 'Volksgemeinschaft': Das 
.Nationalsozialistische Kreftfahrkorps (.NSKK) 1931-1945 (Munich, 2004); Hans Dieter Schafer, 
Das gespaltene BewujJtsein: Ober deutsche Kultur und Lebenswirklichkeit 193:51945 (Munich, 1983). 

22 A well-informed comment is provided by Goetz Aly, 'Das Rabattgesetz, ein Nachrur, 
Berliner -?.,eitung, 25 July 2001, at: <https:/ /www.berlinonline.de/berliner-zeitung/ 
archiv/.bin/dump.fcgi/2001/0725/meinung/0025/index.html>, accessed 20 Mar. 2005. 
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1935.23 Secondly, although the Nazis claimed that they had neu-
tralized the co-ops politically, in reality, they doubted their own 
words. The foundation of the Gemeinschaftswerk was in part an 
attempt to exercise greater political control. And thirdly, Allied 
bombing and the ground war had destroyed the city centres and 
with them the premises of many co-ops that were situated there. 

During the 1930s, the pre-1933 leadership was able to retain 
some influence behind the scenes. Compared to Weimar, the 
rhetoric of the movement in the 1930s was directed more towards 
the public and the general consumer. Publications described the 
advantages of being a member, or how the co-ops worked, in a 
restrained and neutral fashion. There was some advertising prom-
ising low prices and good quality, but the main feature of this era 
was a low-key approach. The Nazis never revoked their promise, 
given to the petty traders before 1933, to destroy the consumer 
co-ops, so that the movement knew it was living on borrowed 
time. The best strategy for survival seemed to keep one's head 
down. 

IV. 1945-1970: Difficult Start and Failure 

In 1945 German consumer co-ops were rebuilt as a member-
based movement. The Allies controlled the financial assets and, 
because the British in particular were keen to rebuild the German 
movement on the British model, keeping the Gemeinschaftswerk 
was not an option. 24 In return, the Allies freed German consumer 
co-ops from most of the legal restrictions imposed by the Nazis, 
such as the ban on selling to non-members, caps on dividends, 
and so on. The idea was to create a consumer movement by 
allowing the cooperative movement to grow strong. In the middle 
of the r95os, when the development peaked, co-ops had regained 
a fairly strong membership basis of about 2.5 million, but they 
never came close to the numbers they had had in the r92os. 25 

In the late 1950s an internal debate about the weaknesses of the 
movement broke out and continued throughout the next decade. 
The only result was a huge scandal uncovered in the 1980s which 

23 Kurzer, NationaLwzialismus und Konsumgenossenschaflen is a profound study of the 
dissolution process. 

24 Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossenscheften, 497. 
25 Der Verbraucher, 6 Oct. 1956, no. 40, p. 664. 
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destroyed what was left of the movement's moral and material 
substance. Pensions funds were plundered, accounts cooked, and 
all remaining premises sold. Finally, leading managers, after lit-
erally fleeing around the globe, had to serve long prison sen-
tences. 26 Two factors that contributed to the crisis and the 
downfall stand out. First, in 1954 the National Socialist discount 
law was reinstated by a conservative-liberal majority in parlia-
ment. 27 Although it was different from the traders' discount, the 
co-ops' dividend was again limited to a maximum of 3 per cent. 
This had direct consequences for its equity capital. Traditionally, 
part of the dividend had been used to pay for the members' 
shares. Now that the dividends were so low, members no longer 

Table 8.4 Number ef self-service shops in the Federal Republic ef Germany, 
1950-1960 

Year Private retaders Department stores Co-ops 

Absolute Absolute Absolute 
numbers in% numbers in% numbers in% 

1950 4 10 16 41 19 49 
1951 7 8 32 40 42 52 
1952 7 6 59 49 55 45 
1953 9 4 131 65 63 31 
1954 36 11 219 67 71 22 
1955 139 26 430 58 115 16 
1956 507 37 709 51 163 12 
1957 1,439 45 1,384 43 360 12 
1958 6,781 70 2,127 22 768 8 
1959 12,783 75 3,112 18 1,237 7 
1960 16,860 75 3,657 16 2,102 9 
Source: F orschungsstelle for Konsumwirtschaft, 'Bericht tiber die Lage der Konsumge-
nossenschaften' (Hamburg, 1961), 'Nur for den internen Gebrauch', 3, in Archiv des 
Bundes der Konsumgenossenschaften Hamburg. 

26 See the description by the former chairman, Bernd Otto, Der Coop-Skarulal: Ein 
Lehrstiick aus der deutschen Wirtschefi (Frankfurt am Main, 1996); and Kollege Otto, a semi-
documentary film about the scandal (1991). Otto was sentenced to four and a half years in 
prison. For a critical summary of the events, see 'Missmanagement bei Coop: Das fast per-
fekte Verbrechen', manager magazin.de, 28 Aug. 2001, online at: <http:/ /www.manager-
magazin.de/unternehmen/missmanagement/0,2828,149040,oo.html>, accessed 20 Apr. 
2009; Hans Pohl, Aufitieg urul Niedergang der deutschen Konsurngenossenscha.ften: Vortrag anlii.j]lich der 
Ehrenpromotion an der Universitiit Leipzig (Stuttgart, 2007). 

27 It was not abolished until 2001. For a historical comment see Aly, 'Das Rabattgesetz, 
ein Nachruf. 
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agreed to this practice. The law was passed in a situation where 
co-ops desperately needed investment funds to rebuild their prem-
ises. 28 The second factor was the commercial revolution taking 
place in the 1950s, with the introduction of self-service as its core 
innovation (see Table 8.4).29 

V. How Did Consumer Co-ops Respond to These Challenges after 1945? 

It is correct to say that the older generation of cooperators recon-
structed the movement in 1945 with the idea of 'demand fulfil-
ment' in mind. 30 In the early years after the war, they showed 
more sympathy for the figure of the cooperator than for the con-
sumer in general. Their argument was plain and simple. A co-op 
represented collective self-help, members knew their demands, so 
the co-op was quite simply a way of fulfilling basic needs with no 
intermediary. Its growth as a movement meant that the rest of the 
economy and society would also be based on these sound princi-
ples. But this simplified vision of cooperation lasted a matter of 
only two or three years, until 1947-8. It reckoned with a dire eco-
nomic outlook, namely that Germany faced an incalculably long 
period of austerity. In this special post-war context before the cur-
rency reform, visions of Germany as a country of worker-farmers 
and settlers re-emerged in many places. 

The dominant vision disseminated by consumer co-ops in the 
late 1950s was that of a Free Social Economy (Freie Gemeinwirt-
schaft). The idea was that a market economy based on free enter-
prise and competition needed checks and balances, otherwise the 
consumer as its weakest part would suffer most. The co-ops prom-
ised to function as a check for the market economy by offering 
good quality, fair prices, and the necessary knowledge to cope 
with the temptations of a consumer society. This concept of a Free 
Social Economy privileged neither cooperatives nor certain goods. 
It could be applied to bread as well as to apartments and furni-
ture. In other words, in terms of their vision, by the early 1950s 

28 Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossenschqften, 633-5. 
29 Karl Ditt, 'Rationalisierung im Einzelhandel: Die Einfohrung und Entwicklung der 

Selbstbedienung in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1949-2000', in Prinz (ed.), De:r Lange 
Weg in den Oberfluss, 315-56. 

30 The following is based on an analysis of the co-ops' main publication, Der Verbrauche:r 
(1948-60). 
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co-ops were, at least in principle, already open to the sort of 
change that was to come. 

To illustrate what happened, I mention a number of examples 
of co-ops' business strategies and visions during this period. First, 
co-ops changed their language. For example, instead of being 
called Verteilungsstelle (distribution point), their shops were renamed 
KONSUM. 31 In a long letter printed in the co-op magazine in 
January 1956, a member of the Bielefeld co-op summed this up: 
'There are no longer any "distribution points". The concept and 
the original idea have changed completely. Most members can no 
longer do anything with the term "distribution point". Today one 
usually says: I'm going to the KONSUM! And what is meant is plain 
to see: to the co-op shop. So let's make up our mind to use this 
expression.' 32 Secondly, the idea of cash payment, traditionally 
an article of faith, was renounced, and organized credit accepted 
as a legitimate way to buy. Thirdly, a service campaign was waged 
with regard to their own sales staff, using the idea of members as 
shareholders. A typical slogan was: 'You will never forget that the 
customer in front of you is your boss; he or she has to be treated 
kindly, even ifhe or she does not treat you that way.' A brochure 
published by the Dortmund co-op gave the sales staff advice that 
was obviously modelled on the notion that the 'customer is king'. 
'Because the members provide our capital, they are also our 
bosses.'33 Fourthly, they struggled constantly with the shopkeep-
ers' organizations, while these groups also attacked them. 
However, most of the articles responding to attacks called for 
moderation and ended with an off er to overcome the conflict. 'In 
general', said Carl Schumacher, one of the movement's leading 
representatives, during the co-op's conference in 1956, 'one has 
to admit that our competitors waged their campaigns in an 
acceptable way.'34 Fifthly, their main ally was not the SPD, which 
was in opposition for more than a decade, but the one person who 
is considered the personal embodiment of Americanism in 
Germany's post-war government, Ludwig Erhard. 

Erhard's main concern throughout the 1950s was that prices 
might rise, causing wages to follow and bringing back a situation 

31 In order to distinguish it from the word for 'consumption', it was pronounced with 
an accent on the first syllable. 32 Der Verbraucher, 14Jan. 1956, no. 2, p. 27. 

33 Der Verbraucher, 9June 1956, no. 23, p. 375. 
34 Quoted from Verbandstagung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Der Verbraucher, 23June 1956, 

no. 25, p. 414. 
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last seen in the 1920s. As he favoured the lifting of price controls, 
the success of his policy depended on well-informed, rational, and 
disciplined consumers working as checks and price guardians in 
the market. 35 The consumer Erhard envisioned bore great simi-
larity to the cooperative ideal before the war, except that an 
expectation of wages rising in the long term was built into it. This 
figure was identical with the co-op's definition of the consumer in 
the 1950s. There was very little separating the visions of Erhard 
and the co-ops in this respect. It comes as no surprise that they 
both showed great sympathy towards each other. 

Concerning the general attitude towards marketing and market 
research among cooperators, it should be borne in mind that 
during the 1950s the food market in the Federal Republic was still 
very much a sellers' market. After decades of forced austerity, 
many items that had been common to consumers abroad first 
came within the reach of German customers at this time. The co-
ops' main problem in the period under consideration was not so 
much how to sell new products, but how to lower costs. Their 
main periodicals, for instance, devoted a great deal of space to 
reports on the lowering of tariffs on consumer goods, parliamen-
tary debates, and the attitudes of different political parties to these 
issues. Until 1955 at least, a great deal of 'marketing' was purely 
information that certain goods were now available at reasonable 
prices. The rest could be left to their members' buying power. 
Cutting costs was the chief concern of the co-ops' leadership and 
it was repeatedly the subject of internal debates. 

There is no doubt that the insistence on being a movement 
with members to some extent limited the drive towards market 
research. Having members meant having demand. After 1955, 
with wages and salaries rising constantly and membership growth 
slowing down, the atmosphere changed. Not least because of the 
specific legal framework, that is, the capping of dividends, 
German co-ops were forced to embark on an aggressive price 
policy earlier, for instance, than their British counterpart. 
However, it should not be underestimated in this context that the 
co-ops represented a different model of shopkeeping compared to 
the private sector. Member participation may have been low in 
the general assemblies since the tum of the century, but there was 

35 Erica Carter, How German is She? Postwar West German Reconstruction and the Consuming 
Woman (Ann Arbor, 1997). 
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a constant and lively exchange between members and the co-op 
leadership at all levels. In other words, there was a well-organized 
minority of members in dozens of formal and informal groups at 
local level. They took part in leisure activities, prepared the shops 
for Christmas, and so on. They were invited to visit the premises 
of the General Wholesale Society in Hamburg, and had discus-
sions with the staff. Members of these groups wrote letters to the 
editors of co-op magazines, expressing agreement or disagree-
ment. Generally speaking, German co-ops became more demo-
cratic than ever in the 1950s, tolerating dissent and giving the 
rank-and-file a voice. Advertising had a role that was growing, but 
as mentioned above it was still more an announcement than an 
instrument for use in a fierce struggle with competitors. Instead 
of treating the market and the general customer as an abstraction, 
co-ops used their specific structures to encourage exchange with 
their members and customers. 

Critics of the movement have traced its crisis and downfall to 
the fact that co-ops hesitated to make their shops self-service, and 
were thus left behind by their competitors. 36 But the main reason, 
as indicated above, was the lack of funds to modernize their prem-
ises all at once. It should be remembered that the German move-
ment had to be rebuilt twice, once after each war. 37 After 1952 
the opening of new self-service shops was celebrated enthusiasti-
cally in the co-op's publications, and other societies were encour-
aged to follow suit. So consistent were the co-ops in their pursuit 
of the rationalization of distribution that they even welcomed the 
introduction of self-service by private traders, encouraging them, 
too, to pursue this policy, and suggesting that this development 
might constitute the beginning of peace and harmony between 
former enemies. 

36 Ditt, 'Rationalisierung im Einzelhandel'; Sibylle Brandli, Der Supermarkt im Kopf 
Konsumkultur und Wah/stand in der Schwei::. nach 1945 (Vienna, 2000); Florentine Fritzen, 
Gesiinder leben: Die Lebensreformbewegung im 20. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 2006), 116; Matthias Nast, 
Die stummen Verkaefer: Lebensmittelverpackungen im Zeitalter der Konsurngesellscha.fi. Umwelthistorische 
Untersuchung iiber die Warenpackung und den Wandel der Einkaefsgewohnheiten (195oer bis 199oer 
Jahre) (Berne, 1997). 

37 Instead they developed a scheme called Fast-Shop (Tempo-Laden) using pre-packaged 
goods and a centralized system of cash tills. 
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VI. Conclusion 

It may be concluded from what has been said up to this point that 
German consumer co-ops have been falsely labelled 'backward', 
'outmoded', and 'resistant to change', at least with respect to their 
intentions, and that they should, in fact, be counted among the 
forces that supported the 'Westernization' of Germany and envis-
aged the 'customer as citizen', that is, someone who fulfils his obli-
gation as citizen by shopping, as an ideal. Though there is more 
then a grain of truth in it, this judgement appears too simplistic 
and amounts to throwing out the baby with the bath water. 

It is important not to take the changes in the meaning of con-
sumption that characterized the 1950s out of context, or to neglect 
the important differences between the post-war era and later 
stages of the unfolding modern consumer society. In an article on 
the role of market research and its meaning for consumer coop-
eration, F. 0. Benz wrote: 

The basic question of demand fulfilment as a co-operative principle, or 
demand instilment as an incentive for production cannot be excluded in 
this context. Demand stimulation is legitimate and may well be in the 
consumer's best interests so long as it is carried out in a responsible way. 
It can be done in a responsible manner only if it has been preceded by 
thorough studies. 38 

If we take a closer look at this statement, its contradictory 
nature becomes obvious. The relationship between active demand 
stimulation and the passive study of consumer desires through 
market research is not at all clear. This is just one example of 
many similar statements that can be found in publications after 
1955.39 These contradictions reflect the great disparities in the 
ordinary lives of German consumers at that time. The 1950s was 
an era when food riots provoked by 'unjust' price increases were 
still common.40 In April 1956 the movement's central organ 
reported on a new form of lighting to present meat more 
favourably. The same edition contained a report about sixty 

38 Der Verbraucher, 30 June 1956, no. JO, p. 439· 
39 Another telling, almost bizarre, episode in this respect was the appeal by German 

artisans and petty traders to the Bonn government to reserve at least one-third of all iso-
topes gained in the production of atomic energy for Germany's traditional Mittelstand. 

40 See e.g. Der Verbraucher, 22 Sept. 1956, no. 38, p. 111. 
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bunker children who grew up without windows at all and received 
a free lunch from a local co-op.41 

Another reason why the label customer citizen is not appropri-
ate for developments in West Germany is the politically charged 
meaning of consumption. 42 In the co-ops' interpretation of 
German history-and history mattered a lot to them-Germany 
was a country where producers and their interests had always 
dominated. In the eyes of the co-ops, the post-war boom, the tran-
sition from a sellers' to a buyers' market, served only to compen-
sate for traditional injustice in this respect. 

Secondly, the constant demands for the rationalization and 
modernization of the distribution sector during the 1950s were 
always connected to a discourse about the causes of National 
Socialism. There was a constant debate about how far the liber-
alization process in the consumer sector should be carried, to what 
extent the petty traders and artisans should be protected against 
competition, and to what extent their way of life, their 'right to a 
customer', should be respected. The traders openly threatened to 
revive a right-wing movement whereas the consumer co-ops 
insisted on rapid further rationalization as a means to eradicate 
the small 'proletarian' shopkeepers who were widely regarded as 
having been the main supporters of National Socialism. At the 
national convention of retail trade on II and 12 May 1956, one 
deputy referred to the co-ops by evoking the 1930s: 'One has to 
tell these lively pikes in the fishpond that their reckless behaviour 
is mobilizing political forces which may one day spoil their drive 
for expansion. '43 

In the minds of many cooperators, the rise of mass consumer 
society, the drive for rationalization, and the fight against any 
resurgence of National Socialism were intertwined. For them, the 
advance of the 'customer as citizen' translated into the 'consumer 
citizen'. 

41 Der Verbraucher, 14 Apr. 1956, no. 15, p. 241. 
42 I am referring to the terms coined by Lizabeth Cohen: 'consumer citizen' v. 'cus-

tomer citizen'. The 'consumer citizen' in this definition uses consumption deliberately to 
pursue social and political goals, while the 'customer citizen' is a figure who is made to 
believe that by fulfilling personal desires one simultaneously advances the common good. 
See Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers' Republic: The Politics qf Mass Consumption in Postwar America 
(New York, 2003). 

43 Der Verbraucher, 19 May 1956, no. 20, p. 315. 
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Consumers, Citizens, and Deviants: 
Differing Forms of Personal Identification 

in England since the Victorian Period 
EDWARD HIGGS 

I. Introduction 

In recent years governments in the United Kingdom have 
attempted to reconceptualize their relationship to citizens by 
positing the latter as clients to whom they provide services. 1 This 
is the model that lies behind the UK's 'Directgov' website which 
boasts, 'Easy access to the public services you use and the infor-
mation you need, delivered by the UK government', 2 and the 
numerous initiatives on service delivery introduced by both 
Conservatives and New Labour alike. The emphasis on 'UK PLC', 
in which the United Kingdom is discussed as if it were a public 
limited company, has been widely derided, but has also blurred 
the distinctions between state and market. One area where one 
might see problems in collapsing such distinctions is in the field 
of identification, defined here as the set of social performances 
that an individual has to deploy to convince other people and 
institutions that he or she is the person to whom certain rights and 
obligations pertain. What does the person have to do to convince 
another that they have the right to alienate a piece of property, or 
that they are the person who has the right to claim a particular 
welfare benefit? 

Both market organizations and states often demand tokens of 
identification from people-objects that show that these bodies 

1 John Clarke, 'Creating Citizen-Consumers: The Trajectory of an Identity', Creating 
Citizen-Consumers Website: <http: I /www.open.ac. uk/ socialsciences/ creating-citizen-
consumers/ downloadable-paper. php>; id., 'What's in a Name? New Labour's Citizen-
Consumers and the Remaking of Public Services', Creating Citizen-Consumers Website: 
<http:IIwww.open.ac. uk/ socialscienccs/ creating-citizen-consumers/ downloadable-
paper. php>, accessed 7 Jan. 2009. See also John Clarke's essay in this volume. 

2 Directgov website: <http:/ /www.direct.gov.uk/>, accessed wJuly 2008. 
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have undertaken an authoritative act of authentication of an indi-
vidual's identity, such as a birth certificate or a credit card. 
However, the reaction of individuals to demands for tokens from 
commercial and government bodies has been very different in the 
recent past. This calls into question whether the individual's rela-
tionship with the state can ever be the same as with the market. 
The difference, it can be suggested, lies, in part, in terms of the 
hidden 'Other' in the citizen-consumer dichotomy, and that is the 
deviant. The contrasting attitudes of citizens and consumers to 
identification by the market and the state will be explored in the 
present essay in terms of the differing reactions to supermarket 
loyalty cards and national ID cards. Both are tokens that identify 
individuals, but the former have been accepted, for the most part, 
without comment, whilst the latter have been the subject of 
intense political conflict, and public opposition. 

II. 17ze Triumph ef the Loyalty Card 

The history of the supermarket loyalty card in Britain has been 
one of the great marketing triumphs of recent years. In the 1970s 
and 1980s, the demise of the British Census of Distribution, and 
other state-sponsored forms of information gathering, created plan-
ning problems for retailers. 3 The store loyalty card was an attempt 
by the supermarkets to collect useful information for themselves 
and also to capture larger market shares. Tesco's Club Card, for 
example, helped that store to move away from treating customers 
en masse and to build an apparently more personal relationship 
with them via the customer loyalty scheme. The company changed 
the way in which shoppers thought about the supermarket chain, 
Tesco's mission statement being to 'Continually increase value for 
customers to earn their lifetime loyalty'. Of course, such card 
schemes did not actually allow supermarkets to deal with cus-
tomers as individuals, but by allowing a finer segmentation of the 
customer base into ever more specific groups, they allowed firms 
such as Tesco to give customers the impression that they were 
being treated on a one-to-one basis.4 

3 John A Dawson and Leigh Sparks, lriformatwn Sources and Retail Planning (Stirling, 1985). 
4 Devon Wylie, 'Tesco has Links with the Corner Shops of England's Past', 

Sekelemian/Newell International Marketing Consultants Website: <http:/ /www.loyalty.vg/ 
pages/CRM/case_study_14_Tesco.htm>, accessed 10July 2008. 
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Customers in Tesco's databases were originally segmented into 
cost-conscious, mid-market, and up-market segments, which were, 
in tum, segmented into healthy, gourmet, convenience, family 
living, and so on. These sub-segments were then segmented 
further and communications tailored to each. By early 1996 Tesco 
had analysed their customer database and identified twelve dif-
ferent segments, each of which was targeted differently. By late 
1996 there were 5,000 different versions of the Tesco magazine 
being sent out, and by mid 1998 there were 60,000 different 
market segments, each targeted with a different version of the 
magazine or 'offer'. By 2005 the Tesco's Club Card programme 
had IO million active households, and sent out 4 million unique 
quarterly mailings. Tesco reaped the rewards after the introduc-
tion of the store card in the mid 1990s, moving from being 
number two to number one grocer in the UK. By the late 1990s 
there were 150 retailer card-based nationwide schemes in the UK, 
with some 40 million cards in circulation. 5 

Such schemes not only identify individuals via the information 
card holders supply, but use Geographical Information Systems 
(GIS) to combine a number of different sorts of area information, 
including census data, postcodes, electoral role information, credit 
data, information on court judgements respecting bad debts, 
details of motor vehicle ownership, lifestyle data, transactional 
data, geographical information, and so on. 6 This form of data 
profiling has also taken place in the USA, where credit card com-
panies and online traders hold vast amounts of information about 
individuals. Wiland Services, for example, maintains a database of 
about 1,000 different pieces of information on more than 215 
million individuals. Acxiom, which collects and sells data on con-
sumers to marketing agencies, has created InfoBase, which holds 
over 50 variables of information on individuals-age, income and 
real property data, education levels, occupation, height, weight, 
political affiliation, ethnicity, hobbies, and so on. 7 

Similarly, members of the public seem only too happy to pub-
licize information about themselves on commercial internet net-
working sites such as MySpace, Bebo, and Facebook, despite the 

5 Martin Evans, 'Food Retailing Loyalty Schemes and the Orwellian Millenium', British 
Food]oumal, IOI (1999), 132-47. 6 Ibid. 

7 Daniel]. Solove, 1he Digital Person: Technology and Privary in the InfarmationAge (London, 
2004), 3-4. 
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possibility that this information can be used by criminals to steal 
their identities. Thus a survey undertaken by Equifax, a credit 
rating agency, revealed that of those using social networking sites, 
87 per cent gave their full name, and 38 per cent their date of 
birth, on their profile. The same survey showed that 27 per cent 
of those using such sites place their education history online, and 
26 per cent do the same with their work history. Nearly a third 
of social networkers used no privacy or security settings on their 
personal sites.8 Equifax itself holds vast amounts of information 
on individuals supplied by consumers themselves, their creditors, 
or compiled by Equifax from other sources. The 'Personal 
Information' section of its credit files includes name, date of birth, 
and current and previous address. To this information it adds 
details of individual credit agreements, credit searches, county 
court judgements and decrees, bankruptcy proceedings, aliases, 
electoral role data, administration data, and other financial 
details. 9 In turn, Equifax is only one of the credit rating agencies 
currently active in the UK, and the British history of such agen-
cies goes back to the National Association of Trade Protection 
Societies (NA TPS) that coordinated the work of provincial trade 
protection organizations from 1866 onwards. These grew out of 
the increasing problems of fraud experienced by retailers in the 
burgeoning consumer society of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. 10 

This type of information potentially enables commercial organ-
izations to develop intimate portraits of their customers. As an 
experiment two academics, Andrew Smith and Leigh Sparks, 
were given access to two years' worth (1998~2000) ofloyalty card 
data for a customer, dubbed by them 'Brenda', who used a loyalty 
card issued by a large British supermarket. Over a two-year 
period Brenda used the card on 243 different days, spending 
£2,263.25. She undertook 1,551 product purchase transactions, 
resulting in 1,667 items being purchased, and her mean spend was 
£9.31. She made very few purchases on a Sunday in the first year, 
although this became more frequent later, and Smith and Sparks 

8 Equifax Newsroom Website: 'Are Facebook Privacy Settings Good Enough?': 
<http:/ /www.cquifax.eo.uk/ About-us/Press_releases/2008/ ARE_FACEBOOK_ 
PRIVACY_SEITINGS_GOOD_ENOUGH.HTM>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 

9 Equifax UK Website: <https://equifaxuk.custhelp.com/>, accessed 28Jan. 2008. 
to Margot C. Finn, 17ze Character ef Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 1740-1914 

(Cambridge, 2003), 291. 
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wondered if she was religious, or had other commitments. She 
bought savoury items, chocolate, and snacks, which led them to 
ask if she was 'a greedy and indulgent person', or just buying for 
others. She wore contact lenses, and used lip salves to ward off 
cold sores. She bought blemish concealer and Clearasil, so had 
spots, or was buying these for a family member so afflicted. From 
the size of her tights she was plainly a 'large woman', and she had 
long hair because of the hair grips and pony tail grip she pur-
chased, and so on. 11 The combination of probable facts about 
Brenda, and surmises about characteristics which she may, or 
may not, have had, indicates both the intrusive and problematic 
nature of this surveillance. 

Moreover, as David Lyon has argued, such data collection and 
profiling is a form of 'social sorting' that affects individuals 
through narrowing access to goods and services, and placing them 
in social categories that are seen as problematic. 12 Plainly, 'cost-
conscious', that is, poorer, customers will receive information 
about a narrower range of products from supermarkets, and if 
they live in a poor area their local shop may well stock fewer 
products as well. Questions may also be raised about their credit-
worthiness, whatever their actual credit history. Thus as long ago 
as 1992, the British Director General of Fair Trading noted the 
development of 'red-lining' in credit scoring agencies-where 
people lived had become a significant variable amongst others in 
their credit rating. The postcode in which people lived had been 
given a weighting according to the number of county court judge-
ments in that area. This, in turn, had been supplemented by 'geo-
demographic' information on type of housing, composition of 
households, age, occupations, and so on, drawn from the census. 13 

The collection of information by commercial organizations is not 
without consequence. 

11 Andrew Smith and Leigh Sparks, 'Making Tracks: Loyalty Cards as Consumer 
Surveillance', in Darach Turley and Stephen Brown (eds.), European Advances in Consumer 
Research (Valdosta, Ga., 2003), vi. 368;3. 

12 David Lyon (ed.), Surveillance as Social Sorting: Privacy, Risk, and Digi,tal Discrimination 
(Abingdon, 2003). 

13 Director General of Fair Trading, Credit Scoring: A Report (London, 1992). 
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III. British Opposition to Identity Cards 

This is a level of individual information coverage that is quite 
Orwellian in scope, but is hardly seen as such. The individuals so 
delineated receive special offers and a jaunty magazine, or the 
ability to buy 'on tick', rather than Big Brother's bullet in the 
neck. Members of the public seem quite happy to provide copious 
amounts of information to commercial organizations because they 
do not see problems, only advantages, in the transaction. If they 
want credit or special offers, or develop online networks of friends, 
they have to supply the necessary information. This stands in 
marked contrast to reactions to New Labour's recent proposed 
introduction of national identity cards under the 2006 Identity 
Card Act. The national identification regime to be introduced 
under this legislation comprised eight elements: 

the National Identity Register--a central population register 
containing a wide range of information on every UK citizen 
and resident aged 16 years and 3 months [younger children 
were not to be entered on the Register]; 
the National Identity Registration Number (NIRN). This 
number would become the 'key' for government and private 
sector organizations to access information on the register and, 
in certain circumstances, to share that information; 
biometrics-individuals were required to submit to fingerprint-
ing and 'other' means of physical identification, which might 
include electronic facial recognition, and signature and iris 
recognition; 
the actual identity card, generated from, and containing part 
of the information in, the Register; 
legal obligations to produce the card in order to obtain public 
seIV1ces; 
data profiling-the number and the card register was to be 
used by a variety of agencies and organizations both for access 
and disclosures, and in the future as a possible administrative 
base, bringing together all registration numbers (National 
Insurance, NHS number, etc.) used by a person; 
cross-notification-agencies would be required to notify each 
other of changes to a person's details. The Secretary of State 
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was authorized to disclose details from the register to other 
agencies without the consent of the individual; 
new crimes and penalties-new offences were to be created to 
ensure that people complied with the ID requirements. 14 

Although many people accepted this new system in principle, it 
also raised opposition in a manner totally absent from the intro-
duction of store cards. The opposition political parties were reso-
lutely opposed, the Conservative Party arguing that 'Labour's 
plan to introduce ID cards will cost billions of pounds but will not 
make us safer and could expose the public to an even greater risk 
of identity fraud'; 15 whilst the Liberal Democrats saw the cards 
as expensive, intrusive, and ineffective. 16 Liberty, the civil rights 
organization, also opposed ID cards on the grounds that they are 
discriminatory, costly, and an invasion of privacy. 17 The ID card 
proposals even led to the creation of a dedicated opposition cam-
paign, N02ID. 18 Some of this was perhaps political posturing--
the Conservative governments of the rggos certainly played with 
the idea of introducing an identification card system 19-but con-
cerns for civil liberties seem to reflect principled opposition. 

So how might one explain why ID cards have created so much 
hostility, whilst supermarket store cards have been accepted with 
alacrity? The key to explaining this lies, one might argue, in the 
mixed targets to be identified by the ID card, and the presence of 
biometric data. The government portrayed the ID system both in 
terms of providing services to the public, but also in identifying 
criminals and deviants. According to the Home Office Identity 
and Passport Service, the National Identity Scheme would: 

help protect cardholders against identity theft and fraud; 
provide a reliable way of checking the identity of people in 
positions of trust; 

14 London School of Economics, The Identity Prrject: An Assessment qf the UK Identity Cards 
Bill and its Implications (London, 2005), 24-5. 

15 The Conservative Party Website: <http:/ /www.conservatives.com/Campaigns/ 
ID_Cards_Labours_Bad_IDea.aspx>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 

16 Liberal Democratic Party Website: <http:/ /www.libdems.org.uk/noidcards>, 
accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 

17 Liberty Website: <http:/ /www.liberty-human-rights.org.uk/issues/3-privacy/31-id-
card/why-liberty-opposes-id-cards.shtml>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 

18 N02ID Website: <http://www.no2id.net/>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 
19 Edward Higgs, The Information State in England: The Central Collection qf Information on 

Citizens, I5ocr-2000 (London, 2004), 184-5. 
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make travelling in Europe easier; 
provide a secure way of applying for financial products and 
making financial transactions, including those made over the 
internet; 
offer a secure and convenient way of proving your age; 
help to confirm your eligibility for public services and benefits-
and reduce fraud relating to these services and benefits; 
help in the prevention of organised crime and terrorism; 
help combat illegal working and reduce illegal immigration to 
the UK; 
allow the police more quickly to identify suspects and people 
they arrest. 20 

But where in this system did the citizen end and the deviant 
begin? To answer this question one needs to examine the long 
and complex history of state identification in the UK, and of the 
broader identification of the deviant body stretching back into the 
classical period. 

In the uses of the new British identity card outlined above by 
the British Home Office, one can identify three sorts of personal-
ity that identification was intended to address: 

r. the legal person who can own and alienate property, and 
enter into market transactions; 

2. the citizen, or at least the person with a right to claim state 
welfare benefits; 

3. the deviant criminal or alien who is to be the subject of 
control. 

None of these personalities are, of course, natural; they are the 
product of social conventions, since civil and administrative law 
does not exist in a state of brute nature. The legal person and the 
citizen are constituted as personalities by social practices embed-
ded in social interactions. One is a legal person because one can 
go to court to defend one's rights to property, and one is a citizen 
because one can make claims that the state recognizes as binding 
upon it. The legal person and the citizen do not even need to have 
a body, since the dead can bequeath property via wills, or pass on 

20 Home Office Identity and Passport Service Website: <http:/ /www.ips.gov.uk/ 
identity /benefits-glance.asp>, accessed 31 Dec. 2008. 
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pension rights. However, if people do not undertake these activi-
ties-claiming property or welfare rights-the state, at least in 
classical liberal theory, is not interested in them. The criminal and 
the alien are treated as if they do not have some of these rights, or 
cannot make these claims. As deviants, they are, moreover, always 
in the state's purview. Moreover, whilst the citizen has usually 
been identified by records and the community, the deviant has 
been identified through the body. 

IV. Identifying the Citizen 

The use of documentation and the community for the identifica-
tion of the 'respectable' or 'deserving' citizenry has had a long 
history in England. Michael Clanchy has argued, for example, 
that by the second half of the thirteenth century it was imprudent 
for anyone in England to wander far from his or her own village 
without some form of identification in writing, both for themselves 
and for anything in their possession. 21 In the medieval period, 
both the frankpledge system, which grouped neighbours into 
pledging groups for legal purposes, and the coroner's inquest, 
which used neighbours to identify the dead, relied upon the com-
munity for identification.22 Similarly, under the Tudor and Stuart 
Poor Laws, welfare claimants had to depend on recognition by 
the local community for access to relief. Indeed, the Poor Law 
assumed that everyone was, or ought to be, a known member of 
a parish. Proving a settlement for Poor Law purposes depended 
on the personal knowledge of the local overseers of the poor, or 
the ability to produce documentation, such as a baptismal entry 
in a parish register, or a certificate from magistrates in another 
parish indicating that one had a settlement there. 23 

With the elaboration of a central welfare state from the 
Edwardian period onwards two main techniques were used for 

21 Michael T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England !066-1307 (Oxford, 1993), 
49· 

22 Douglas A. Crowley, 'The Later History of Frankpledge', Bulletin ef the Institute ef 
Historical Research, 48 (1975), 1-16; Roy Frank Hunnisett, The Medieval Coroner (Cambridge, 
1961), w-21. 

23 Steve Hindle, On the Parish? The Micro-Politics ef Poor Relief in Rural England, c.1550-1750 
(Oxford, 2004), 258-60, 398; id., 'Technologies ofldentification under the Old Poor Law', 
Local Historian, 36 (2006), 231-2; Keith D. M. Snell, 'Settlement, Poor Law, and the Rural 
Historian: New Approaches and Opportunities', Rural History, 3 (1992), 1451 2. 
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identifying welfare claimants and citizens, namely, the 'recom-
mender system' and the cross-checking of documents. The former 
involved some person with official status in the local community 
countersigning the application forms of claimants to vouch for 
their identity and the information they supplied. By the 1930s 
those claiming pensions from the Ministry of Pensions had to 
obtain a 'Life Certificate' proving their identity, which was to be 
attested by either a minister of religion, a magistrate, a physician 
or surgeon, an officer of HM services, a secretary of a friendly 
society, a postmaster or mistress, a police officer, a civil servant 
earning more than £200 a year, a solicitor, a bank manager, an 
accountant, a head teacher, or a chief area officer of the Ministry 
of Pensions. 24 At the same date a similar range of local worthies 
were expected to countersign passport applications, and to sign 
the back of photographs forwarded with the applications to the 
Foreign Office. 25 

The cross-referencing of official documents was also introduced 
at an early stage in this nascent welfare state. By 1912 census 
records from the mid nineteenth century held at the Public Record 
Office were being used to check the age of old age pension appli-
cants who had been born before the introduction of compulsory 
birth registration in 1874. 26 Similarly, when applying under 
the Widows', Orphans' and Old Age Contributory Pensions 
(Voluntary Contributors) Act of 1937, applicants had to give proof 
of age-a birth or baptism certificate, or, in their absence, a mar-
riage certificate, an insurance policy, a certificate of military service, 
apprenticeship papers, a naturalization paper, a vaccination paper, 
or a certificate of admission to a trade union or friendly society. 27 

However, what the British state did not develop was a general 
national registration and identity card system to identify citizens 
as citizens, rather than on an ad hoe basis as welfare claimants. 
This appears to have represented a belief that liberty was freedom 
from the state, rather than freedom through the state, as it might 

24 The National Archives, London (hereafter TNA) PIN15/2594 Identification of 
Pensioners 1929-39. 

25 TNA F0612h34 Correspondence re. What Constitutes 'Personal Knowledge', etc. 
1924-37. 

26 TNA T1h1491 London County Local Pension Committee. Verification of Ages of 
Claimants to Old Age Pensions by Making Available for Public Examination of Records, 
Primarily Census Enumeration Books, at the Public Record Office 1912. 

27 TNA PIN900/2 Forms and Records: National Insurance Pensions 1939-1963. 
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be understood on the Continent.28 The Englishman's liberties, 
forged in the Civil Wars of the seventeenth century, were freedom 
from absolute monarchy, and from the imposition of a state reli-
gion. He, and later she, had the right to be left alone, if he or she 
did not become a physical burden on the state. The classical 
liberal notion of the citizen was the individual who had internal-
ized the forms of personal behaviour that made up the 'rule of 
freedom', and could be left alone to get on with their life, rather 
than a person who needed constant surveillance or control. 29 

Consequently, national registration systems and identity cards 
were only introduced at times of emergency, and abandoned 
when those exceptional circumstances had passed. 

During the First World War, for example, it was recognized 
that the conflict with Germany could only be won if the entire 
human resources of the nation could be mobilized.30 A series of 
official reports called for the establishment of a system that would 
facilitate military conscription but also enable the claims of indus-
try and agriculture to be taken into account.31 Under the resulting 
1915 National Registration Act, the General Register Office 
(GRO) became the central military registration authority for the 
country, with the metropolitan and municipal boroughs, and 
urban and rural district councils, acting as its local agents. The 
Act also authorized the creation of a register of all men and 
women aged 15 to 65 who were not members of the armed forces, 
or resident in certain institutions-prisons, lunatic asylums, poor 
law hospitals, and so on. Registration forms, asking for the 
required data on each relevant member of the public, were sent 
to the local registration authorities by the GRO. When these had 
been completed and returned, registered citizens were issued with 
a certificate that they had to sign and keep in their possession. 
Individuals were also required to notify the local authorities of 

28 Bryan S. Turner, 'Outline of a Theory of Citizenship', in id. and Peter Hamilton 
(eds.), Citizenship: Critical Concepts (London, 1994), i. 199-226. 

29 Patrick Joyce, 1he Rule ef Freedom: liberalism and the Modern Ci!)I (London, 2003). 
30 Paul Guinn, British Strategy and Politics 1914 to 1918 (Oxford, 1965), 85, 179-8o;Jay M. 

Winter, 1he Great War and the British People (London, 1986), 25-48; David French, British 
Strategy and War Aims 1914-1916 (London, 1986), u6-31; Keith Grieves, 1he Politics ef 
Manpower, 19r4-19 (Manchester, 1988), 19-24. 

31 TNA RG 28/8 1915 National Registration (Jackson) Committee: Minutes; First and 
Second Interim Reports: First Interim Report (6 Aug. 1915), 2; TNA RG 28/9 1915 
National Register (Landsdowne) Committee: Minutes, Reports and Papers: Interim Report 
(3 Sept. 1915), 2. 
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changes of address, and were then issued with new, corrected cer-
tificates, which were a form of identification document. 32 

The overall success of these administrative arrangements 
encouraged T. H. C. Stevenson, the GRO's then superintendent 
of statistics, to suggest in 1916 that the national registration system 
should be continued after the war. 33 He envisaged this leading to 
the issuing of a single document that would be a general means of 
identification to replace all the official documents issued by various 
government departments-an identity card in all but name. As a 
result of Stevenson's musings, and with the active support of the 
Registrar General, Sir Bernard Mallet, a Committee on National 
Registration was set up in May 1917 by the President of the Local 
Government Board (LGB). The original members of the commit-
tee included Hayes Fisher, Parliamentary Secretary to the 
President of the LGB; Mallet; Horace Monro, Permanent 
Secretary at the LGB; Seebohm Rowntree, the Liberal social 
reformer; Stevenson; Sylvanus Vivian from the National Insurance 
Commission; and Beatrice Webb, the Fabian socialist activist. 34 

The Committee was thus an amalgam of senior civil servants and 
left-leaning social scientists. 

The Committee reported inJuly 1918, and advocated the con-
tinuation of the national register to facilitate: 

the improved registration of births, marriages and deaths; 
increased accuracy of the census; 
better administration of poor law charge ability; 
allowing the estimation of the population of districts for medical 
purposes; 
tracing those with communicable diseases; 
providing against 'overlap, neglect or fraud' with respect to all 
the differing bodies responsible for public assistance and war 
pensions-boards of guardians, local health authorities, 
National Insurance Committee, local education authorities, 
local war pensions committees, employment exchanges, etc.; 

32 Jon Agar, 'Modern Horrors: British Identity and Identity Cards', in Jane Caplan 
and John Torpey (eds.), Documenting Individual Identity: 17te Development of State Practices in the 
Modem World (Princeton, 2001), w1-20 at w3-6. 

33 TNA RG 28/3 National Register 1915-19. Vol. III. Committee on National 
Registration 1917-18: Pt. I Correspondence. 

34 TNA RG 28/3: letter from B. B. Cubitt of 2July 1917-
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enforcing school attendance; 
and facilitating registration for military service. 35 

These recommendations reveal the potential intertwining of 
positive rights, obligations, and state surveillance of the individual, 
which can also be found in the 2006 Identity Card Act. In prac-
tice, however, there appears to have been little chance of the 
National Registration Committee's proposals leading to any polit-
ical or administrative action. This was partly due to the cost to 
local authorities, 36 but the main stumbling block was the per-
ceived limits of the extent to which the central state should 
monitor citizens. An internal GRO memorandum advocated the 
postponement of the introduction of the scheme because of public 
hostility to 'Prussianism'.37 During the financial stringencies of the 
1920s the subject of national registration simply vanished from 
view, as with most of the state controls of the war period. 38 

The events leading up to the Second World War, and the 
threat of another European conflict, reactivated interest in the 
subject of internal passports. A plan for the enumeration that was 
to be the basis of the register was drafted in 1936 and an experi-
ment in one county was proposed to find out how much work 
would be involved. The National Service (Armed Forces) Act was 
passed on the same day that war was declared on Germany in 
September 1939, and gave authority to issue royal proclamations 
imposing a liability for service with the armed forces on men 
between the ages of 18 and 41. The enumeration machinery was 
activated for the compilation of a national register by the end of 
that month, and in 1941 a little over 7 million men had been reg-
istered. As in the First World War, the register was used to issue 
identity cards; for rationing purposes; and for the deployment of 
labour in the military and other essential services. 39 

35 TNA RG 28/6 Report of the Sub-Committee Appointed to Consider a System of 
General Registration ... , 3-8. 

36 TNA RG 28/3 Letter from Sir Robert Morant to Sir Bernard Mallet, dated 12July 
1919. 

37 TNA RG 28/7 Committee on National Registration 1917, and 'Suggestions for the 
Reorganization of the Registration Service', undated, unsigned memorandum. 

38 Philip Harling, The Modern British State: An Historical Introduction (Cambridge, 2001), 142. 
39 TNA RG 26/6 National Register 1939: Preparation in the Event of War ... 1938-41; 

Draft Circular to Clerks of Local Authorities, 1940; General Register Office, National 
Registration. Statistics ef Population on 29 September 1939 by Age, Sex and Marital Condition: Report 
and Tables (London, 1944). 
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The onset of the Cold War, and the continuation of the state 
direction of the economy, meant that national registration was 
not abolished after the defeat of Germany in 1945. According to 
a cabinet memorandum drawn up in 1951, national registration 
was being used at that date for organizing National Service in the 
forces, NHS registration, food rationing, and the investigation of 
crime.40 The maintenance of such a system for the enforcement 
of national obligations upon vast numbers of citizens during 
'peacetime' was, and is, unique in British history. However, 
despite its usefulness, and against the wishes of the security serv-
ices and police, national registration and the issuing of identity 
cards was wound up in 1952.41 This again was partly on the 
grounds of expense, but the carrying of identity cards, and the 
need to register changes of address, were also associated with the 
austerity controls of the post-war Labour governments which had 
come to be widely regarded as unnecessary and oppressive.42 

Conservative and Liberal peers objected strenuously in Parliament 
to what they saw as 'Socialist card-indexing'.43 Even the Bench 
was turning against the need for citizens to produce identity cards 
for the police in petty disputes, a practice Lord Goddard 
described as 'wholly unreasonable' in a legal judgement in 1951. 
He felt that this undermined law and order, since 'such action 
tends to make the people resentful of the acts of the police and 
induces them to obstruct the police instead of to assist them'. 44 

V. Identif.ying the Deviant 

While the citizen in England was being identified by the commu-
nity or piecemeal documentation, and usually only when calling 
on the state for welfare benefits, the deviant, or non-citizen, was 
traditionally identified through the body. This identification was 
increasingly being made permanent through the development of 
centralized criminal databases. In the early modern period the 
older, physical hue and cry after criminals had been replaced by 
warrants of hue and cry to be circulated amongst law enforcement 

40 Agar, 'Modern Horrors', 106-II. 41 Ibid. 
42 TNA RG 28/201 Discontinuance of the National Registration Act, 1939: Proceedings 

in Parliament. 
43 Ibid. 44 Agar, 'Modern Horrors', IIO-II. 
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officers. The written warrant, designed to be passed from official 
hand to hand, necessitated the introduction of the prose descrip-
tion of the wanted person. By the late eighteenth century, the cir-
culating warrant of hue and cry seems to have been in decline,45 

and gradually gave way to the more general use of the newspaper 
and the printed handbill as a means of identifying the criminal. 

John Fielding, the blind London magistrate and brother of 
Henry Fielding, took the logical step of bringing the descriptions 
of wanted criminals together into a single publication, which 
could be circulated to justices throughout the country. In 1771, he 
began publishing the Qy,arter!J! Pursuit and the Week[y or Extraordinary 
Pursuit, which later became the Hue and Cry. Fielding was in cor-
respondence with magistrates all over London and the provinces 
and asked them to send him details of criminals at large. He col-
lated these and sent the results to the magistrates on a weekly and 
quarterly basis. The information collected on criminals was to 
include 'an exact description of their persons'.46 The general 
public also began using newspapers for circulating descriptions of 
suspected criminals. This reflected the rapid spread of printing in 
the provinces, as well as improvements in postal services, coaching 
and carrying services, and the road network itsel( Associations for 
the prosecution of felons were set up, and subscribers could use 
them to place adverts and make rewards. 47 

These practices were supplemented by the marking of the 
body, which has always been associated in the classical and 
Christian worlds with slavery or criminality.48 Marking the body 
implied deviant status, as in the case of those migrant poor under 
the Old Poor Law who refused, or were unable, to settle down to 
stable life in a parish. Such 'vagabonds' were early targets for 
bodily forms of identification. A labour statute of 1361 declared 
that fugitives were to be branded on the forehead with an 'F' for 
their 'falsity'. The Vagrancy Act of 154 7 said that vagrants should 
be branded with a 'V' on their breast. Ear-boring was introduced 
in 1572, when a statute was passed requiring all vagabonds to be 

45 John Styles, 'Print and Policing: Crime Advertising in Eighteenth-Century England', 
in Douglas Hay and Francis Snyder (eds.), Policing and Prosecution in Britain 1750-1850 
(Oxford, 1985), 55-112, at 83. 

46 Patrick Pringle, Hue and Cry: 1he Birth ef the British Police (London, 1955), 190-4-
47 Styles, 'Print and Policing', 55-63. 
48 Jane Caplan, 'Speaking Scars: The Tattoo in Popular Practice and Medico-Legal 

Debate in Nineteenth-Century Europe', History Workshop Journal, 44 (1997), 113-15. 
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'grievously whipped and burned through the gristle of the right 
ear with a hot iron'. By an Act of 1604 incorrigible rogues were to 
be 'branded in the left shoulder with a hot burning iron of the 
breadth of an English shilling with a great Roman "R" upon the 
iron'.49 Branding was also applied to criminals. At the Old Bailey 
those convicts who successfully pleaded benefit of clergy, and 
those found guilty of manslaughter instead of murder, were 
branded on the thumb ('T' for a thief, 'F' for a felon, or 'M' for 
murderer), in order to prevent them benefiting from the process 
again.50 

These forms of physical identification were ad hoe, and dis-
persed in newspapers, or on the bodies of the deviant. From the 
late nineteenth century, however, the British state developed new 
forms of identification that were held in centralized information 
systems. Policing in the Victorian period was taken out of the 
hands of local village constables and became the responsibility of 
the large, organized police forces seen today. Given the scale of 
the areas covered by such forces (the whole of London in the case 
of the Metropolitan Police), local, communal knowledge could no 
longer be relied upon for the purposes of identification. 'Moral 
panics' in the 1860s, such as the London 'garrotting scare' of 1862, 
and general concern over crime rates, led to the passing of the 
Habitual Criminals Act in 1869. This set up a Habitual Criminals 
Register at the Metropolitan Police headquarters at Scotland 
Yard to record all persons convicted of crime in England. If they 
re-off ended they could be placed under police supervision, in 
addition to any other sentence passed on them. A series of alpha-
betical registers of habitual criminals were produced giving names, 
'distinctive marks' (mainly tattoos), and descriptions.51 

Subsequently, the need to supervise habitual criminals in 
London led to the creation of a separate Convict Supervision 
Office by the Metropolitan Police in 1880, with which the 
Habitual Criminals Register is often confused. Visiting officers 

49 A. L. Beier, Masterless Men: The Vagranry Problem in England 1560---1640 (London, 1985), 
159-60. 

50 The Old Bailey Online Website: <http:/ /www.oldbaileyonline.org/static/ 
Punishment.jsp#branding>, accessed 7 Aug. 2008. 

51 Report if a Committee Appointed by the Secretary if State lo Inquire into the Best Means Available 
far Identifying Habitual Criminals . .. PP 1893-4 LXXII, 215-16; TNA MEPO 6/90 Pt. 2, 
Metropolitan Police; Criminal Record Office: Habitual Criminals Registers and 
Miscellaneous Papers; TNA HO 144/i84/ A45507 Report on the Working of the 
Prevention of Crimes Acts by the Convict Supervision Office, 4. 
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verified the addresses and workplaces of those being supervised, 
and by 1886 its records covered 32,000 ex-convicts. The Office 
acted as a deterrent to re-offending but was also seen as leading 
to the 'reformation, or restoration to honest labour, of old offend-
ers, thereby preventing fresh crime'. This bureau gradually 
expanded its remit as the movement of criminals into and out of 
London led to the compilation of records on men and women 
from across the whole country. The Supervision Office also com-
piled books of distinctive marks and descriptions of convicts, and 
kept albums of convict photographs, but its small permanent staff 
could not keep pace with the work required. 52 

Following the publication in 1894 of the report of a Home 
Office committee of inquiry into the best means for identifying 
habitual criminals, the Habitual Criminals Registry was amalga-
mated with a new anthropometric registry also being set up as a 
result of the committee's enquiries. The anthropometric registry 
was based on the system of identification invented by the chief of 
the police identification service in Paris, Alphonse Bertillon. The 
Bertillon system entailed photographing a subject looking directly 
at a camera, and then in profile, with the camera centred upon 
the right ear. Besides the two photographs, the subject's height 
was recorded, together with the length of one foot, an arm, and 
an index finger. This information was then archived as a code, 
and was seen as an infallible means of identifying the body. 53 

However, not all ofBertillon's contemporaries were convinced 
of the accuracy of his scheme of measurement. Sir Francis Galton, 
the British father of eugenics and modern statistics, was critical 
of Bertillon's system. Instead, Galton was an enthusiast for 
fingerprinting, which he advocated in his book Finger Prints, pub-
lished in 1892.54 Fingerprints had been scientifically described in 

52 Report of a Committee Appointed by the Secretary of State to Inquire into the Best Means Available 
for Identifying Habitual Criminals ... , 217, 226; TNA H0144/J84/ A45507, pp. 8-17; TNA 
HO 45/9675/ A46826 Police~Metropolitan: Augmentation of Staff to Meet Increase of 
Work in Convict Supervision Office: Request for Increase in Staff of Convict Supervision 
Office. 

53 Report of a Committee Appointed by the Secretary qfState to Inquire into the Best Means Available 
for ldentijjing Habitual Criminals ... , 5-35; Anne M. Joseph, 'Anthropometry, the Police 
Expert, and the Deptford Murders: The Contested Introduction of Fingerprinting for the 
Identification of Criminals in Late Victorian and Edwardian Britain', inJane Caplan and 
John Torpey (eds.), Documenting Individual Identity: 171e Development of State Practices in the Modern 
World (Princeton, 20m), 164-8g; Martine Kaluszynski, 'Republican Identity: Bertillonage 
as Government Technique', ibid. 123-38. 

54 Sir Francis Galton, Finger Prints (London, 1892). 
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seventeenth-century Europe, and first classified in 1823 by the 
Czech anatomist Jan Evangelista Purkinje. However, the first 
extensive use of such prints for official identification was made by 
the British Raj in Victorian India. A colonial civil servant, Sir 
William Herschel, began to use fingerprints or palm prints to 
identify Indians in Bengal in the mid nineteenth century for the 
purpose of ensuring that native contracts could be made binding. 
Subsequently, Sir Edward Henry collected fingerprints as a means 
of identifying criminals while Inspector General of the Bengal 
Police at the end of the century. He also invented a practical way 
of classifying them for easy access, or at least took the credit for 
the work of his Indian subordinates in doing so. The British 
favoured such methods because they claimed that all 'natives' 
looked the same to the Western eye. Fingerprinting and the belief 
in the inevitable inferiority of the 'lower' races and classes were 
thus inextricably intertwined.55 The link between criminality and 
biometrics has been still further underlined for the British public 
by development in England and Wales of the world's largest crim-
inal DNA database, containing information on over 4 million 
individuals. 56 

This association between biometrics and criminality has meant 
that the British state has never attempted, until the passage of the 
2006 Identity Card Act, to identify citizens via their bodies. The 
only serious suggestion that this should be done was in 1919, when 
the Treasury sent out a circular letter to departments asking what 
they did about identifying pensioners, and how they would feel 
about the use of fingerprinting for this purpose.57 The Ministry 
of Pensions was opposed to the proposal on the grounds that the 
link between fingerprints and criminality meant that any attempt 
to fingerprint ordinary citizens would lead to public opposition. 
The War Office was similarly adamant that 'they could not agree 
to finger-prints of soldiers being taken during their service'. 58 This 

55 Simon Cole, Suspect Identities: A History ef Fingerprinting and Criminal Identification 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2001); Chandak Sengoopta, Imprint efthe Rqj: How Fingerprinting was 
Born in Colonial India (London, 2003). 

56 Robin Williams, Paul Johnson, and Paul Martin, Genetic Information and Crime 
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ef the National DNA Database (Durham, 2004). 

57 TNA T16i/i307 PENSIONS. Identification: Identification of pensioners 1919 Aug. 
1-1929. Memorandum on 'Identification of Prisoners'. 

58 TNA T1/i2500/io570/1920. Method ofldentification of Pensioners: Observations by 
Various Government Departments on Proposals to Revise the System, 1920. 
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reluctance to identify the citizen through the body also explains 
why the normal British identity card of the Second World War 
did not contain a photograph. 59 

VI. Conclusion 

The conclusion to be drawn from this analysis is that for the 
British, at least in the field of identification, there is no easy trans-
lation of the concept of the citizen into that of the consumer. 
Ultimately this is because the state can call upon citizens to do 
things they may not want to do, even to the extent of sacrificing 
their lives in war. The form of identification which supports this 
final sacrifice, the ID card, is seen as only to be used at times of 
total war. For the rest of the time the citizen wants to be left alone. 
The loyalty card of the consumer is seen as voluntary, and there-
fore as part of the realm of liberty, however misguided this may 
be in practice. Also, a difference between the modem ID card and 
the loyalty card is that the former is to carry biometrics. Contrary 
to New Labour's hopes, biometrics and identification through the 
body linked the ID card not to the consumer, but to the deviant 
and the criminal. 

Both the prosecution of war, and the punishment of the crim-
inal, are examples of that defining characteristic of the state, the 
claim to the monopoly of violence in society. This is why the rela-
tionship of the individual to the state is not the same as his or her 
relationship to the market. 

59 Sir Sylvanus Vivian, History of National Registration (London, 1951), 283-5. 
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Between Global and Local: 
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Data privacy was an invention of the rg6os. At first a response to 
expansive government data collection efforts, it quickly extended 
to concerns about the social impact of private databases. National 
conceptions of data privacy, and national regulatory responses, 
differed in their administrative form and regulatory ambition. At 
one extreme, the United States left data privacy regulation to 
the sectoral regulatory bodies that oversaw industry practice. 
At the other extreme, France developed an administratively and 
conceptually centralized approach to data privacy that supervised 
the application of a set of basic principles to all societal actors, 
including the state, non-government groups, and industry. These 
different approaches had significant implications for the kinds of 
commercial worlds in which the citizens of the two states lived. 
In the USA, accurate, readily available personal data became a 
tool for gaining economic access to credit markets, but also 
increasingly to housing, employment, and insurance products. In 
France, privately held personal data became a threat to social 
inclusiveness, with incorrect use of private data seen as a cause of 
permanent economic and social exclusion. Given their impor-
tance, from where did these national differences emerge? Why 
did France develop an administrative agency with broad regula-
tory authorities to regulate data privacy while the United States 
did not? 

Two schools of thought have tended to dominate the interpre-
tation of national differences in data privacy policy. The first sees 
privacy standards as reflecting deep-seated national values. 1 

1 Stephen]. Kobrin, 'The Trans-Atlantic Information Privacy Dispute and Regulatory 
Spillover', paper presented at the Annual Conference of the European International 
Business Academy, Athens, Greece, December 2002. 
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Researchers have found that cross-national variation in privacy 
policies correlates with dimensions of national culture as identified 
by Geerd Hofstede and the National Cultural Values Survey.2 A 
second view sees privacy regulation primarily as a variant on eco-
nomic protectionism. With the rise of globalization, domestic 
actors pushed for higher standards that would allow them to block 
entrants and compete more effectively internationally. Using 
France and the USA as a comparative study, I will argue that 
both of these interpretations misrepresent the historical emergence 
and evolution of national data privacy policy. Rather, national 
data privacy policies emerged at the confluence of two apparently 
unrelated factors: the structure of the domestic consumer lending 
sector in the 1970s, which generated initial national variation, and 
the pressures of globalization, which have episodically pushed the 
advanced industrialized countries toward convergence. 

The problem with the cultural argument is that, in many ways, 
the regulatory strategies adopted by France and the USA are the 
opposite of what we might have expected. First, the sort of inde-
pendent regulatory authority that the French granted to the 
National Commission on Computing and Freedom (CNIL) was 
more familiar in the American context. The US Food and Drug 
Administration and Environmental Protection Agency both 
offered a template for relatively independent and powerful agency 
regulation of industry in the USA. French industrial regulation, 
by contrast, had traditionally been more closely specified in legis-
lation, leaving ministries less latitude for independent decision-
making. Secondly, government affronts to privacy in the USA 
were arguably more severe than those in France, and had deeper 
implications for the functioning of democratic politics. US legisla-
tion followed revelations of pervasive spying by government agen-
cies. The extent of this activity was revealed by the Church 
Commission, established in the wake of the Nixon administra-
tion's wiretapping programme. Thirdly, concerns about privacy 
were directly tied to the rise of new computer and telecommuni-
cations technologies. The problem was not that the government 
or businesses were holding personal information, but that such 
data could be combined, accessed, and searched with a facility 

2 Steven Bellman, EricJ.Johnson, Stephen]. Kobrin, and Gerald L. Lohse, 'Inter-
national Differences in Information Privacy Concerns: A Global Survey of Consumers', 
lefi,rmation Society, 20 (2004), 313-24, at 315. 
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that had not previously been conceived. The technologies that 
made the new intrusiveness possible emerged earlier in the United 
States than in France. 

Finally, the political culture of the USA had arguably a stronger 
legal and administrative tradition of privacy doctrine to draw on, 
although both countries had only come to embrace an affirmative 
right to privacy in the post-Second World War period. In the USA, 
the postal service enforced confidentiality of letters in 1782 and 
created a dead letter office in 1825. Neither provision existed in 
France. The 1934 US Federal Communications Act provided 
similar protections against intercepting telegraph or telephone con-
versations. These, too, had no contemporary French analogue. 
And, although privacy was not formally enumerated as a right in 
the US constitution, attorneys Samuel Warren and ~ater Supreme 
Court justice) Louis Brandeis had already made the case in their 
1890 article 'The Right to Privacy', in which they argued for a 
natural extension of the protection of property to include intangible 
property, including privacy.3 France enjoyed none of these protec-
tions. As in the USA, the French constitution makes no mention 
of a right to privacy, and the French constitutional court found an 
implied constitutional right to privacy only in 1997. 

I argue that the early divergent data privacy experiences in 
France and the United States can be traced to the structure and 
practice of the consumer lending sector. In France, where a con-
centrated lending sector had little need for independent credit 
rating agencies, the industry application of a centralized data 
privacy authority appeared to be relatively modest. The result was 
an approach to data privacy that emphasized the danger that per-
sonal records held by industry might cause some segments of 
society to become permanently marginalized. In the United 
States, where a highly fragmented financial sector had long made 
local credit agencies a useful economic tool, powerful financial 
actors were quick to recognize the implications of data privacy 
legislation for their sector. They pushed for and achieved legisla-
tion that was tailored to their specific interests. The result was a 
set of data privacy policies that emphasized the role of credit data 
in combating economic and social discrimination. 

3 Samuel Warren and Louis Brandeis, 'The Right to Privacy', Harvard Law Review, 4 
(1890), 193-220; for a discussion and review see Daniel]. Solove, Marc Rotenberg, and 
Paul M. Schwartz, Privacy, l,ifimnati.on and Technology (Aspen, Colo., 2006), 23. 
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I. Big Brother: Government Control ef Data 

Public debate in France about computers and data privacy 
emerged later than in the United States because large mainframes 
also appeared later. In 1964, General Electric had been allowed to 
purchase the dominant French computer company Bull. The US 
government, concerned about France's nuclear programme, and 
in the wake of their pull-out from NATO's joint military structure, 
refused to let France either re-acquire Bull or purchase main-
frames from US producers. France responded by developing its 
own mainframe programme, the five-year 'Plan Calcul'. Central 
to the plan was a collaboration between Compagnie generale 
d'electricite (CGE), Thomson, and Schneider to create the 
Compagnie internationale pour !'information (CII). The French 
administration began acquiring its first CII mainframes outside of 
its nuclear programme in the early 1970s. 

Concern linking computers and privacy erupted in March 1974, 
when Le Monde revealed that the French government had installed 
CII's Iris 80 computer with a complete set of files on every French 
citizen. The idea of the project was to centralize all government 
data into a single database, called SAFARI (Systeme automatise 
pour les fichiers administratifs et le repertoire des individus). Initial 
demographic data had already been provided by France's National 
Institute of Statistical and Economic Studies (INSEE), which had 
been collecting birth, marriage, and death data from local mayor's 
offices around France. In 1970 they moved this data to a new com-
puter system. SAFARI would begin by importing the INSEE data-
base, then integrating with existing government databases. 

Concerns about SAFARI took three related forms. The first 
was a concern about government data collection that dated to the 
Vichy experience. INSEE itself had roots in the Service national 
de statistique (SNS) formed in occupied France in 1941. The SNS 
was notorious for its role in the 1941 '.Jewish Census' that would 
later become the basis for systematic persecution of Jews in 
France. Thus scepticism focused in part on what the government 
Inight do with a centralized data repository. But two other sources 
of concern would eventually come to trump this suspicion. First, 
advocates of France's autarchic industrialization strategy argued 
that sensitive national data should not be allowed to be main-
tained on foreign-produced computers. The clear target was IBM, 
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'le grand bleu', which French officials feared would quickly come 
to dominate the French market. A second concern focused on 
potential commercial uses of a central government database. The 
part of SAFARI that proved m~st controversial was the adoption 
of a single and unique identifier number for each French citizen 
that would be used in all of their transactions with the govern-
ment. Observers worried that businesses too would begin to adopt 
the administrative number for their transactions. Labour groups 
in particular worried that data collected by the government might 
be used to systematically retaliate against union organizers. The 
French Democratic Federation of Labour (CFDT) noted that 
companies already created and shared lists of militant unionists, 
and that access to government databases would only make this 
easier.4 From this early set of objections to SAFARI would 
emerge an evolving cross-class alliance in France bringing 
together trade unions on the Left and economic nationalists on 
the Right to support tight restrictions on the collection and use of 
personal data. 

The French Prime Minister responded to the SAFARI row by 
blocking the linking of any public databases until the issue could 
be studied. Jean Taitinger, Garde des Sceaux, was appointed 
to head a commission to study the issue of data privacy, the 
Commission nationale informatique et libertes, or CNIL. Its goal 
was initially consultative: 'to propose to the government measures 
it should take to fully preserve the rights of individuals, in private 
life as in the exercise of public freedoms, from threats caused by 
the development of computers. '5 Over four years, it drafted legis-
lation that would become the centrepiece of French data privacy 
law, and that would make CNIL the gatekeeper for government 
and industry use of personal data. Taitinger clearly brought to 
the task a civilizational mandate. As he warned in 1974, 'the 
freedoms that the French people have fought for over the span 
of centuries could become illusory and without substance, in the 
face of an excessive or disorderly growth of databases of personal 
information'. 6 

The resulting law of January 1978 on 'databases, computers, 

4 'L'Ordinateur contre Jes libertes', Temoignage chretien, 19June 1975, 10-11. 
5 Le Monde, 30 Mar. 1974. 
6 Cited inJean Pellandini, 'lnformatique et libertes individuelles', Le Figaro, 18 Apr. 

1974. 
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and freedom' was broad in scope. Several features of the CNIL 
are surprising. First, the regulatory authority and independence 
of the CNIL was unusual in France---much closer to an American 
model of independent regulatory agency than the traditional 
French commission. Secondly, its broad thematic focus on 'data-
bases, computers and freedom' extended to both government and 
private sector data collection and use. Any new government data-
base required approval from CNIL; private companies were 
required to register information about any new electronic data-
bases. Manual data was excluded. Finally, as the name of the 
commission suggests, the scope of their concerns was not privacy 
per se, but freedom construed broadly. Many of its cases involved 
government databases. These ranged from the collection and use 
of medical records and tax data, to lists of AIDS patients and ter-
rorist watch lists. They investigated Interpol over Vichy-era 
records of Jews that were rumoured to still be among Interpol's 
files. They even looked into the Mormon Church's list of 18 
billion birth and death records that it collected for 'post-mortem 
baptisms'. In each of these cases, CNIL's focus was on the impact 
of these lists on the social and political freedoms of the individuals 
involved rather than on data privacy narrowly construed. 

Concerns about data privacy in the USA also originated with 
data collection efforts by the government. If France's original sin 
was Vichy, the touchstone for data privacy in the USA was the 
efforts ofJ. Edgar Hoover's FBI to investigate domestic Communist 
sympathizers. By the mid 1960s, the FBI had reported that it had 
records on roo,ooo individuals on file. The real number was 
thought to be far higher. The FBI was not the only agency using 
surveillance on American citizens. A Senate subcommittee led by 
Missouri Democrat Edward V. Long into invasion of privacy by 
revenue agents found that they used 'military' technology to spy on 
suspected tax shirks. The Federal Housing Authority, which since 
the 1930s had offered mortgages to low-income families, was 
revealed to have used night-vision rifle sights to evaluate the marital 
'amicability' of couples applying for mortgages. They justified the 
intrusiveness by noting that divorce was the single greatest cause of 
default among their borrowers. The intrusive investigative nature of 
these early public affronts to personal privacy helped to shape the 
American debate around the idea of excessive intrusiveness. Vance 
Packard captured the equation of data collection with prurience in 
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his 1964 best-seller TheNaked Society. In it, he described how new 
surveillance technologies were being used by government and busi-
ness alike to track their citizens and employees. Six years later 
Packard would direct his paranoia toward the advertising industry, 
arguing in TheHidden Persuaders that advertisers were using sublim-
inal messages to promote sales. This claim would ultimately prove 
false, although the idea became so broadly accepted that the gov-
ernment nonetheless banned subliminal advertising. 

As in France, a debate emerged in the USA over the merits of 
consolidating federal government records into a single database. 
Beyond the records of the FBI, some twenty federal agencies were 
collecting their own databases. Some were employment records 
of current and former government employees. The Civil Service 
Commission had 14 million records of this sort; the Department 
of Defense had 8 million. Others related to the functions of the 
departments, social security, internal revenue, and so forth. By 
one estimate, the government agencies taken together had 2.8 
billion listings that included individuals' names. These were stored 
on 100 million punch cards and 30,000 computer tapes. 7 At the 
prompting of the Social Science Research Council, which sought 
easier scholarly access to government data, Congress explored the 
idea of combining all of this data into a single 'national database'. 
The White House commissioned Carl Kaysen, then a Princeton 
professor, to lead a task for evaluating the idea of a national data 
centre. Kaysen, a Harvard-trained economist who had served 
under President Kennedy at the National Security Agency, con-
cluded that a National Data Center would both promote research 
and make the government more efficient in functions such as tax 
collection, law enforcement, and the distribution of social sup-
ports.8 Competing congressional committees formed to evaluate 
the idea. The subcommittee on economic statistics of the joint 
economic committee argued that a central database would facili-
tate economic policy-making. Cornelius E. Gallagher, a New 
Jersey Democrat, responded by forming the House Subcommittee 
on Invasion of Privacy that was highly critical of the idea of a cen-
tralized government data repository. The committee accused the 
government of a variety of invasive activities, including the use of 

7 Vance Packard, 'Don't Tell it to the Computer', New York Times, 8Jan. 1967. 
8 Comment, 'Privacy and Efficient Government: Proposals for a National Data Center', 

HarvardLaw Review, 82 (1968), 400-17, at 408. 
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personality tests to evaluate applicants for federal jobs and in 
making job assignments.9 The idea was eventually rejected, and 
revelations about government snooping that had emerged during 
the Gallagher hearings led Congress to enact legislation to open 
government agencies to public scrutiny. The 1966 Freedom of 
Information Act for the first time imposed a general standard of 
openness on government documents, subject to specific exemp-
tions for reasons of national security and personal privacy. 

This early emphasis on the idea of invasion of privacy was to 
become a central narrative of American privacy policy. In the 
legal sphere, the 1965 Supreme Court case Griswold v. Connecticut 
was the first to rely on privacy as a legal right. In that case, a 
Connecticut law banning contraceptives was found to be uncon-
stitutional because it violated the 'right to marital privacy'. 
Subsequent cases would use the implied right to privacy as the 
basis for an extension of freedoms not explicitly enumerated in 
the US Bill of Rights. These cases included Roe v. Wade (1973), 
which grounded the right to abortion in a constitutional right to 
privacy, and Lawrence v. Texas (1986), in which the US Supreme 
Court found a Texas anti-sodomy law to be overly intrusive into 
individuals' private lives. Central to each of these cases was the 
idea that privacy was a natural endowment that needed to be 
defended against intrusiveness rather than a substantive set of 
rights that had to be explicitly protected. 

The impeachment of Richard Nixon marked a turning point 
for American policy regarding data privacy. By mixing privacy 
infringement, in this case wiretapping the offices of the Demo-
cratic National Committee at the Watergate Hotel, with political 
corruption, Nixon transformed privacy into a bulwark of dem-
ocracy. The Church Commission, launched in response to the 
Nixon break-ins, documented far greater invasions of domestic 
privacy by the Federal Bureau of Investigation than had previ-
ously been known. The major US privacy legislation dates from 
this period. The 1974 Privacy Act set limits on the scope of gov-
ernment agencies to collect and use personal data. Like its French 
counterpart, its most consequential provision limited the sharing 
of personal data among government agencies to narrowly defined 
goals. These included law enforcement, for example, but not tax 

9 Cornelius E. Gallagher, 'Why House Hearings on Invasion of Privacy', American 
Psychologist, 20/ ll ( 1965), 881-2. 
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collection. It also amended the 1966 Freedom oflnformation Act 
to give individuals access to review and correct government 
records in which they are mentioned. 

II. Privacy and Social Inclusion: Consumer Credit Rating in the USA 

While France and the USA had similar concerns about data held 
by the government, they differed significantly on private data col-
lected by private companies. At the root of this difference was the 
consumer credit sector. More than any other sector, consumer 
credit relied on the sharing of detailed information about con-
sumer purchasing and borrowing habits. Lenders needed both to 
track the repayment patterns of their own clients, and to share 
lending information with competitors in order to ensure that their 
borrowers were not over-extended. Money lenders have long 
found ways to share data on borrowers. At a minimum, they have 
shared information on customers who failed to make timely 
repayments. This sort of negative or 'black' data provided a basic 
protection against historically unreliable borrowers. Independent 
information agencies have also commonly collected more exten-
sive positive data on borrowers that included a range of informa-
tion relevant to a prospective assessment of risk. This so-called 
'white' data included income, assets, and outstanding loans, as 
well as court records plus any public or private liens. Detailed pos-
itive data allowed lenders to assess the overall creditworthiness of 
new applicants and to avoid 'over-borrowing' by borrowers using 
credit lines from several sources. Because the availability of black 
and white data could have a decisive impact on a consumer's 
access to credit, governments stepped in to regulate the credit 
rating sector. In Europe, this intervention was shaped by a 
concern that privately held data on creditworthiness could lead 
to the permanent marginalization of certain borrowers. In France 
and Germany, for example, credit rating data was legally limited 
to the collection and provision of black data. In the USA, where 
credit rating was perceived as a tool for economic integration, the 
regulation of credit data was focused on providing equal access to 
credit. Credit rating agencies were therefore allowed to collect 
and distribute extensive white data. 

The tradition of credit bureaux in the USA had its roots in the 
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nineteenth century. The first credit bureau in the USA was 
created by the association of local retailers in Brooklyn, New 
York, in 1869. Local credit rating bureaux would proliferate in 
the USA over the following century. By 1900 there were 50 local 
retail credit reporting agencies; 300 by 1918; and 1,260 in 1938. 
The main clients of these credit reporting bureaux were retailers 
who offered open book or instalment credit for sales. A survey in 
1938 found that 93 per cent of all US department stores reported 
using credit bureaux. Even among grocery stores, the lowest user, 
over half reported using credit bureaux. 10 With the growth in 
post-war consumer credit, credit bureaux also proliferated. By 
1954 the USA had 2,000 credit bureaux. 11 Some were organized 
as non-profit associations of local merchants; others were organ-
ized as for-profit regional chains oflocal credit offices. Only in the 
1970s would these diffuse chains of consumer credit bureaux begin 
to be acquired and aggregated into the 'big three' nationwide 
credit rating bureaux (Equifax, Trans Union, and Experian) that 
would dominate the US market by the 1990s. 

Three factors drove the growth in independent consumer credit 
rating in the USA. First was the high rate of credit selling. In 1954 
US retailers, banks, and finance companies had $28 billion in out-
standing credit. This was roughly 350 times the 30 billion ( old) 
francs of outstanding consumer credit in France at the time. 12 By 
1950, when consumer credit accounted for 12 per cent of house-
hold consumption in the USA, it was only 1.2 per cent of house-
hold credit in France. 13 The second factor was the high level of 
worker mobility. As US families moved from town to town, local 
credit bureaux purchased their past credit files from one another. 
Part of this process was the institution of the Welcome Wagon, a 
service that welcomed new arrivals to a community. The 
Welcome Wagon representative, on the credit bureau payroll, 
would greet new arrivals, typically be invited in for tea or coffee, 
then note the condition of their house and enquire about where 
they had come from. The local credit bureau would then contact 

10 Arthur H. Hert, 'Charge Accounts of Retail Merchants', Annalsofthe American Academy 
ofPolitical and Social Science, 196 (1938), 111""-"20, at 116-17. 

11 The Good Things ofLife-On Credit, brochure of the National Retail Credit Association 
(1954). 

12 René Sedillot, 'Le Credit á la consommation', La Vie francaise,5 Feb. 1954. 
13 Jean Chicoye, 'Les Achats a credit', Revue de /'action populaire, 140 Guly-Aug. 1960), 

786-98. 
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the bureau from their old community and purchase their credit 
file. 14 The final reason for the rise of independent credit bureaux 
was the large number of lenders in the USA. While France had 
140 registered consumer finance companies in the 1950s, the USA 
had over 16,000. The large number of lenders increased the tra-
ditional coordination problems faced by consumer lenders: exces-
sive debt through multiple lending; borrowing from one lender to 
pay off another; pledging the same security to multiple lenders; 
and the first-mover advantage in seizing collateral. 

The surprise is that the US credit rating agencies did not 
become the focus of more restrictive regulation. Concern about 
them arose for the same reason that concern about government 
databases crystallized: computerization. In 1970, Retail Credit 
Company of Atlanta, Georgia (later Equifax), announced plans to 
computerize the 45 million records in its credit rating database. 
Together with its largest competitor, Credit Data Corp, the big 
two credit rating companies had detailed data on 72 million 
Americans. At the time, credit rating agencies in the USA relied 
on two kinds of information: objective information about salary, 
address, and repayment of past loans, plus subjective impressions 
based on interviews with employers, local businesses, and neigh-
bours. It was this second category of information that was of par-
ticular concern. With computerization, and without rigorous 
checking, rumour and innuendo could quickly become fact. 

Legislation introduced by Senator William Proxmire in 1968 
called for a new set of federal standards to govern credit rating 
agencies. The resulting Fair Credit Reporting Act, enacted in 
1970, required that credit reporting agencies work to ensure the 
accuracy of the data they collect, correct any errors, remove neg-
ative information after a set period (generally seven years), and 
make credit reports available to consumers for review and correc-
tion. These new legal requirements forced a dramatic shift in the 
risk-assessment strategies of consumer lenders. Credit agencies 
worried about both liability and excessive administrative costs 
under the new law stopped collecting information about consumer 
character. Except for personal loans from some banks, consumer 
credit would from that point on be based primarily on individuals' 
history of repayment rather than on character. Initial congres-

14 Louis Hyman, 'Debtor Nation' (Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University, History 
Department, 2006). 
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sional inquiries into credit rating practice in the USA had focused 
on cases in which inaccurate information or even simple rumour 
had led to unfair discrimination. Guests testified about how inac-
curate credit reports had led to them being fired by employers, or 
to the denial of credit applications. By the mid 1970s, however, 
the public discourse on credit rating in the United States had 
entirely changed. From a focus on credit rating as a source 
inequity, credit rating came to be seen as an instrument of eco-
nomic and social integration and access. That change in attitude 
was driven by the women's movement. 

In 1971, a series of articles in women's journals like Ms. Magazine 
and Women's Home Journal emphasized the challenges that married 
women faced in applying for retail and credit card credit. One of 
the problems was the way in which credit rating agencies managed 
their credit records. When women married, agencies had tradi-
tionally merged their records with those of their new husbands. 
This meant that married women who applied for credit did so 
based on their husband's credit record, and often received credit 
in their husband's name. This arrangement posed special problems 
for women when they divorced or were widowed. In case of 
divorce, the joint credit file went with the ex-husband, leaving the 
woman with no credit rating at a time of particular economic 
hardship. Under pressure from the National Organization for 
Women, Congress passed the Equal Credit Opportunity Act 
(ECOA) of 1974. ECOA changed the debate about data privacy 
in the USA. Rather than emphasizing the risk of companies accu-
mulating too much information about individuals, it stressed the 
need, in effect, to collect more. Equal access to economic oppor-
tunity in the USA required that credit agencies hold data not just 
on men, but also on women. Credit rating was transformed from 
an invasion of privacy into a tool for economic equality. 

III. Transboundary Flows 

Privacy is one of the few areas of domestic policy for which basic 
principles were forged through international institutions in 
advance of the elaboration of domestic legal principles of privacy. 
The earliest accounts of a specific right to privacy emerged in the 
context of early post-war agreements on human rights. The 1948 
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United National Universal Declaration of Human Rights for the 
first time in any treaty document explicitly included privacy 
among its enumerated fundamental rights (Article 12). This article, 
drafted by the USA, was modelled in part on the 14th Amend-
ment of the US constitution, but went beyond current interpreta-
tion in explicitly employing the word 'privacy'. 15 Five years later, 
Council of Europe members ratified the Convention for the 
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms that 
included (Article 8) 'the right to respect for ... private and family 
life'. 16 Both clearly intended the right to privacy as a defence 
against excessive state interference in personal communications 
or family life. Yet the substance of what adequate privacy entailed 
remained unspecified. 

It was not until the late 1970s that the question of international 
norms of privacy emerged, though this time in the context of 
trade and economic development policy. At that point three inter-
national bodies elaborated standards of privacy focused on data-
base management. In 1978, the European Parliament held a 
public hearing on data privacy. In the same year, the OECD con-
vened an ad hoe Group of Experts on Transboundary Data 
Barriers and Privacy Protection. The resulting OECD Guidelines 
on the Protection of Privacy and Transborder Flows of Personal 
Data were adopted in 1980. Finally, at the same time as the 
OECD ad hoe group was meeting, the Council of Europe began 
to draft a Convention for the Protection of Individuals with 
Regard to Automatic Processing of Personal Data that was ratified 
in 1981. Although none of these international agreements was 
binding on member states, the substantive norms of data privacy 
they elaborated would shape the way in which future domestic 
and international data privacy laws were designed. 

Unlike the earlier human rights statements that included a right 
to privacy, the new international standards were specifically moti-
vated by concerns related to the globalization of data flows facil-
itated by the growth of multinational firms and the private data 
networks they were creating. One study in 1978 estimated that 
150 European firms maintained international (extra-European) 
computer communications systems, and that 500 computerized 

15 Johannes Morsink, The Universal Declaration ofHuman Rights (Philadelphia, 2000), 135. 
16 Convention for the Protection ofHuman Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (Rome, I 953). 

<http:/ /conventions.coe.int/treaty/EN/Treaties/html/005.htm>, accessed 9 Oct. 2009. 
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databases with 150 million records were accessible through inter-
national computer networks. 1 7 These networks elicited a variety of 
national concerns about economic sovereignty and globalization. 
For countries engaged in industrial planning, planners worried 
that large corporate data networkers would make it possible for 
companies to 'offshore' data storage and processing. Both Brazil 
and Canada had by 1978 already extended import substitution 
policies to include data processing. Brazil required any interna-
tional firms to store data involved in their Brazilian operations 
domestically and, when possible, using domestic hardware and 
software. IBM's Brazil operation was not allowed to link with their 
international databases at all. 18 Canada for its part blocked banks 
from sending data to London or New York for overnight process-
ing. Arthur Bushkin, President ofTelemation Associates, said: 'In 
this age, along with the transmission of information goes a migra-
tion of jobs.' 19 

National efforts to regulate international data flows quickly 
became a focus for concern about their impact on international 
trade. For Europe, the concern was two-sided. On the one hand, 
nations worried that in a world of unencumbered data flows, the 
USA would dominate the computer industry and become the 
world's data processing centre. The perception was that Europe 
would have computer terminals, while the databases, along with 
the more highly skilled jobs, would be in the USA. 20 (In this 
period prior to small-scale distributed computing, corporate data 
processing was typically concentrated in a single mainframe com-
puter.) By one estimate, the USA in 1979 already accounted for 80 
per cent of all data processing worldwide. 21 France, which was 
promoting its own home-grown mainframe computer pro-
gramme, proposed to impose a tax on the 'intrinsic' value of all 
computer information sent across borders. As a start, they had 
already lobbied GA TT to be allowed to tax software based on its 
retail price. The growth of private data networks using leased lines 
also appeared to pose a challenge to the monopoly of national 
post, telegraph, and telephone (PTT). If private operators using 

17 John Evans, 'Computers without Frontiers: A Union View of Transborder Data 
F1ows', Free Labour World, 30 Apr. 1982, 14.

18 David E. Sanger, 'Waging a Trade War over Data', .New York Times, 13 Mar. 1983. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Licolde le Guennec, 'Flux transfrontieres de donnees', Les Échos, 19 Apr. 1982. 
21 Sanger, 'Waging a Trade War over Data'. 
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leased lines began to provide independent channels for the 
transnational flow of private data, PTTs risked losing their 
profitable international telephony and telegraphy monopolies. 
Finally, these concerns were married to worries about US control 
of data. And, while the USA protested to its European counter-
parts that it would never restrict data flows, the 1979 Iranian revo-
lution led the USA to freeze Iranian financial assets. This 
combination of economic and security concerns proved a potent 
stimulus for politicians within Europe to push for greater restric-
tions on international data flows. 

For a European Community aspiring to the free flow of goods 
and services, this sort of rhetoric looked dangerous. In 1979, 
Europe alone had 14 million daily international data transactions, 
and that was set to grow by a factor of ten over the coming 
decade. 22 It was also a challenge to the emerging international 
trade regime. Another study estimated that the value of the inter-
national data flows represented 15 per cent of all international 
trade. 23 As computer use increased, this share was also likely to 
grow dramatically. Any solution that hoped to reconcile a growing 
consensus that some form of data privacy was necessary with the 
need for continued free flow of data would have to establish a 
minimum threshold of protection to which all countries could 
agree. In 1978 a subcommittee of the European Parliament held 
a public hearing on data privacy. It issued a report that included 
a resolution on the protection of the right to privacy of data. The 
Council of Europe responded by creating a panel on data privacy 
that drafted guidelines for the automatic processing of personal 
data.24 These voluntary guidelines were limited by their applica-
tion only to Europe, as well as by the broad exemptions afforded 
for 'protecting State security, public safety, the monetary interests 
of the State or the suppression of criminal offences'. The main 
problem was that the USA was not a participant, and USA-
Europe tensions provided one of the strongest sources of trade 
tension over data protection. 

The answer came in the form of the OECD's Guidelines on the 
Protection of Privacy and Transborder Flows of Personal Data. For 

22 OECD, Second Symposium on Transborder Data Flows, London, 30 Nov.-2 Dec. 1983, 14. 
23 Le Guennec, 'Flux transfrontieres de donnees'. 
24 Council of Europe, Convention far the Protection ofIndividuals with Regard to Automatic 

Processing ofPersonal Data, European Treaty Series, No. 108 (Strasbourg, 1981). 
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the USA, the OECD guidelines posed a challenge. Arising at a 
period of deregulation, they suggested that the USA would have to 
adopt data protection policies in order to ensure that European 
countries would allow data to be sent freely across the Atlantic. 25 

The OECD Guidelines embodied this trade-off: 'Member coun-
tries should refrain from restricting transborder flows of personal 
data between themselves and another Member country except 
where the latter does not yet substantially observe these Guidelines 
or where the re-export of such data would circumvent its domestic 
privacy legislation. '26 The guidelines themselves were ambitious in 
their effort to provide a broad but flexible framework for nations to 
address concerns about data privacy. Participants agreed to eight 
general principles to govern data privacy. Four of the principles 
related to the nature of the data: collected data should be limited 
(collection limitation principle), for a defined purpose (purpose 
specification principle), relevant to the purpose and accurate (data 
quality principle), and used or disclosed only for the defined 
purpose (use limitation principle). A second set of four principles 
defined responsibilities of the data collectors: they must protect the 
data (security safeguard principle), disclose their practices and poli-
cies regarding the data they hold (openness principle), allow indi-
viduals access to and the ability to correct data about themselves 
(individual participation principle), and take formal responsibility 
for fulfilling all of the principles (accountability principle).27 

Perhaps inevitably, the OECD Guidelines left the most con-
tentious operational decisions unspecified. One core question was 
whether the principles should apply only to personal data or also to 
data regarding companies and associations. Views on this differed 
by country. In France, the National Council of French Employers 
(CNPF) favoured including all legal individuals (that is, including 
companies), since companies might want to be able to find out 
what data the government was holding about them. 28 In the UK, 
the US credit rating firm Dunn and Bradstreet launched an aggres-
sive campaign to ensure that companies were not included. They 
were especially concerned about the extra cost and potential liabil-

25 David Sanger, 'Wire Static', Wall Street Journal, 26 Aug. 1981. 
26 OECD, Guidelines on the Protection ofPrivacy and Transborder Flows ofPersonal Data (Paris, 

1981), II. 
27 OECD, Actes de l'OCDE 20, Annex to Recommendation 147 of the Council concern-

ing Guidelines Governing the Protection of Privacy and T ransborder Flows of Personal 
Data, (Paris, 1980), 537-46. 28 Le Guennec, 'Flux transfrontieres de donnees'. 
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ity their London branch might be taking on if data privacy stan-
dards outlined by the OECD were extended to private firms. 

IV. Privacy and Social Exclusion: Consumer Credit in France 

The first effort of CNIL to regulate private data in the interest of 
French citizens would not come until the late 1980s. When it did 
emerge, it took the form of a debate on the treatment of consumer 
credit rating. With fewer lenders than in the USA, and lower 
volumes of consumer credit, France in the early post-war period 
never developed an independent system of consumer credit rating 
agencies. Only with financial deregulation in the mid 1980s, and 
a public debate about the over-indebtedness of French households 
that followed, did CNIL turn its attention to the regulation of 
private data held by consumer lenders. In this context, the focus 
of regulatory policy was less on credit extension than on the social 
and economic risks of over-indebtedness. What emerged from this 
debate was an approach to private data processing that restricted 
data sharing in favour of social solidarity. 

The lack of credit rating agencies in France did not mean that 
French lenders were uninterested in creditworthiness. As early as 
the 1880s, the Paris-based Dufayel chain of discount furniture 
stores had a staff of 800 canvassers who spoke with concierges, 
employers, and neighbours about potential borrowers. From these 
interviews they created a database of credit rating information on 
an estimated 3.5 million French households that they used as the 
basis for both lending and direct marketing. Post-war lenders 
quickly adopted new computer technologies to track customer 
repayment, and later to analyse and approve credit applications. 
Cetelem launched the first automated credit scoring system in 
1972, only two years after the first American experiment with the 
technology. Because the lending sector was highly concentrated, 
data sharing about risky customers that did occur happened 
through informal collaboration among the largest lenders. In the 
early 1960s, the big four lenders in France (Cetelem, CREG, 
Sofinco, and SOVAC) formed the informal 'Club Newton' to 
share data on non-paying customers. 29 From this data, lenders 

29 The club was named after the street on which CREG was located. Gérard de 
Chaunac-Lanzac, La Vie m'afait crédit (Paris, 2001), 237. 
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prepared 'black lists' that they updated and circulated to their 
branch offices. 

There were two reasons why the credit rating activities of 
France's large lenders did not receive more regulatory scrutiny. 
First, the lenders did not share detailed or sensitive information on 
their borrowers. Such information was considered to be too com-
mercially valuable for lenders to release to competitors. For many 
finance companies, separating good from bad credit risks was a 
core competitive advantage. Auto lenders, for example, quickly 
discovered that their reliable auto clients were also good candidates 
for more profitable personal loan products. Second, the activities 
of these lenders were already tightly regulated by the Ministry of 
Finance, the Banque de France, and the Professional Association 
of Financial Establishments (APEF). Indeed, it was not until the 
late 1980s that France's privacy agency took on the question of 
credit rating, and by that time France's banks had become inter-
ested parties. 

Indirectly, it was financial deregulation that raised the question 
of data privacy in consumer credit. Until 1984 French credit 
markets operated under a set of volume restrictions ref erred to as 
encadrement. These restrictions set the total volume of credit each 
lender could offer, as well as the terms of repayment. In the inter-
ests of promoting industrial investments, consumer borrowing 
levels were kept artificially low. This credit restraint translated into 
unusually low default rates by French consumers. With the end 
of encadrement, credit extension to consumers boomed. French 
banks played a central role in the expansion. With the growth in 
financial markets as an alternative source of finance and a decline 
in industrial lending, French banks came to see consumer lending 
as a potentially important new profit centre. This sector, which 
had traditionally been dominated by specialized consumer finance 
companies, experienced a rash of new entrants from the banking 
sector. By 1986 banks had exceeded consumer finance companies 
in consumer loan volume. The dramatic growth in credit led for 
the first time to a significant increase in consumer bankruptcy 
cases. Because France had never adopted a specialized regime for 
managing consumer bankruptcy, local courts became over-
whelmed with collections cases filed by lenders and especially local 
merchants. Observers pointed to the lack of independent credit 
rating agencies as a cause of the wave of bankruptcies. 
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In 1988 Jacques de la Rosiere, Governor of the Banque de 
France, announced that they would create and manage a manda-
tory listing of all consumer borrowers. The project had the support 
of Pierre Bérégovoy, Finance Minister, who had fought the banks 
in the process of financial liberalization. This would re-establish a 
system created in 1946 under which banks reported all of their 
loans to the central bank. While this process had been retained for 
commercial lending, consumer lending was made exempt. 
Consumer groups strongly supported the creation of a positive so-
called 'white list'. The idea was to allow all lenders to know the 
total debt held by credit applicants so that they could better eval-
uate the likelihood of repayment. Consumer representative Louis 
Mesuret warned: '[the banks] do not respect their obligation of 
prudence and offer credit willy-nilly (à tort et à travers).' Yet the 
Association of French Banks came out strongly against the white 
list idea, which they saw as an attempt by the non-bank finance 
companies to gain access to their own depositors. Banks reasoned 
that the long-term relationships they had built with depositors 
would give them an advantage in offering them loans. Consumer 
finance companies, by contrast, had traditionally offered loans via 
retailers, and thus had very little direct contact with their cus-
tomers. By sharing data on their customers, banks stood to lose 
valuable information and gain very little.3° France's large banks 
are reported to have used their considerable political influence to 
get CNIL to recommend against the creation of a positive credit 
listing of the sort that existed in the USA. 

With the failure of a white list, France's association of finance 
companies (Association des sociétés financieres, ASF) launched 
their own debtor black list in October 1988. This list, which was 
voluntary to its members, included only borrowers who were at 
least three months late on their payments. Members were encour-
aged to check applicants against this list before making loans. All 
but the largest lenders participated, accounting for thirty-five of 
the thirty-seven member organizations and 70 per cent of all 
finance company lending.31 The Banque de France responded the 
following year by creating its own black list. Unlike the ASF list, 
the official government list was mandatory for all consumer 
lenders, including banks. Unlike the white list, it included only 
non-payment information. The database, called the Fichier 

30 Libération, 7 Dec. 1988. 31 Le Monde, 8 Dec. 1988. 



218 GUNNAR TRUMBULL 

national des incidents de remboursement des credits aux partic-
uliers (FICP), was accessible only to credit companies and to indi-
vidual debtors who wished to view their own record. 32 In practice, 
the FICP database became a no-credit black list for borrowers. In 
rggr it included 800,000 late payers; by 2003 that number had 
grown to 2.3 million.33 

Since its creation, a debate had periodically surfaced concern-
ing the potential advantages of collecting and distributing more 
extensive 'positive' credit data, including information on outstand-
ing loans, taxes, income, and assets. In the most recent proposal, 
which came before the National Assembly in 2005, the centre-
right UDF party argued that a positive registry would give finan-
cial institutions a better sense of total lending and help them better 
to assess a consumer's ability to repay. France's financial institu-
tions were divided on the proposal. Some, including the consumer 
lending institution Cofinoga, argued that positive data on poten-
tial borrowers would help them to avoid adverse selection in 
selecting customers, thereby reducing both defaults and credit 
rationing. But many other financial institutions, supported by 
France's industry association of financial companies (ASF), argued 
that a positive rating system would only help foreign financial 
firms, like UK-based lender Egg, to identify and exploit new 
clients in France. 34 France's consumer groups generally agreed 
with this view, worrying that a positive list would become a tool 
for more aggressive commercialization of credit, leading to higher 
levels of consumer indebtedness. 35 

The UK occupies an interesting middle position between the 
USA and France. In the UK extensive consumer data is gathered 
and stored by private credit reference agencies. Through historical 
consolidation, three credit reference agencies now operate in the 
UK: Experian, Equifax, and Callcredit. 36 Under the terms of the 
Consumer Credit Act of 1974, which governs the treatment of 
credit data, the credit reference agencies do not themselves make 

32 Pierre-Laurent Chatain and Frédéric Ferriere, Surendettement des particuliers (Paris, 
2000), 188. 33 Liberation, 20 Mar. 1993. 

34 Catherine Maussion, 'Crédit: tout le monde clans le même fichier?', Liberation, 5 Oct. 
2002. 

35 Bertrand Bissuel and Anne Michel, 'Les Etablissements de crédit accuses de favoriser 
le surendettement', Le Monde, 28 Apr. 2005; Sylvie Ramadier, 'La Bataille du crédit à la 
consommation', Les Échos, 21-2Jan. 2005, 8. 

36 Callcredit was established in 2001 in close collaboration with its US counterpart 
Trans Union. 
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assessments about the creditworthiness of individuals. And, unlike 
France's FICP, they are explicitly banned from creating a lending 
'black list'. They instead provide lenders with raw information, 
leaving the lenders to employ their own private data and scoring 
systems to determine the terms on which credit should be offered. 
Credit reference data is retained for a maximum of six years, and 
covers all jurisdictions in the UK. 37 The data compiled by credit 
reference agencies to create credit histories includes: electoral rolls 
(for proof of residency), county court judgements, payment of past 
debts, and bankruptcies and Individual Voluntary Agreements 
(IVAs).38 Each time a new form of credit is opened, data about 
the loan is recorded by the credit reference agencies. If an individ-
ual in the UK is refused credit, under the Data Protection Act, 
the individual has the right to know the reasons for refusal. 
Reference agencies in the UK also allow individuals to explain a 
period of poor credit on their record: consumers may attach a 
'notice of correction' to their credit report that explains missed 
payments. 

V. The New Global Challenges 

By the 1990s the debate had moved back to the transnational 
policy framework. The first move in this direction came under the 
new EU initiative, launched in 1990, to draft a Data Protection 
Directive. The new legislation was sponsored principally by 
France and Germany, which both feared dilution of their national 
standards by companies operating in third countries, in particular, 
Italy and the UK.39 The Directive laid out basic principles that 
were general enough to bridge differences between existing 
national standards. The main provisions allowed individuals to 
access, update, and correct their data, to find out its source, and 
to have legal recourse in case of misuse. Companies were only 
allowed to use data for authorized purposes; participating coun-
tries were required to have an independent private agency to 

37 Hence the term 'credit reference agency' rather than 'credit rating agency'. 
38 IV As allowed for an administrative debt re-negotiation with a provision for cram-

down for potential hold-outs. Both IV A and bankruptcy data was retained for six years. 
39 Gregory Shaffer, 'The Power of EU Collective Action: The Impact of EU Data 

Privacy Regulation on US Business Practice', European LawJournal, 5/ 4 (1999), 419-38, at 
420. 
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oversee these standards. Critically, the Directive required special 
permission to export data to third countries without 'adequate' 
data privacy protections. 40 The main point of the Directive was to 
make existing national data privacy standards consistent with free 
trade in information and finances within an enlarging European 
Union. The Directive was ratified in 1995 and came into effect in 
1998. 

The basic obligations imposed by the Directive include con-
sumer consent in the processing and transmission of personal 
data, consumer access to private data held by companies, and the 
creation of a national data protection authority to monitor the 
collection and use of private data and to enforce the data protec-
tion laws. Personal data was construed broadly in the Directive 
to include such things as bank statements, credit card numbers, 
and criminal records. The term 'processing' included 'any oper-
ation or set of operations which is performed upon personal data, 
whether or not by automatic means, such as collection, recording, 
organization, storage, adaptation or alteration, retrieval, consulta-
tion, use, disclosure by transmission, dissemination or otherwise 
making available, alignment or combination, blocking, erasure or 
destruction'.41 Finally, in a provision that continues to dominate 
transatlantic econmnic negotiations, the Directive bans companies 
from transmitting personal data to third countries that do not 
ensure 'an adequate level of protection'. 

In practice, the requirement of consumer consent for data 'pro-
cessing' and 'transfer' placed limits on the use of consumer credit 
data in more sophisticated efforts to avoid adverse selection in 
credit direct marketing. Only once consumers made a request for 
a loan were they considered to have given consent, allowing the 
credit reference agencies to distribute private credit data. In 
Britain, credit card companies that relied on direct mailing 
reported that the inability to access more complete credit data 
prior to initiating mass mailings resulted in a doubling of the cost 
for each new customer they acquired, relative to similar cam-
paigns in the USA. In France, the impact is even more dramatic. 
France's financial institutions have long proposed to enhance that 

40 95/ 46/EC, Directive on the Protection oflndividuals with Regard to the Processing 
of Personal Data and the Free Movement of such Data: <http://eur-Iex. europa.eu/ 
LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31995Loo46:EN:HTML>, accessed 9 Oct. 2009. 

41 EU Directive 95/ 46/EC, Article 2d. 
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country's publicly managed black list with a privately managed 
database with positive credit information. But France's powerful 
data privacy association, CNIL, acting under the terms of the EU 
Directive, has ruled out this approach, arguing that it infringes 
t6o heavily on consumer privacy. Moreover, while specific eco-
nomic sectors were permitted to maintain private customer black 
lists, CNIL found that this data must not be shared across sectors, 
a practice they argued risked creating a permanent group of social 
and economic outsiders. Hence credit institutions are not allowed 
to consult data collected on rental fraud, even if this data is held 
within the same company. 

Just as it was taking effect, the Directive ran into two challenges 
from across the Atlantic. The first was the internet bubble of the 
late 1990s. By the late 1990s the challenge of data privacy met the 
promise of e-commerce. US companies that seemed to be launch-
ing a technological revolution raised a warning that they might 
not be able to continue operating in Europe under the new 
Directive. In 1999, the US Department of Commerce and the 
European Union began negotiating a voluntary 'Safe Harbor' 
agreement that would allow US companies to import and process 
data from Europe. The Safe Harbor negotiations reframed 
privacy as a question of the government's role in an age of glo-
balization. At stake seemed to be the very compatibility of global-
ization and state sovereignty.42 Futurists focused on the new 
information technologies argued for a decline of government 
control and a new technological determinism under the motto 
'information wants to be free'. 43 Policy observers predicted that 
the internet would empower the nation-state, including its 
enforcement of privacy standards. 44 

What actually occurred was a carefully crafted compromise 
that narrowed the gap in privacy policy between the USA and 
the EU. After considerable critique by consumers, the July 2000 
agreement allowed private companies to 'self-certify' under threat 

42 William]. Long and Marc Pang Quek, 'Personal Data Privacy Protection in an Age 
of Globalization: The US-EU Safe Harbor Compromise', Journal ofEuropean Public Policy, 
9/3 (2002), 325-44, at 328. 

43 See e.g. Lawrence Lessig, Code and Other Laws ofCyberspace (New York, 1999). 
44 Debora Spar, Ruling the Waves: From the Compass to the Internet, a History ofBusiness and 

Politics along the Technological Frontier (New York, 2003); Daniel W. Drezner, 'The Global 
Governance of the Internet: Bringing the State Back In', Political Science Quarterly, 119/3 
(2004), 477-98. 
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of prosecution by the Federal Trade Commission. To self-certify, 
companies must have a privacy policy with a means to respond 
to outside complaints. Participating companies were from 'infor-
mation services', computer software, advertising, and biotechnol-
ogy. Few banks participated.45 Observers heralded the Safe 
Harbor solution as novel in a variety of ways. Some saw the 
'public-private' form of governance as an innovation.46 The role 
of private standard-setting bodies, including the Better Business 
Bureau's BBBOnline and TRUSTe online certification pro-
grammes, were seen as innovative private regulatory solutions.47 

Others noted the new role of non-governmental organizations in 
the policy process, especially the Trans-Atlantic Business Dialogue 
and the Trans-Atlantic Consumer Dialogue.48 From a substantive 
point of view, though, what is most striking about the Safe Harbor 
agreement is the familiarity of the seven principles it adopts. For 
the most part these could have been taken directly from the 
OECD agreement: notice of purpose of data collection; choice to 
opt out to withdraw consent and opt in for incompatible use; 
onward transfer only to other organizations that adopt the Safe 
Harbor rules; access by individuals to their own data; security; 
integrity, including quality and accuracy; and enforcement.49 

If the Safe Harbor agreement pushed American firms towards 
data privacy standards embraced in Europe, rising concerns about 
terrorism pushed Europe more towards the USA. In the wake of 
the 2001 terrorist attacks in New York and Washington, DC, the 
EU began a process of relaxing data privacy standards. National 
police investigating criminal activities had always been exempted 
from Europe's Data Protection Directive, but new security con-
cerns blurred the line between economic and security informa-

45 Colin J. Bennett, The Governance of Privacy: Policy Jnstmments in Global Perspective 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2006), 168-9. 

46 Henry Farrell, 'Constructing the International Foundations of E-Commerce: The 
EU-U.S. Safe Harbor Arrangement', International Organization, 57 (2003), 280. 

4 Abraham Newman and David Bach, 'Privacy and Regulation in a Digital Age', in 
Harry Bouwman, Brigitte Preiss!, and Charles Steinfield (eds.), E-Life after the Dot.Com Bust 
(Heidelberg, 2004). 

48 Henry Farrell, 'New Issue-Areas in the Trans-Atlantic Relationship: E-Commerce 
and The Safe Harbor Arrangement', in Michell Egan (ed.), Creating a Transatlantic 
Marketplace: Government Policies and Business Strategies (Manchester, 2005), 122; Maria Green 
Cowles, 'Private Firms in US-EU Policymaking: The Transatlantic Business Dialogue', 
in Eric Philippart and Pascaline Winand (eds.), Ever Closer Partnership: Policy-Making in US-
EU Relations (Brussels, 2001)). 

49 Safe Harbor Privacy Principles (Washington, 2000). 
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tion. In one of the more contested moves, the US Treasury 
Department seized all of the transaction records of the Society for 
Worldwide Inter-Bank Financial Telecommunications (SWIFT).50 

With collaboration from domestic phone companies, the US gov-
ernment also began collecting extensive records on domestic and 
international phone calls. These moves were greeted in Europe 
with initial scepticism. In 1999 it was discovered that the US 
government, along with Australia, Canada, Britain, and New 
Zealand, had been collaborating on a system called Echelon, used 
to spy on international satellite communications. But as it became 
clear that greater data access could help in fighting global terror-
ism, the EU began to make provisions for its own data collections. 
In 2006 the Data Retention Directive required electronic com-
munications service providers to keep personal data-including 
the identity of the originator and recipient of calls and emails, plus 
the timing and duration of the contact-for up to two years. And, 
because these fell under the EU's so-called 'third pillar' governing 
internal security, they were exempted from the traditional legisla-
tive process required for economic and social policy. 51 

VI. Conclusion 

The biggest surprise of data privacy regulation is the way in which 
its formation was influenced by a combination of domestic and 
transnational policy activism. As domestic constituencies acted to 
protect personal information, transnational actors reacted in order 
to limit the impact of distinctive national responses on globaliza-
tion. In the area of consumer credit, we observe the policy pendu-
lum swing back and forth twice. In the 1960s national governments 
contemplated the promise and risks of computer technology for 
centralizing government-controlled data. In a move that was a 
direct response to the Communist ideology, legislators backed 
away from a centralization of government data that offered 
unquestioned efficiencies, but also frighteningly totalitarian possi-
bilities for expanded government control over the individual. In 

50 Francesca Bignami, 'European Versus American Liberty: A Comparative Privacy 
Analysis of Anti-Terrorism Data-Mining', Duke Law School Legal Studies Research Paper, No. 
135 (Jan. 2007). 

51 Ead., 'Privacy and Law Enforcement in the European Union: The Data Retention 
Directive', Chicago Journal of International Law, 233 (2007), 233-56. 
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1980 OECD members began to be concerned about the impact of 
these distinctive national regulations on the possibilities for global-
ization of the new information technologies. National experiments 
raising barriers to information trade raised sufficient concerns to 
merit the elaboration of an ambitious conceptual framing of data 
privacy principles by transnational actors. 

In the late 1980s the policy pendulum swung back to domestic 
activists and interests. Especially in France, financial deregulation 
and fears about over-indebtedness stoked a debate about the pos-
sibilities of consumer credit rating to support consumers in their 
economic aspirations. Would lender access to accurate consumer 
data promote economic access for the formerly marginalized, as 
US regulators believed, or would it create a class of citizens who 
would be permanently excluded from the economic and social 
benefits of society, as the French concluded. As a growing number 
of European countries arrived at their own answers to this ques-
tion, policy initiative again shifted to the transnational level. From 
the late rggos, the European Commission worked with local data 
privacy authorities to draft a common European directive that 
would extend the European acquis to data privacy, while also 
helping to bridge differences in national legislation. In this sense, 
the story of data privacy is the story of post-war globalization. 
New norms emerged not through transnational action alone, nor 
solely through domestic policy dynamics, but in the regular pen-
dulum swing between the two. 
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Citizen-Consumers: 
Hyphenation, Identification, 

Depoliticization? 
JOHN CLARKE 

Euro-Atlantic societies have been increasingly imagined as con-
sumer societies, or as consumer cultures. Indeed, the mode of 
globalization dominated by those societies promised not just the 
spread of markets on a global scale, but also the opening up of 
the possibilities of consumption to societies denied its pleasures 
(particularly to those societies of the former Soviet bloc). In this 
essay, I draw on a study conducted with colleagues into the signifi-
cance of addressing users of public services as consumers. The 
study explored governmental discourses and the orientations of 
people who used services as well as those who worked within 
them. 1 We have written extensively about the study elsewhere, 
but here I want to concentrate on three particular social, political, 
and cultural dynamics that emerged as vital issues in the study 
and that link our concerns to those of this collection. These three 
themes are: 

J-Jyphenation: what happens when a new term, such as 'consumer', 
is inserted into existing governmental discourses such as those 
of citizenship and public services? 

Identification: how do people who use public services identify them-
selves and how do they relate to the identity of the consumer? 

Depoliticization: does the rise of the consumer identity mark an 

1 'Creating Citizen-Consumers: Changing Relationships and Identifications' was funded 
by the ESRC/ AHRB 'Cultures of Consumption' programme and ran from Apr. 2003 to 
May 2005 (grant number: RES-143-25-0008). We studied three public services (health, 
policing, and social care) in two places (Newtown and Oldtown). We distributed 600 ques-
tionnaires (returns from 106users and 168 staff= 46% return rate). We conducted 24 inter-
views with managers; 23 with front-line staff; IO with users, and held 6 user focus groups. 
The project team was John Clarke,Janet Newman, Nick Smith, Elizabeth Vidler, Louise 
Westmarland, based in the Faculty of Social Sciences at The Open University, UK. More 
details at <www.open.ac.uk/socia1sciences/citizenconsumers>, accessed II Nov. 2009. 
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attempt to depoliticize the relationships between public, public 
services and power? 

I turn to these themes after an introductory section that considers 
the place and significance of the figures of the citizen and con
sumer in the 'liberal social imaginary'. 

I. Delineating the Citizen and the Consumer

In recent years consumption and citizenship-and their associated 
figures of the consumer and citizen-have been treated as 
opposed and antagonistic principles of social organization; an 
antagonism that owes much to the 'marketizing' impulse of many 
recent national and international political projects. What the 
American commentator Thomas Frank calls 'market populism' 
has inspired a politics of transformation aiming to subordinate 
larger domains of social and political life to economic calculations, 
market logics, and the master identities of producers and con
sumers. 2 This political tendency, sometimes identified as 'neo
liberal', sees consumption and citizenship as articulated in a series 
of binary distinctions, as in Table r 1. 1. 

TAB LE r r. r Facets qf the citizen consumer distinction 

Source: John Clarke, Janet Newman, Nick Smith, Elizabeth 
Vidler, and Louise vVestmarland, Creating Citizen-Consumers: 
G1wnging Publics and Changing Public Seroices (London, 2007), 3. 
Reprinted by permission of Sage. 

These are profoundly simplifying distinctions and there are dif
ferent sorts of complications associated with them. First, these two 
figures coexist within the liberal political imaginary. Citizens and 
consumers are understood to occupy different areas or domains of 

2 Thomas Frank, One Market under God: Extreme Capitalism, Market Populism and the End ef 
Economic Democracy (New York, 2001). 

This table cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the table in the caption below.
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social life. 3 But the alignment of, and balance between, political 
and economic spaces is variable, both between societies and over 
time. During the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Euro-
Atlantic capitalist societies were marked by movements and strug-
gles that sought to confine and control the scope of the market, 
while broadening the de-commodified public realm. Enlarging 
political democracy and constructing public arrangements of 
welfare were two of the widespread dynamics, culminating in 
what has been called the 'golden age' of the welfare state, and of 
the nation-state.4 Since the late twentieth century, we have seen 
constant efforts to revise that balance between public and private, 
or between state and market, in favour of private action and 
market coordination.5 

Such efforts have been focused on liberating the market from 
its state-imposed inhibitions (varieties of regulation, direction, and 
constraint). Such trends have been variously represented as 
freeing capital, the market, and the entrepreneurial spirit, and 
even enabling labour to become more 'flexible'.6 But they have 
also been represented as freeing 'individual choice' for consumers 
in almost all areas of life. This is expressed in claims that modern 
Western societies have become 'consumer cultures'. Consumer 
cultures are understood to be dominated by the 'cash nexus': the 
exchange of money for desired goods and services. (It should be 
noted that although the conventional sociological term is the 'cash 
nexus', the most visible consumer cultures, in the UK and USA, 
for example, have been fuelled as much by credit/ debt as by 
cash.) It is in this context that the hybrid figure of the citizen-con-
sumer begins to appear, marking the potential spread of market-
based experiences, expectations, practices and relationships to the 
field of public services. 

The figures of the citizen and the consumer are somewhat less 
substantial in practice than their representations in the liberal 
social imaginary would suggest. There, the citizen strides forward: 
the bold and empowered embodiment of the republican tradition. 

3 Charles Taylor, Modem Social lmaginaries (Durham, NC, 2004). 
4 See e.g. Evelyne Huber andjohn D. Stephens, Development and Crisis of theWelfare State: 

Parties and Policies in Global Markets (Chicago, 2002); and Stephan Leibfried and Michael 
Zürn (eds.), Transformations ofthe State? (Cambridge, 2005). 

5 Hans Krause Hansen and Dorte Salskov-Iversen (eds.), Critical Perspectives on Private 
Authority in Global Politics (Basingstoke, 2007). 

6 David Harvey, A Brief History ofNeoliberalism (Oxford, 2005). 
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She or he self-confidently articulates political views, engages pro-
ductively in public dialogue, and makes demands on the state as 
a rights-bearing individual. Similarly, the consumer forms judge-
ments and makes choices, assertively pursuing self-interest and 
bursting free of social and political constraints. In practice, both 
of these figures have proved more contingent. The person of the 
citizen, that self-possessed and self-directing individual of the 
bourgeois public sphere, has been the focus of struggles to enlarge 
its scope-against the exclusions of property, gender, racial clas-
sification, and so on. Citizenship's substance, the content of rights 
and entitlements, has been the focus of extensive conflict, aimed 
at enlarging the areas of life that are 'de-commodified', or made 
subject to social or political, rather than economic, calculation. 

More recently, political projects have sought to 'roll back' such 
enlargements of citizenship or to reform them in ways more com-
patible with the flexibilities and freedoms demanded as the price 
of participation in the new global marketplaces. Such projects 
claimed that citizenship had become overblown, exceeding the 
proper limits of the political sphere and extending social and polit-
ical calculation into places where it had no business. There are 
three interwoven arguments here. The first centres on questions 
of intrusion and interference: the claim that there are domains of 
life in which the state has no proper place. The realms of the 
market and the family are the two most frequently claimed spaces 
of 'natural freedom' and the state should be restrained from 'inter-
fering' in them. Here we can see a connection to the second set of 
arguments that work on the distinction between the public and 
the private. Again, the market and the family are treated as essen-
tially private domains in which public interest and public powers 
represent an intrusion. Finally, there are arguments that centre 
on distinctions between individualized and collective domains of 
life where the expansion of citizenship is represented as threaten-
ing to transform areas of individual concern and practice into 
inappropriately collectivized ones ( often dismissed in terms such as 
'social engineering', or the failings of 'mass' provision). 

Like the citizen, the consumer has been a more complex figure 
in practice. Historically, there have been different images of the 
consumer. 7 At times, the consumer has been viewed through an 

7 See e.g. Patricia Maclachlan and Frank Trentmann, 'Civilising Markets: Traditions 
of Consumer Politics in Twentieth-Century Britain,Japan and the United States', in Mark 
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anxiety about consuming as a practice that 'uses up' scarce or 
valued resources. Such concerns persist, of course, in environmen-
tal and ethical politics around the excesses of contemporary con-
sumerism. 8 Consumers have also been the focus of collective 
mobilizations, a pattern somewhat at odds with the current val-
orization of the consumer as the highest point of individualism. 
For example, Trentmann reveals how the consumer interest was 
collectively organized around foodstuffs (such as bread and milk) in 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Britain.9 More recently there 
have been consumer mobilizations around such diverse issues as 
automobile safety, corporate politics, 'McDonaldization', and eco-
nomic globalization. 10 Despite the currently dominant rhetoric of 
consumer sovereignty, systemic imbalances between the collective 
power of producers and individualized consumers have produced 
fertile grounds for such mobilizations. 

In parallel with the social policy scholar Ruth Lister's comment 
that citizenship is an 'essentially contested concept', the cultural 
analysts Yannis Gabriel and Tim Lang's examination of different 
conceptions of the consumer emphasizes their contested and 
complex character. They argue that '[b ]y stirring various traditions 
together we are seeking to reclaim some theoretical recalcitrance 
for the concepts of consumption and the consumer. We introduce 
the concept of the "unmanageable consumer" to express this recal-
citrance.' 11 Gabriel and Lang offer nine variants of the consumer: 
the consumer as chooser, communicator, explorer, identity-seeker, 
hedonist, victim, rebel, activist, and citizen. The image of the con-
sumer that has dominated political and policy debate in recent 
years is the first of these, the consumer as chooser. This imagery is 
derived from economic discourse or, perhaps more accurately, 

Bevir and Frank Trentmann (eds.), Markets in Historical Contexts (Cambridge, 2004), 170-201; 
and Frank Trentmann (ed.), The Making ofthe Consumer: Knowledge, Power and Identity in the 
Modern World (Oxford, 2006). 

8 Nick Clarke, Clive Barnett, Paul Cloke, and Alice Malpass, 'Globalising the 
Consumer: Doing Politics in an Ethical Register', Political Geography, 26/ 3 (2007), 231-49. 

9 Frank Trentmann, 'Bread, Milk and Democracy: Consumption and Citizenship in 
Twentieth-Century Britain', in Martin Daunton and Matthew Hilton (eds.), The Politics of
Consumption: Material Culture and Citizenship in Europe and America (Oxford, 2001), 129-64. 

10 Matthew Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain (Cambridge, 2003); and id., 
Prosperity far AIL· Consumer Activism in an Era ofGlobalization (Ithaca, NY, 2009). 

11 Ruth Lister, Citizenship: Feminist Perspectives (2nd edn. Basingstoke, 2003); and Yannis 
Gabriel and Tim Lang, The Unmanageable Consumer: Contemporary Consumption and its 
Fragmentations (London, 1995), 4.
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what Frank calls 'market populism'. 12 As we will see, critical chal-
lenges to the consumerist turn in public policy have tended to rest 
on a mirror image of the consumer as chooser--the consumer as 
victim. In such debates, consumers are either the sovereign heroes 
of their own lives (independent, confident,judgement-forming, and 
choice-exercising agents), or the cultural dupes preyed upon by 
forces beyond their control (and often beyond their knowledge). 
This heroes/ dupes split has been a recurrent one in arguments 
over popular culture. 13 

In this context, I want to suggest instead that consumption and 
citizenship have historically existed in a series of articulated rela-
tionships within liberal capitalism, in which each figure-the 
citizen and the consumer--is both the precondition for, and alter 
ego of, the other. The current project to transform citizens into 
consumers, or to create the hyphenated and hybridized citizen-
consumer, marks a specific attempt at re-articulating the two 
figures for political and governmental reasons. 

II. Hyphens and Hybrids: New Labour's Articulations 

Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s in the UK 
embarked on a significant programme of public service reform in 
which 'state monopolies' were dismantled through processes of pri-
vatization, marketization, and managerialization. 14 Such reforms 
articulated consumer-like principles of choice in relation to public 
services: most notably 'parental choice' in education and the 'right 
to buy' in relation to council housing. Nevertheless, it was only with 
the arrival of'New Labour' governments in 1997 that the figure of 
the consumer, and ideas of modern society as a consumer culture, 
became a central integrating theme of public service reform. 15 New 
Labour built on a populist theme established in Thatcherism, the 
use of Public Choice theory to elaborate a distinction between 
Producer and Consumer Interests, in which government positioned 

12 Frank, One lvlarket under God, 23ff. 
13 See e.g. John Clarke, 'Pessimism versus Populism: The Problematic Politics of 

Popular Culture', in Richard Butsch (ed.), For Fun and Profit: The Transformation ofLeisure into 
Consumption (Philadelphia, 1990), 28-44. 

14 John Clarke and Janet Newman, The Managerial State: Power, Politics and Ideology in the 
Remaking ofSocial Welfare (London, 1997). 

15 John Clarke,Janct Newman, Nick Smith, Elizabeth Vidler, and Louise Westmar-
land, Creating Citizen-Consumers: Changing Publics and Changing Public Services (London, 2007). 
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itself on the side of the People (understood as Consumers) against 
the State (understood as monopolistic Producers). This populist 
representation of government was also institutionalized in a distinc-
tive set of practices in the performance management and scrutiny 
systems whose reach was enlarged by New Labour. 16 In the 
anthropologist Daniel Miller's study of New Labour's 'Best Value' 
inspection regime for local government, he identifies the 'virtual 
consumer' as central to the conceptualization of evaluation. In the 
process, the agencies of evaluation became endowed with, or laid 
claim to, 'the authority of the consumer'. 1 7 Miller argues: 'This 
logic seemed quite explicit and clear in the development of recent 
audits that seek to justify themselves as being carried out on behalf 
of "patients as consumers" or "students as consumers" or con-
sumers more generally.' 18 

Audit and inspection regimes such as Best Value positioned 
themselves as 'virtual consumers', representing themselves as rep-
resentatives of the consumer point of view. Producer interests were 
viewed as antagonistic to Consumer interests; but in the market-
place the (aggregate) effect of consumer power could keep 
Producers in line. In the process, Public Choice theory articulated 
a moral economy of 'mistrust', evoking a sceptical or cynical view 
of the 'public service ethos' as a smokescreen for venal and self-
serving Producer interests. New Labour's approach to public serv-
ices took up this distinction between the Producer and Consumer 
as a key feature of the reform programme: 'All four principles 
[ national standards, devolution, flexibility, choice] have one goal-
to put the consumer first. We are making the public services user-
led; not producer- or bureaucracy-led, allowing far greater 
freedom and incentives for services to develop as users want.' 19 

Although New Labour's consumerism drew on multiple voices, 
this conception of the sovereign consumer appears to be the 
central element around which the other, subordinate, elements 
were articulated. It was this that linked the figure of the consumer 

16 John Clarke, 'Performing for the Public? Desire, Doubt and the Governance of 
Public Services', in Paul du Gay (ed.), The Values ofBureaucracy (Oxford, 2005), 211-32. 

17 Russell Keat, Nigel Whiteley, and Nicholas Abercrombie (eds.), The Authority of the
Consumer (London, 1994). 

18 Daniel Miller, 'What is Best "Value"? Bureaucracy, Virtualism and Local 
Governance', in du Gay (ed.), Values ofBureaucracy, 235-54, at 235. 

19 Tony Blair, Speech to Public Sector Workers at the British Library, London, 16 Oct. 
200!. 
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to the project of 'state reform', connecting 'the people' to 
processes of privatization, marketization, systems of multiple 
providers, workforce recomposition and regulation, and systems of 
audit and inspection. In the New Labour discourse about public 
service reform, then, the figure of the consumer dominated the 
reworking of ideas of the citizen. Nevertheless, this did not 
produce a wholesale dismantling of more collective terms: notions 
of the public, communities, service users, and so on continued to 
appear. 20 So, too, did more service-specific terms, such as 
patients, passengers, and parents: 
In reality, I believe people do want choice, in public services as in other 
services. But anyway, choice isn't an end in itself It is one important 
mechanism to ensure that citizens can indeed secure good schools and 
health services in their communities. Choice puts the levers in the hands 
of parents and patients so that they as citizens and consumers can be a 
driving force for improvement in their public services. We are proposing 
to put an entirely different dynamic in place to drive our public services; 
one where the service will be driven not by the government or by the 
manager but by the user--the patient, the parent, the pupil and the law-
abiding citizen. 2 l 

But this is not just a plurality of different terms. Rather these other 
identities were increasingly subordinated to, or articulated around, 
the figure of the consumer. It was this capacity to organize an 
interlocking net of themes and identities that enabled the figure 
of the consumer to play such a central and directive role in New 
Labour's discourse of public service reform. But how should we 
understand this process in which multiple identities (and the social 
relations they imply) were brought together in this uneasily 
hyphenated assemblage of the citizen-consumer? Some writers have 
used the idea of hybridity to analyse both New Labour and neo-
liberalism. For example, the media studies scholar David 
Hesmondhalgh argues that: 
It is important to see the British Labour Party as having invented its own 
distinctive governmental project; one which undoubtedly involves neo-
liberal elements, but on different terms from the neo-liberalism of the 
New Right of the Reagan and Thatcher governments of the 1980s. 

20 This argument is developed at greater length in Clarke et al., Creating Citi.:.en-
Consumers. See also Catherine Needham, The Reform ef Public Services under New Labour: 
Narratives ef Consumerism {Basingstoke, 2007). 

2l Tony Blair, quoted in the Guardian, 24June 2004, 1. 
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Labour represents a new hybrid. Such hybridity on the part of Labour 
governments is not new, but this does not mean that the Labour gov-
ernment is simply accommodating itself to capitalism in the same way as 
previous Labour governments ... there is a strong neo-liberal element 
to this hybrid governmental formation that takes for granted marketisa-
tion and the erosion of the public domain. 22 

How does hybridization work in political projects? Do the ele-
ments, whether neo-liberalism or communitarianism, retain their 
essential character, or are they transformed in the encounter with 
other discourses and positions? In a cross-national study of neo-
liberalism and welfare reform, Catherine Kingfisher has drawn a 
distinction between the 'preliminary grammar' of neo-liberalism 
and its materialization in different forms in different places. The 
'preliminary grammar' of neo-liberalism (its general elements) is 
always embedded in hybrid formations: 'It is, in fact, only in the 
circulation of neoliberal related meanings and their articulation 
with other meaning systems that neoliberalism takes on its multi-
ple and contradictory lives.'23 

This points to the contradictoriness and instability of political 
projects. They are temporary alliances: assemblages of political 
discourses that are articulated unities-in-difference. 24 They are forged 
in the face of paradoxes, tensions, incompatibilities and contra-
dictions, rather than being coherent implementations of a unified 
discourse and plan. This suggests two important features of the 
hyphenated citizen-consumer. The first is that the hyphen denotes 
the focus of political work: the effort required to give the 'citizen' 
new meanings through its articulation with the figure of the con-
sumer. The second feature of this hyphenated articulation is that 
neo-liberalism comes to take on a particular local/ national char-
acter precisely through its necessary encounters with other polit-
ical discourses, oppositions, and projects. Stuart Hall has added 
to this view of articulation in describing the complex negotiation 
of neo-liberalism and other discourses as New Labour's charac-
teristic 'double shuffle'. He argued that: 

22 David Hesmondhalgh, 'Media and Cultural Policy as Public Policy: The Case of the 
British Labour Government', International Journal ef Cultural Policy, 11 / I (2005), 95-115, at 99. 

23 Catherine Kingfisher (ed.), Western Welfare in Decline: Globalization and Women's Poverty 
(Philadelphia, 2002), 12. 

24 For more developed statements of this view, see Janet Newman and John Clarke, 
Publics, Politics and Power: Remaking the Public in Public Services (London, 2009); and Aradhana 
Sharma, Logics ef Empowerment (Minneapolis, 2008). 
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New Labour is confusing in the signals it gives off, and difficult to char-
acterise as a regime. It constantly speaks with a forked tongue. It com-
bines economic neo-liberalism with a commitment to 'active 
government'. More significantly its grim alignment with the broad global 
interest and values of corporate capital and power--the neo-liberal, 
which is in the leading position in its political repertoire-is paralleled by 
another, subaltern programme, of a more social-democratic kind, running 
alongside. This is what people invoke when they insist, defensively, that 
New Labour is not, after all, 'neo-liberal'. The fact is that New Labour 
is a hybrid regime, composed of two strands. However, one strand-the 
neo-liberal-is in the dominant position. The other strand-the social 
democratic-is subordinate. What's more, its hybrid character is not 
simply a static formation: it is the process which combines the two ele-
ments which matters. The process is 'transformist'. The latter always 
remains subordinate to and dependent on the former, and is constantf:Y 
being 'traniformed' into the former, dominant one. 25 

The citizen-consumer provides one example of this discursive 
'double shuffle', in which the hyphen marks the work needed to 
subordinate and transform other conceptions of citizenship 
through the imagery of consumer choice and 'market populism'. 
It draws on, and gives voice to, 'older' or 'residual' conceptions 
of citizenship (as well as more recent or emergent challenges to 
the state and public institutions). But it does so by voicing them 
through the figure of the consumer. The consumer appeared as 
the dominant identity by being able to represent all these other 
positions. They could be reconciled in the figure of the citizen-as-
consumer. 

As a result, the citizen-consumer named new forms of relation-
ship: between producers and publics, between government and 
service providers, between those commissioning services and those 
making choices in a marketized field of services. In its attempt to 
reconcile conflicting forces through a discourse centred on the 
citizen-consumer, New Labour can be viewed as a political 
project that attempted to articulate a national interest, purpose, 
and sense of direction that took account of other positions and 
projects. But it did so while articulating them as subordinate and 
supporting voices-tying them into the 'mission' and attempting 
to dissolve their differences (and thus their status as alternative 
possibilities) in the process. 

25 Stuart Hall, 'New Labour's Double Shuffie', Soundings, 24 (2003), rn-24, at 19. 
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III. Identification: The Problem if Sceptical Subjects

In our study we asked people to tell us who they thought they 
were when they used public services-through both a multi
choice questionnaire and in conversations in interviews and focus 
groups. The key finding in this context is that very few identified 
themselves as consumers of public services, while not many more 
saw themselves as citizens in this context: see Table 11.2. 

TABLE II.2 Identifications with public seroices" 

a Questionnaires containing this list of identities were distributed to both users and staff of 
the three services. No cues were given as to the meaning of the terms; and people were 
allowed to select up to two that, for people using services, best identified who they thought 
they were when they used public services; and for staff, best identified who they thought 
people who used their service were. This table reports user views. Both consumer and cus
tomer were included as both terms were circulating in governmental and organizational 
discourses at the time. 

Source:John Clarke,Janet Newman, Nick Smith, Elizabeth Vidler, and Louise Westmar
land, Creating Citizen-Consumers: Changing Publics and Changing Public Seroices (London, 2007), 
128. Reprinted by permission of Sage.

We have discussed these results extensively elsewhere. In this
context, I want to consider the implications of people not identi
fying themselves as consumers or customers of public services. Is 
it significant that they do not sign up to, or occupy, the dominant 
discursive figures? I want to argue that it is significant both for 
New Labour claims about the social changes to which public serv
ices must adapt, and for Foucauldian arguments about new 
modes of governmentality that involve the creation of enterprising 
selves or consumer identities in the process of 'economising the 
social'.26 But I want to explore whether we should understand

26 Nikolas Rose, Powers qfFreedom (Cambridge, 2009).

This table cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the table in the caption below.
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subjection as primarily a process of commitment or as an effect 
of compliance. Do subjects occur because they come to recognize 
themselves in the dominant discursive figures? Or do they occur 
because the institutionalized relationships and practices require 
them to behave in certain ways? 

In the construction of the citizen-consumer, the latter view sug-
gests that the construction of fields of choice in which choice-
making is obligatory locates people in such a way that they will 
come to behave as if they are consumers. In such conditions (for 
example, in parental choice in schooling, choice of hospital, and so 
on), people are required to act as consumers whether they under-
stand themselves in such terms or not. That is to say, the 'conduct 
of conduct' may be accomplished by the regulating effects of a field 
of relationships and practices rather than through forms of identifi-
cation or subjectification. This may be what Margaret Thatcher 
called the TINA effect (There Is No Alternative): compliance is 
what is required, rather than commitment. Such behavioural com-
pliance may bring identification or subjective attachment in its 
wake, but it is not a necessary requirement. In short, people may 
behave like consumers, even if they do not think of themselves as 
consumers. 

In one of our interviews, a rather different version of this 'com-
pliance' model is explored, with the interviewee reflecting on both 
the popular distance from the consumer identity and the use of 
consumer-like practices to make demands on public services: 
I think what people want are good public services. I think they want 
good local deliverable public services. I don't think they want-I don't 
think they want to apply consumer principles to those. I don't think they 
want choice, I don't think they want competition and I don't think they 
want market forces. I think they want good, um, schools, good hospitals, 
good GPs ... 

I think people behave as if it's true (that they are consumers] so I think 
people when they're not happy with something, um, employ the tech-
niques for dealing with it that they employ in a consumer, um, situation. 
So you know ... if they don't like what happened to little Johnny in 
school yesterday they will go and challenge in the way that they might 
if their fridge broke down after three days. So I think actually people do 
employ those techniques ... I think that might be because they haven't 
been given any other skills in part and because there are no other overt 
frameworks through which they necessarily understand they can do it . 
. . . I mean I think the fact that everybody ... is now accountable means 
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that everybody thinks they have a right to challenge and there's lots of 
good that's come out of that shift but I think the bad is that sometimes 
that's not the most productive way of dealing with something and it's 
often not the most appropriate. But it is consumerism. I mean that is 
what you do as a consumer. You would be-the strength lies with you 
because you're the purchaser and therefore that gives you the power. 
And I think people have taken that and apply it to all, um, all areas of 
dispute. (Newtown voluntary organization interviewee 01) 

Here the suggestion is that the practices of being a consumer offer 
one, and perhaps the only available, means of being assertive or 
demanding in interactions with public services, even if people do 
not seek choice, competition, or consumer principles. Being a con-
sumer implies what might be called 'transferable skills', rather 
than transferable orientations, principles, or identities. 

Centring on practices, rather than identifications, raises the 
important issue of the installation of a neo-liberal consumerist ori-
entation in public services. But it also creates further problems 
about how we assess or evaluate such developments, particularly 
in terms of identifying their 'consumerist' character. Making 
choices (particularly where people are compelled by state authority 
to make choices) is not the same as being a consumer. Choices 
take place in many domains, in very different fields of relation-
ships, and are realized through diverse forms of power.27 The 
consumer model of individual choice mediated by the cash nexus 
(or its proxies) is only one model of choice, even if it has been nor-
malized through the dominance of what Frank calls market 
populism. 

It may be important to distinguish orientations (such as being 
'assertive' or 'demanding') from the use of particular consumer 
techniques. At a behavioural level, how might we distinguish the 
practices of a choice-making or demanding consumer from an 
'expert' and 'co-producing' patient, or from an assertive, rights-
bearing citizen?28 There are multiple political, cultural, and per-
sonal routes to a sense of being 'entitled'.29 These comments point 

27 John Clarke, Nick Smith, and Elizabeth Vidler, 'The Indeterminacy of Choice: 
Political, Policy and Organisational Dilemmas', Social P6lili)I and Socie!}I, 5/3 (2006), 1-10. 

28 John Clarke and Janet Newman, 'What's in a Name? New Labour Citizen-
Consumers and the Remaking of Public Services', Cultural Studies, 21/ 4-5 (2006), 738-57. 
See also Needham, The R.eform ef Public Services. 

29 See e.g. Davina Cooper's analysis of competing conceptions of 'belonging' in 
Governing out ef Order (London, 1998). 
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to a problem with how the consumer has been conceptualized. 
Much writing about the consumer in relation to public services 
(from both enthusiasts and critics) treats the consumer as the 
embodiment of neo-classical economic models-rationalistic, cal-
culating, and atomized. For neo-liberals and their allies, the con-
sumer thus embodies the triumph of markets over repressive and 
constraining states. For critics it marks the de-socialization of the 
public realm. These positions share a presumption that consumers 
do, indeed, behave like 'consumers'. In contrast, the sociological 
and cultural studies literature on consumers and consumption 
tends to undermine this economistic conception of the consumer, 
pointing to the varieties of rationality in play in consumption 
(including the valorization of 'irrationality' in dynamics of pleasure 
and desire), and stressing the diverse social dynamics (personal, 
familial, communal, sub-cultural, local as well as global) that shape 
the practices and choices of consumption. These approaches chal-
lenge the apparent coherence and unity of the consumer as she or 
he is imagined in economic terms. 30 Instead they point to what 
Gabriel and Lang term the 'unmanageable consumer' whose 
defining feature is precisely his or her unpredictability. Neither the 
idealized sovereign nor the despised dupe, the consumer reappears 
as a mobile and multiple subject. Such approaches pose empirical 
and analytical questions. At their core is the question of how to 
think of subjects who are contingently willing and unwilling, and 
who are heterolingually dialogic (able to draw on and make use 
of diverse discursive repertoires), rather than being trapped in a 
binary dynamic of acquiescence or resistance. 

Explorations of the 'consumer' identity in our study were con-
sistently marked by scepticism, cynicism, distance, and refusal. 
These were the voices of what I have called 'subjects of doubt'. 31 

Such subjects reflect upon the dominant discourse, its interpella-
tions, and the subject positions it makes available. They reason 
about different sorts of identifications and the relationships they 

30 e.g. Gabriel and Lang, 771e Unmanageable Consumer; Daunton and Hilton, The Politics 
ef Consumption; and Trentmann, 77ze Afaking ef the Consumer. 

31 John Clarke, 'Subjects of Doubt', paper presented to Canadian Anthropological 
Society (CASCA) conference, University of Western Ontario, May 2004; id., Janet 
Newman, and Louise Westmarland, 'Creating Citizen-Consumers? Public Service Reform 
and (Un)willing Selves', in Sabine Maasen and Barbara Sutter (eds.), On Willing Selves: 
.Neoliberal Politics vis-a-vis the .Neuroscientific Challenge (Basingstoke, 2007), 125-45. See also Clive 
Barnett, Nick Clarke, Paul Cloke, and Alice Malpass, 'The Elusive Subjects of Neo-
Liberalism', Cultural Studies, 22/5 (2008), 624-53. 
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imply. They make choices about which identifications evoke the 
desired personal and political subject positions that they desire. 
They enact characteristic forms of what the anthropologists 
Dorothy Holland andjean Lave call 'dialogism', a Bahktinian 
conception of subjects who 'answer back'.32 These are people who 
recognize that they are being addressed, and are reluctant to 
acquiesce or comply. One interview in our study perfectly cap-
tured this dialogic reflexivity: 

The NHS is a service to users (in the local community). I know 'con-
sumer' and 'customer' imply choice and that is what we are supposed 
to want. I would consider it an acceptable achievement if everyone could 
have what was best in the matter of treatment as of right. There are 
certain cost considerations but that is another issue. 'Choice' may be a 
political ploy to take our eye off the ball and confuse us as to what really 
matters. Choice sounds a good thing-but is it? (Newtown Health user: 
patient and service user) 

Here we see a subject who hears the address and invitation of sub-
jection ('that is what we are supposed to want'), who can recog-
nize and name its political-cultural character ('a political ploy'), 
and who can articulate an alternative account of what we want 
(as a 'matter of right'). Such 'subjects of doubt' demand a form of 
analysis that pays attention to the multiplicity, fractures, and dis-
junctures in the circulation of discourses, rather than presuming 
that they are successful in recruiting or enrolling the subjects they 
seek. Instead, I think we need to be attentive to the profoundly 
uneven and incomplete processes in which subjects succumb, sign 
up, or comply but may also resist or prove recalcitrant and trou-
blesome. There is a danger in studying the processes of subjection 
through the aspirations of the dominant point of view. The temp-
tation is to see the world aligning with the plans, visions, or scripts 
of the dominant. Governmental projects like people to know their 
place. But people prove strangely, and unpredictably, reluctant to 
acquiesce. In analytical terms, this demands that we pay attention 
to the ways in which people fail to 'know their place'-or some-
times remain overly attached to it, when authority would like 
them to move to a new place. 

32 Dorothy Holland andJean Lave, 'History in Person: An Introduction', in eaed. (eds.), 
History in Person: Enduring Struggles, Contentious Practices, Intimate Identities (Santa Fe, N. Mex., 
2001), 3-33. 
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IV. Depoliticization? 

But what do these banal or everyday conversations have to do with 
politics and with processes of depoliticization? I suggest that an 
answer to this question must start from what is meant by 'politics'. 
In this context I will concentrate on the issue that the concept of 
depoliticization brings into view: the implication that all social rela-
tions and practices are, in some sense, political. They concern for-
mations of power and inequality, and they are contestable. This 
does not mean they are always and everywhere recognized as polit-
ical, but that they have the potential to be characterized and con-
tested as political. Such contestations point to the other 
arrangements of social life that are possible or imaginable. As a 
consequence, one key form of political action is the attempt to 
depoliticize: to deny the political character and consequences of 
some social arrangement. Power blocs often try to insist that key 
issues are 'above', 'below', or 'beyond' politics in an effort to deny 
conflict, to conceal values, and to suggest that there is only one 
way, or one best way, of proceeding. In such moves, the exercise 
of power is concealed. There are many strategies for trying to 'take 
things out of politics', or to take the 'politics out of things'; strat-
egies that attempt to render them natural or technical, necessary 
or inevitable. This is the process of depolitici;;:,ation which, according 
to the political philosopher Wendy Brown, 

involves construing inequality, subordination, marginalization and social 
conflict, which all require political analysis and political solutions, as per-
sonal and individual, on the one hand, or as natural, religious or cultural 
on the other .... Although depoliticization sometimes personalizes, 
sometimes culturalizes, and sometimes naturalizes conflict, these tactical 
variations are tethered to a common mechanics, which is what makes it 
possible to speak of depoliticization as a coherent phenomenon. 
Depoliticization involves removing a political phenomenon from com-
prehension of its historical emergence and from a recognition of the powers 
that produce and contour it. No matter its particular form and mechan-
ics, depoliticization always eschews power and history in the representa-
tion of its subject. 33 

Consumerism, as a political and governmental strategy, contained 
a double movement ef depoliticization. First, it sought to disconnect the 

33 Wendy Brown, Regulating Auersion: Tolerance in the Age qf ldentiry (Princeton, 2006), 15. 
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complex relationships between the public and public services that 
include political dimensions (about power, inequalities, and the 
formation of collective identities and interests). Instead, the rela-
tionships were re-imagined as both individualized (contained in 
the interaction of consumer and provider) and particularized 
(located in the specific service or need at stake). Secondly, this 
deployment of consumerism sought to tum collective-potentially 
political-decisions about public services into technical matters. 
Once things are framed by the questions of choice and efficiency, 
a whole apparatus of marketizing and managerializing tools and 
techniques falls into place, displacing the possibility of collective 
deliberation about needs, desires, relationships, and forms of 
authority. Catherine Needham, for example, has argued that this 
process of depoliticization combined the introduction of con-
sumerism into public services with the use of marketing and con-
sumer methods in political processes (such as focus groups, 
opinion polling, satisfaction surveys, and so on), involving the 
depoliticization of public services and the de-democratization of 
politics. 34 It may be that the sceptical subjects we encountered in 
our study are resistant not just to consumerism, but to the disman-
tling of a variety of collective, communal, political identifications 
and relationships-leading to the implied loss of publicness itself. 

Making things public may not be the same as making things 
political but they are interwoven in complex ways. The French 
political philosopher Jacques Ranciere has argued that making 
issues, relationships, and forms of power public involves a politics 
of wrestling them from their private confinement. 35 Making 
'private' matters public is itself a process of politicization, or 
perhaps re-politicization. But even when they arrive in the public 
domain and become addressed as public issues, there is still the 
contest over whether they are political. Ranciere suggests that 
public issues are subject to contestation between a govemmentalizing 
logic (what he calls the 'logic of police') and a politicizing logic (the 
logic of politics or democracy). The former is depoliticizing. It seeks 
to take things out of politics and submit them to technical calculat-
ing frameworks (cost, efficiency, and so on) or to expert judgement 
(outside or even 'above' politics). The latter, the politicizing logic, 

34 Catherine Needham, Citizen-Consumers: New Labour's Mark£tplace Democracy (London, 
2003). 

35 Jacques Ranciere, The Hatred ef Democracy, trans. S. Corcoran (London, 2006). 
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seeks to make issues the subject of collective debate, contestation, 
and reflection. This double relationship of public and political indi-
cates how significant the project to construct the public as a con-
sumer of services was-and how important the insistence of people 
using services that they were members of collectivities (publics, 
communities) might be. Publicness both makes possible collective 
identification (or forms of solidarity) and provides the conditions 
for debating the value of serving and supporting such publics. 
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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 
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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. 
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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. 
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HEINZ-GERHARD HAUPT 

The active consumer emerges from recent research. No longer 
seen as an object of manipulative capitalist forces or individualiz-
ing consumer practices, he raises his voice, demanding political 
and cultural discussions and contributing to them, to definitions of 
the political realm, and to the liveliness of civil society. The aim 
and title of this volume and the arguments in its essays illustrate 
that this approach is rich and can provoke interesting research 
questions. It makes a great deal of sense to follow these prise de 
paroles, these interventions of different groups of consumers in 
political and cultural life. 1 But the active consumer is himself the 
object of politics, definitions, and strategies. The originality of the 
present volume is to join these two perspectives in stressing the 
importance of opinion polls and market research. This critical 
'observation of the observers' (Niklas Luhmann) can demonstrate 
that by categorizing and interpreting consumer attitudes and dif-
ferentiating them according to consumer practices, they can 
defend specific and particular visions of society. As the essay by 
Judith Coffin shows, a specific image offemininity was developed 
in France during the 1950s by the magazine Elle, which also coop-
erated in polls with political opinion studies. Other essays make 
clear that opinion polls question class categories, for instance. In 
this sense they are not only technical instruments but parts of 
social and political history. They also contribute, as the essays by 
Trumbull and Higgs demonstrate, to an important trend towards 
storing and using data linked to the consumer, and to practices 
which are seen by data privacy movements as posing a danger to 
liberty. 

One might nonetheless follow market research in deconstruct-
ing the holistic category of the consumer in historical studies. 

1 See Frank Trentmann, 'The Long History of Contemporary Consumer Society: 
Chronologies, Practices, and Politics in Modern Europe', Archivfiir Sozialgeschichte, 49 (2009), 
rn7-28. 
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Social history studies show that men and women entertained dif-
ferent relations to consumer goods and consuming practices. Old 
and young people chose different goods and the ethnic connota-
tions of consumption were underlined, as were the differences and 
transfers between town and countryside of consumer goods as a 
means of distinction. Regions and towns displayed different pat-
terns of consumption. Social groups used different consumer 
goods differently. Social history approaches may help to differen-
tiate consumer practices and to situate them within different soci-
eties and social relations. 2 These results of previous studies should 
not be lost in the discussion of the political role of consumption 
and consumers. 

One of the dangers of focusing research on the relationship 
between consumer and citizen is that these social microstructures 
of consumers and consumer practices might disappear. This 
danger is greater when research deals with this relationship at a 
national level and looks at how consumer interests were labelled 
by governments, political parties, and interest groups. In this 
context consumers appear more as a reference group than as 
actors in their own history. A careful look at local conditions, 
political life, and the political commitment of citizens to consumer 
issues may be helpful in overcoming this shortcoming. Debates 
about shop opening hours and the building of malls and market 
halls are highly political, and local citizens have participated in 
them in the past and continue to do so now. It is highly relevant 
to know whether they were men or women, young or old, middle 
class or working class, migrants or indigenous, what arguments 
they used, and how they tried to penetrate and influence the polit-
ical field. The political structure of towns, their associational life, 
and the possibilities and traditions of political participation are 
also important factors in this context. In a word, local case studies 
are extremely useful for detecting the secret of the links between 
consumers and citizens, and for providing a more detailed image 
beneath the general picture of consumer politics and participa-
tion. Until now they have largely been lacking. 3 

2 For these dimensions in the context of German history see Heinz-Gerhard Haupt 
and Claudius Torp (eds.), Die Konsumgesellschqft in Deutsch/and 1890--1990: Ein Handbuch 
(Frankfurt am Main, 2009), 130-220. 

3 One exception is a study of a small town in the departement of Gard Pont-Saint-Esprit 
and an analysis of poisoned bread: Steven L. Kaplan, Le Pain maudit: Re/our sur la France des 
annees oubliees 1945-1958 (Paris, 2008). 
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This research will also start to take the concept of multiple iden-
tities of the actors seriously, and will look at the different identities 
of consumers and citizens. At this level, as the present volume 
shows, the clear-cut distinction between consumer and citizen 
may not make much sense: local citizens might see themselves and 
act as purchasers of specific goods in certain shops, as residents of 
particular streets, as retailers, religious believers, or members of 
local associations or political parties. To isolate one element ana-
lytically within these multiplicities is not very useful. 

Another danger that studies dealing with the impact of politics 
on consumers face is that of overestimating programmatic decla-
rations and the logics of certain politics. It is not very convincing 
to affirm that the neo-liberal apotheosis of choice conditions the 
consumer's behaviour more than his or her interests or Eigensinn. 
A useful way to counter this tendency is to study the implemen-
tation of decisions, laws, and political projects. As John Clarke's 
research shows, New Labour's project of changing the users of 
public services into 'clients' had no direct and immediate impact 
on the attitudes and positions of the citizen. Most of the users 
questioned were not victims of this rhetorical illusion. This gap 
between governmental rhetoric and decision-making on the part 
of citizens and consumers is not limited to the present. In a recent 
historical study of consumer politics during the Weimar Republic, 
Claudius Torp demonstrates that many legislative and executive 
measures developed in the early 1920s to control consumer and 
retailing practices were not applied at local level. 4 

This is not to argue in favour of a return to mere social history 
studies. Citizens and consumers behave-and this is not an inven-
tion of the post-1945 period-under the influence of consumer 
politics and socially disseminated images of the consumer which 
change over time. The consumer is a category which different 
actors in the past easily charged with different values, obligations, 
and rights. Frank Trentmann opened up an important field of 
research when he looked at discussions in different European 
countries. 5 Methodologically it is not easy to demonstrate the 
impact of this cultural framing of consumption and consumer on 

4 Claudius Torp, 'DasJanusgesicht der Weimarer Konsumpolitik', in Haupt and Torp 
(eds.), Die Konsumgesellschefi in Deutschland, 250-67. 

5 Frank Trentmann (ed.), 17ze Making ef the Consumer: Knowledge, Power and Identi!Y in the 
Modern World (Oxford, 2006). 
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their actions in, and perceptions of, society. Cultural studies on 
the appropriation of visions of luxury or necessity by specific 
groups at certain times are needed. Arguments stressing the 
analogy between images of consumers and broader cultural or 
political trends can at least be made. There is evidence that a 
vision of society based on individual choices propagated by 
opinion polls after 1945 should be seen in relation to a more 
general trend to challenge and alter the concept of a class society 
or gender roles by the use of categories and discourses. They 
could be considered as much a sign of a broader cultural and 
political evolution as a factor in it. Rainer Gries affirms that the 
goods themselves sent out a social and individual message which 
consumers, by constant buying, have received. If we accept his 
argument, these messages stress the values of, and orientation 
towards, the middle strata of society. 

Political debates on consumption and consumers are only at 
first glance restricted to consumption and consumers. From the 
early modern period on, they touched on a huge variety of ques-
tions and topics. They dealt with the boundaries between luxury 
and necessity, needs and pleasures, but were also concerned with 
social boundaries. Debates on credit and granting credit, for 
instance, frequently illustrated positions about the future of the 
working classes and were part of a broader politics of integration 
or exclusion. 6 It has also been shown how strongly the images of 
social justice emerged in food riots, not only during the nineteenth 
century, but also after the First and Second World Wars. A 
specific 'moral economy' was linked to conflicts over food distri-
bution and quality. In this context, it is important to detect what 
is at stake when questions of consumption are politically discussed. 
If one follows Pierre Bourdieu, the political sphere is a field of 
struggle between specific actors and deals with the hierarchy of 
categories and values. It would also be important for historical 
studies to identify the goals of these struggles and to indicate the 
visions of power and society at stake. 7 

Every study on citizen and consumer has to address the debate 
on whether consumption has a depoliticizing effect on citizens in 

6 Alain Chatriot, 'Proteger le consommateur contre lui-meme: La Regulation du credit 
a la consommation', Vingtieme Sieck: Revue d'histoire, 91 (2006), 95-w9. 

7 Pierre Bourdieu, 'Le Champ litteraire', Actes de la recherche en sciences sociaks, 89 (1991), 
3-46. 
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modern societies, or whether consumption issues can be politi-
cized. The current volume also tackles this problem. The field 
itself is potentially political. As the satisfaction of basic needs is 
one of the major factors legitimizing modern states, the quantity 
and quality of the supply of basic goods to the population becomes 
a political issue, especially when this supply is not organized con-
veniently. Even during the First World War, government pressure 
to demonstrate national unity did not prevent food riots and polit-
ical arguments being directed against the state and its failure to 
organize a food supply. On this occasion as on others, govern-
ments were judged on their ability to maintain markets and 
ensure safe and adequate nutrition. 8 In Europe, this political 
concern about food provision led to conflicts even after 1945; in 
the global South this problem is still current. 

The history of the politicization of consumption can also be 
written as a history of consumer concerns and experience being 
brought to the political debate. It has been shown how difficult it 
was to establish qualitative norms for goods and to push state 
authorities to exercise control, especially when producers were 
organized in powerful pressure groups. Willibald Steinmetz 
has shown this in relation to disabled children born in western 
Germany. It took a long time for their parents to prove the link 
with a drug that their mothers had taken during pregnancy, to 
bring their problems into the public sphere, and find political 
support. The process of politicizing problems which consumers 
experienced with an important branch of production was long 
and difficult. But once politicized, drug consumption remains a 
potentially political issue on the political agenda, and it has 
become difficult to deny its public and political importance.9 This 
issue is part of the obligation of a state which stresses its concern 
for the well-being of the citizen, and seeks its legitimization in this 
field. The politicization of consumption is not necessarily linked to 
the mobilization of consumers in consumer cooperatives, for 
instance. It is also effective and present in the evaluation of given 
structures. Matthew Hilton rightly argues that the development 

8 Belinda]. Davis, Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and Everyday Life in World War I Berlin 
(Chapel Hill, NC, 2000). 

9 Willibald Steinmetz, 't/ngewollte Politisierung <lurch die Medien? Die Contergan-
Affare', in Bernd Weisbrod (ed.), Die Politik der Ojfentlichkeit: Die Ojfent/ichkeit der Po/itik 
(Gottingen, 2003), 195-228. 
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of fairtrade and ethical consumption groups is not a political 
action in the traditional sense. Nonetheless, these groups have suc-
ceeded in anchoring the problematic nature of the food chain 
between metropolitan regions and dependent societies in the 
public debate and the political sphere. In doing so, they have put 
this relationship on the political agenda and, in case of problems, 
the state cannot deny its responsibility in this field. As other 
studies show, to depoliticize topics once they are part of the polit-
ical field is difficult. 

The essays presented in this volume are exceptional as they also 
deal with consumers and citizens in a comparative perspective. 
This is unusual because so far, research on consumption is mainly 
national and, because of the richness of research in Britain and 
the USA, very much biased towards Anglo-American experiences 
and problem definitions. Most of the research in other European 
countries tries to situate itself in relation to the British or 
American example. But certain specific approaches arise in other 
European countries. Comparative studies can help to situate 
national experiences within a specific chronology. It would be 
important to know whether 'the consumer' was invented in the 
period before 1914, or whether this figure of political discourse 
emerged much later in societies where self-sufficiency remained 
important and agrarian structures were predominant, such as 
Italy, Spain, Greece, and Ireland. A comparative look at the social 
and political actors who promoted this figure would also be 
important. In France, social reformers and radical politicians were 
more important than the Social Democrats who discovered con-
sumption issues in Germany before 1914. It would also be interest-
ing to know how and when the state recognized the importance 
of consumers. One approach would be to find out when specific 
governmental institutions were established and with what respon-
sibilities for consumption issues. Alain Chatriot looks at these 
issues in France in the 1970s. An examination of consumer organ-
izations and their part in the political field would also be useful in 
order to establish whether consumption was a focus of organiza-
tion, and whether these organizations were recognized by the 
political power. Political values attached to consumption could 
also be usefully compared. Was there any equivalent in other 
countries to Britain's Rochdale spirit, which claimed to take into 
account not only the interests of the individual, but also of others, 
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and to respect the common good? Was the concept of society 
respecting everybody's capacities and needs as put forward in the 
German Democratic Republic during the 1950s and the early 
1960s more widely represented in political debates? 10 Even 
remaining within the context of Europe, it is necessary when 
addressing these questions to include the situation in southern, 
northern, central, and Eastern Europe in our comparison. So far, 
studies of consumption have concentrated predominantly on 
Western European countries. 

Comparative and entangled history are increasingly linked 
today. The transfer of the political experiences of consumers and 
consumer organizations is a largely unknown field, or dominated 
by the American experience. The history of consumer coopera-
tives is an exception, and is well covered by comparative and 
transnational studies. As entanglement should not overshadow the 
obstacles to exchange and mobility, research is needed on con-
sumer organizations resisting foreign goods and the introduction 
of outside consumption structures and forms. My remarks have 
shown that the political history of consumption is promising. But 
it is in its very early stages. The present volume on the 'voice of 
the consumer' is an important starting point. 

10 Ina Merkel, Utopie und Bedürfnis: Die Gesdzichte der Konsumkultur in der DDR (Cologne, 
1999), 
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