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CHAPTER 1

The Origins of Marketing and 
Market Research: Information, 

Institutions, and Markets

Hartmut Berghoff, Philip Scranton, and 
Uwe Spiekermann

Only very naive economists believe that markets are perfect mecha-
nisms of self-coordination and that their signals are clear enough 
for everyone to understand. Given the high rate of failed prod-

uct launches and corporate bankruptcies, market signals cannot be all that 
unambiguous. To understand them is far from a trivial pursuit. Operating 
in markets means working with incomplete information and severe risk 
exposure. The historical development of markets over the last 200 years or 
so has done little to redress their imperfection. On the contrary, as industri-
alization and early globalization broke down regional and national barriers, 
markets became much harder to understand. They grew ever larger and 
more anonymous. Rapid technological and cultural change made them ever 
faster moving targets for those who sought to understand them.

In sociologist Niklas Luhmann’s terminology, corporations and markets 
are different subsystems of society. As the complexity of markets is too great 
for any individual to understand, intermediaries and interpreters who con-
centrate on a limited number of the markets’ core features are needed. Their 
work, which bridges the gap between the subsystems of markets and corpo-
rations, is generally called marketing.1 Marketing tries to process informa-
tion on markets and translate it into a language that corporations can use 
to steer their activities. It is about reconciling the imperatives of production 
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with the needs and desires of customers.2 The agency of consumers gener-
ates insecurity among marketers, who have to develop methods to overcome 
information asymmetries.3 This task calls for professional, even scientific 
expertise, as well as special instruments and institutions.

Squaring the Circle? Periodizing Marketing History

It would be useful to have a master narrative that permitted us to describe 
how modern marketing and market research developed over roughly the last 
200 years. This effort would entail unambiguous periodization with well-
defined stages and obvious turning points in order to offer a clear frame-
work in which to embed the many individual case studies we have. Such 
a narrative, however, will not be forthcoming anytime soon for a number 
of reasons. First and most obvious, even in the Western world, different 
countries and regions have seen distinct patterns of economic development 
and divergent market structures. Second, individual products called for dif-
ferent types of marketing, which prohibits generalizations for any historical 
phase. Third, research on marketing history is a relatively recent field, and 
it is deeply divided between those studying marketing thought and the rise 
of the academic discipline,4 on the one hand, and marketing practices in 
firms and markets, on the other.5 These communities have different roots, 
namely management and marketing studies, the history of science, and eco-
nomic, business, or cultural history. They set their own agendas, interact 
only occasionally, and ask very different questions. There have not yet been 
any attempts to synthesize the findings of these fields into one history of 
modern marketing.

Finally, the periodization of marketing history is fiercely contested. 
There is no consensus on where to start chronologically. Some authors claim 
that the history of modern marketing began in the Middle Ages or the 
early modern period.6 Most researchers concentrate on the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries but cannot agree on any stage model. Indeed, one over-
view lists nineteen competing models for these two centuries.7 The most 
well-known—with a focus on marketing practices in the United States—is 
Richard Tedlow’s four-stage sequence. Its starting point is “fragmentation,” 
that is, markets with regional modes of operation (pre-1880s); followed by 
“unification” or national mass marketing (1880s–1920s); “segmentation” or 
marketing differentiated by age, lifestyle, class, and other socioeconomic 
variables (1920s–1980s); and finally “hyper-segmentation,” that is, market-
ing for ever smaller segments of the markets, even individuals, using custom-
ized approaches (post-1980s).8 This model suggests close interaction with 
technological change. It identifies modes of production, transportation, 
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and communication—rather than the elaborations of academics—as the 
key drivers of marketing history. For example, Tedlow shows that the advent 
of radio and the Internet had profound implications for the methods that 
marketers used to target their audiences. While many researchers refer to 
Tedlow’s model, however, many others contradict it vehemently9 and find 
ample evidence to suggest a different chronology, for instance, one based 
on the incidence of market segmentation in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries.10

As for marketing history as a history of ideas, there is also no accepted 
developmental model of how the subject evolved. Who the intellectual 
founding fathers of the now thriving discipline were is just as contested as 
what its main ideas were. It is clear, however, that the process of establishing 
itself as a successful discipline began in the 1890s, when the first lectures on 
the subject were given at American universities, and it gained momentum 
after 1902, when the first marketing courses were introduced.11

Although already successfully practiced by pioneers of the branded goods 
industries in the late nineteenth century, marketing ideas around 1900 were 
still dominated by pragmatic approaches that were usually based on expe-
rience.12 Marketing experts generally had no formal training. Intuition was 
more important than textbooks and theories.13 Over the course of the twen-
tieth century, however, marketing established itself as an academic disci-
pline and became more theoretically grounded. The growing demand for 
college-trained marketing experts was driven by a rapidly growing number 
of branded consumer goods and fresh and industrially processed agricul-
tural products.14

With the help of the emerging sciences of applied psychology and sociol-
ogy, marketing techniques became more refined, a process that went hand 
in hand with fundamental changes in society at large. In the United States, 
the Roaring Twenties ushered in modern consumer society with its dazzling 
variety of products.15 At the same time, the legacy of the First World War 
triggered severe crises in Europe and, after 1929, in the United States as 
well. All these factors called for more sophisticated approaches to selling.16 
The mounting demand for advice and guidance helped to establish and 
strengthen marketing as an academic discipline.

In the first part of the twentieth century, various social sciences—
especially geography, demography, psychology, and sociology—became 
the main sources of inspiration. In the 1920s, the emergence of competing 
schools like the so-called commodity, institutional, regional, and functional 
schools17 bore witness to the successful institutionalization and differen-
tiation of the new field. All four schools concentrated on aggregate market 
behavior and were strongly influenced by demand theory in microeconomics. 
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The commodity school tried to classify products and link them to cer-
tain types of consumer behavior. One of its leading figures was Melvin 
Copeland,18 who famously differentiated between convenience, shopping, 
and specialty goods, a distinction made even before World War I that is 
still with us today. The functional school analyzed distinct marketing activ-
ities—such as transport, finance, risk sharing, advertising, and sales—as 
performed by different actors such as producers, wholesalers, and retailers. 
The institutional school first worked on the justification of the existence 
of marketing intermediaries because many contemporaries believed, in 
accordance with Marxist views, that middlemen did not create any value 
and only added excess cost to the product. Subsequently, the perspective 
shifted to the structure of distribution chains. What were the benefits and 
disadvantages of integrating marketing functions into one’s own organiza-
tion instead of cooperating with independent economic agents? The idea 
was to identify optimal channel design. The regional school “viewed mar-
keting as economic activity designed to bridge geographic or spatial gaps 
between buyers and sellers.”19 With strong impulses from economic geog-
raphy, this school of thought analyzed trade flows among different regions 
or across the boundaries of areas within which certain consumers were likely 
to shop.

After World War II, increasing affluence became a problem not only for 
critical intellectuals but also for businesses that had to deal with progres-
sively complex buyers’ markets. The supply of goods exceeded demand in 
many consumer markets. In marketing theory, the “managerial marketing 
school” emerged.20 It focused on the strategic orientation of corporations 
and redefined marketing from a functional activity at the end of the value 
chain to a pervasive task that dominated every stage of a firm’s operations. 
This was a kind of revolution, for the new approaches postulated the pri-
macy of marketing over production, of marketing experts over engineers. 
The overall focus on aggregate market behavior gave way to the search for 
methods that were supposed to control individual behavior. The common 
leitmotif was the belief that the marketer could direct and even manipulate 
the market process. The rise of market research, already underway since 
the 1920s, accelerated as a consequence.21 Enduring concepts like product 
life cycle, marketing mix, and product differentiation were developed.

In the late 1950s and 1960s, marketing theory and methodology became 
more sophisticated. At the same time, the “systematic and exchange school” 
set a new paradigm. Whereas the marketing management school believed 
that producers were able to structure markets in a unilateral fashion, the new 
school stressed the interactive nature of market exchange. It was increasingly 
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seen as a highly complex, multilateral process in which consumers were 
conceded more agency then before.22

At that time, and especially after 1970, more marketing chairs were cre-
ated around the world. As the focus shifted from aggregated demand to 
individual consumers, the “behavioral marketing school” came to the fore 
and used concepts from social, cognitive, and organizational psychology to 
unravel the mystery of consumers’ minds.23 Interviews and laboratory exper-
iments became standard procedures that promised to solve the problem of 
consumers’ unpredictability in societies that offered a constantly increasing 
number of choices.24

In the 1960s, marketing began to benefit greatly from enormous advances 
in information technology. Data mining became possible in dimensions 
hitherto unimaginable. The use of UPC- and EAN-barcodes since 1973, 
and of radio-frequency identification from 2003, marked further decisive 
steps; they helped to create tremendous purchasing datasets that could then 
be integrated into the supply chain with dramatic consequences for pro-
duction and stockkeeping.25 Most recently, marketing has tried to integrate 
the methods and findings of neuroscience to better understand patterns of 
perception and preference formation and to integrate the emotional and sen-
suous dimensions of consumer behavior.

Even though the sequence of these schools suggests a fairly tidy struc-
ture of order and progress, the picture is much more complicated. Older 
schools did not simply stop when a new one emerged but instead lived on 
without dominating the field any longer or reemerged after some decades 
under a new label. Old and new ideas somehow merged, and competing 
schools influenced each other. All in all, it is impossible to draw hard and 
fast boundaries.

This volume does not attempt to synthesize the disparate accounts of 
marketing history into one broad trajectory. We doubt whether this is even 
possible. It is also not our aim to present a superior periodization model. 
Instead, we aim to highlight some key issues in the history of marketing. 
As just shown, the transformation of marketing from an activity based on 
practical know-how to a management tool relying on science is one crucial 
line of development. At the same time, marketing history was driven by the 
influence of preeminent individuals, frequently outsiders or charismatic fig-
ures who established new paradigms or fashions. Their contribution is often 
overlooked. Finally, we want to counter linear narratives of a progressive 
advance of science over practical experience because practitioners with little 
or no theoretical understanding of their profession continued to play a large 
role throughout the twentieth century.
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Gurus, Enchanters, and Prophets: The Great Men of Marketing

Marketing received impulses not only from changing markets, transforming 
technologies, and burgeoning academic attention but also from outstand-
ing individuals who were not fully integrated into either the corporate or 
the academic world. Despite many points of contact with both, these indi-
viduals typically worked as freelancers or ran their own small companies. 
As consultants, they significantly impacted the development of marketing. 
With stunning success, they created a market for their services, which ranged 
from training and publishing to consulting. People from a variety of fields 
that ran the gamut from the arts to psychology, journalism, and the fringes 
of academic research entered this rapidly growing market. Quite often, they 
were mainly masters of self-marketing who impressed their clients with 
unorthodox ideas. It would, however, be misleading to dismiss them as mere 
charlatans, as many of their ideas proved extremely successful.

One of these influential, yet unorthodox experts was Hans Domizlaff.26 
Wanting to become a painter, he lived the life of a poor bohemian in Paris 
for a while. During World War I, he became a pilot but crashed while train-
ing. Due to his injuries, he was able to continue his studies, yet he never took 
a degree. In 1918, he set himself up as a painter. He also organized concerts, 
staged plays, and worked as a set designer. He first encountered market-
ing matters in 1919 as a freelancer for a printer who produced advertising 
materials. In 1921, he started working for the then medium-sized German 
cigarette manufacturer Reemtsma, for which he designed several highly suc-
cessful brands.27 Contrary to the dominant style of cigarette ads at the time, 
which played with “the exotic,” Domizlaff favored a minimalist style. At a 
time when the German cigarette market was strongly regionalized, he cre-
ated the first national brands. Reemtsma thus became the biggest tobacco 
producer in Germany, and Domizlaff was recognized as Germany’s leading 
marketing consultant.

Beginning in 1934, Domizlaff worked for Siemens, and in 1939, he pub-
lished his famous textbook on brand technology, which consultants still read 
today. In it, Domizlaff adopted the style of an omniscient genius, present-
ing twenty-two laws of advertising. For him, brands were living creatures 
trying to win a monopoly over people’s minds: “The style of good brand 
advertising has to be the style of a young lady who must never be obtrusive 
or unrestrained but who must master the secret art of seduction until men 
fall prey to her.”28 He insisted on the artistic, even esoteric, character of his 
profession: “The success of good advertising copy is almost beyond com-
prehension. One must resort to the mysterious process of the transmission 
of vibrations.”29 Domizlaff thought that market research was utterly useless 
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and did not listen to the sales representatives who regularly toured the shops. 
He enjoys cult status among many practitioners to this day, but it is doubtful 
whether he really understood the market. A close analysis of his work reveals 
that his strategies involved a lot of trial and error and, in many cases, simply 
did not work. Of course, these errors are conspicuously absent from his writ-
ings and those of his disciples.30

Another influential expert was Ernest Dichter, a contemporary of 
Domizlaff. There were some parallels in their careers; however, the dif-
ferences were marked, for Dichter had a doctorate in psychology and was 
much closer to science than Domizlaff. Dichter became the leading rep-
resentative of motivational research, which revolutionized market research 
in the United States after 1940.31 This son of a Jewish family was raised in 
Vienna under modest circumstances and was later strongly influenced by 
Freudian psychoanalysis. Already during his time at the Vienna Institute 
for Economic Psychology, Dichter used in-depth interviews to trace uncon-
scious, mainly sexual, motives behind purchasing decisions. As the influ-
ence of the Nazis mounted, Dichter left Vienna in 1937 and earned a living 
as a commission salesman in textiles in Paris. In 1938, after immigrating to 
the United States, he joined Esquire magazine and worked for an advertis-
ing agency and CBS. In 1946, he founded the Institute for Motivational 
Research, which he incorporated in 1952 and which grew to include as 
many as sixty-five full-time staff members and several thousand part-timers. 
Dichter claimed to hold the key to the hidden world of consumers’ true 
motives. Asserting an ability to penetrate deep into the souls of people and 
products, Dichter spawned heavy criticism among cultural pessimists and 
those engaged in consumer protection. Vance Packard, especially, targeted 
him.32

On the other hand, the business community responded enthusiastically 
to Dichter. In the 1940s, he influenced Chrysler’s product policy after his 
legendary study “Mistress vs. Wife” appeared.33 It showed that men asso-
ciated convertibles with the qualities of a lover but, for practical reasons, 
purchased sedans, which they saw as “reliable and boring” as their own 
wives. The conclusion drawn from this was that one should design a car 
that appealed to both motivational spheres, namely, hardtops, which went 
on to become rather successful. Dichter’s fixation on the sexual implications 
of market transactions was very much in line with Luhmann’s theory of the 
necessary reduction of complexity. Looking at Dichter in this way, the one-
sidedness of his approach might have been the reason for his success.

His list of clients was long and included leading corporations in the 
United States and Europe. Besides his exploration of links between the 
subconscious and the market, Dichter’s success derived in part from his 
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accomplished self-promotion as an expert who possessed the key to the hid-
den secrets in consumers’ psyches. He fashioned himself as a social thera-
pist who freed consumers from the remains of their puritanical feelings of 
guilt.34 In this view, consumption helped people to realize their potential, 
and it paved the way for free democracies around the world. In the expand-
ing consumer society of the postwar period and in the mentality of the Cold 
War, Dichter had his finger on the pulse of American society. Whereas some 
vilified him as an omnipotent manipulator, others celebrated him as a mar-
keting genius and prophet of a better world.

The Persistence of the Practical Man

Despite the emergence of modern experts such as Domizlaff and Dichter, as 
well as the much larger number of specialists who received academic train-
ing in marketing, we must beware of linear narratives that see such men 
replacing the old-fashioned practitioners as a matter of course, leaving mar-
keting professionals, in the end, to reign supreme. Matters were much more 
complicated. In many cases, practitioners remained influential.35 Somehow, 
they integrated the assistance of outside consultants and academic research 
without losing control of their normal business operations, often produc-
ing hybrid structures that combined marketing with other aspects of their 
businesses. We still lack case studies that inform us about the contributions 
and power of the various actors involved; however, the contributions in this 
volume by Daniel Robinson and Josh Lauer show that practical men played 
a prominent role in the development of early techniques for data mining and 
market segmentation.36 Even today, practitioners such as salespeople are far 
from insignificant, even in large corporations.37 Not surprisingly, then, their 
influence continued to be much greater in the mid-twentieth century than 
success stories of increasing marketing professionalism suggest.

Bertelsmann’s rise to become Europe’s largest media company under-
scores this circumstance. While still a medium-sized publishing and printing 
house in 1950, it decided to set up a book club. The risk was enormous, but 
the move eventually paid off; almost 3 million club members were recruited 
by 1960. One might be tempted to explain this success as a consequence 
of a market being easy to understand at a time when millions of Germans 
had lost their books through the war. Since there were thirty competing 
book clubs, however, this explanation is insufficient. Rather, the success of 
Bertelsmann hinged on its cooperation with bookshops and traveling book-
sellers—groups the other book clubs antagonized. In addition, the company 
inaugurated creative and massive advertising campaigns. Finally, the books 
were relatively inexpensive but nonetheless high-quality hardbacks.



Origins of Marketing and Market Research  ●  9

Two men designed this approach, Johannes Thordsen, head of the asso-
ciation of traveling booksellers, and Fritz Wixforth, head of the Bertelsmann 
sales department. Thordsen had been on the road for many decades, and 
Wixforth had joined Bertelsmann back in 1911. Neither had the faintest 
background in marketing theory, but they knew a lot about the book mar-
ket. Their expertise was purely practical, and their new idea for a book club 
was good but certainly not ingenious. The first years were mainly trial and 
error. In the end, however, they were surprised and overwhelmed by their 
success.38

Bertelsmann took things further when it discovered that the data on 
its book club members was invaluable. As early as the 1950s, the company 
documented all sales, sent out questionnaires, and used punch cards to set 
up member profiles (see cover image). These activities helped the company 
to gear its book club toward members’ literary tastes. Moreover, once it had 
this information, it was also able to use it for market research outside the 
book sector. Bertelsmann now offered services to other companies, from 
simple address lists to integrated services such as direct mailings. By 1973, 
the company had profiles of about 50 million consumers and was one of the 
largest address dealers in Germany. Practitioners alone, not formally trained 
marketing professionals, created this marketing machine, and trial and error 
rather than theoretically informed business plans predominated. External 
marketing experts did not play any role in Bertelsmann’s operations in the 
1950s, although their services would have been readily available.

In concert with the previous two sections on marketing scholarship and 
marketing consultants, the example of Bertelsmann reinforces a central fea-
ture of marketing history. Neither detailed analysis of the development of 
marketing as a science nor additional biographical information on leading 
marketing practitioners nor more details on marketing practices in indi-
vidual firms are alone sufficient to understand the historical development 
and significance of marketing as both a management tool and, in a broader 
sense, a social technology. Marketing theory was important for systematiz-
ing and simplifying the complex field of understanding markets, but none 
of the heterogeneous and often contradictory approaches was able to guar-
antee success in business or predict the preferences of consumers. The field 
remained diverse and contested. The “great men of marketing” could make 
a difference in specific markets; however, in contrast to their own prom-
ises and sometimes hubris, their ideas were not able to establish durable, 
sustainable marketing structures. Practical men remained important and 
were often decisive in the rise of innovative business concepts and products. 
At the same time, however, these practitioners normally could not manage 
multilayered structures and more mature markets. Consequently, it is still 
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necessary to conduct historical research on both marketing theory and the 
large number of successful practitioners who operated without reference to 
theoretical frameworks. Indeed, the varied origins of marketing—and of its 
deep, far-reaching impact on societies, economies, and politics—requires 
that such research consider the broader economic, social, and cultural con-
texts of marketing. In order to profit from and fuel interdisciplinary syner-
gies, this historical research must encompass a more general scope than the 
histories of theories, marketing experts, and individual firms often do.

Key Questions and Concepts

To understand the rise of marketing and market research, we need to under-
stand what these two overlapping fields are about. We must understand 
what problems they tried to grapple with and what their goals and methods 
were. Put into simple language, marketing deals with three broad complexes: 
information, institutions, and markets. First, it is important to stress that 
there is no such thing as objective information in marketing. Such informa-
tion is inherently ambiguous. Its production and interpretation are deeply 
value-laden and influenced by the gatherer’s intentions. It directly relates to 
the reduction of complexity in Luhmann’s sense, as the number of categories 
for consumers and products has to be small, and these categories tend to 
ignore finer differentiations. Market research does not just rely on develop-
ing consumer profiles, although these are certainly necessary for gaining a 
rough understanding of the marketplace and making informed investment 
decisions. Market research also actively fashions and transforms consum-
ers and markets. As Sean Nixon shows in this volume, marketing experts 
helped create the average consumer housewife in Britain in the 1950s and 
1960s.39 Nor was this the first project of its kind in Britain. In the 1930s, 
market researchers in government agencies sought to produce citizen con-
sumers, as Stefan Schwarzkopf ’s chapter demonstrates.40 To understand 
markets, experts profiled consumer tastes, and their various sales-related 
activities left their mark on consumers and markets. Alexander Engel shows 
in his contribution that selling synthetic indigo in nineteenth-century mar-
kets still dominated by natural dyestuffs called for a redesign of demand.41 
Marketing required actively creating and shaping markets. Work practices 
and taste patterns had to be changed, manuals distributed, and advice pro-
vided. In the end, however, relations between producers and sellers were far 
from one-sided, as the former adhered or adapted to demand patterns that 
remained differentiated. Businesses might get the image of the consumer 
wrong, but they could not operate without at least some idea of consumer 
needs, desires, and buying habits. All this happened many decades before 
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the systematic and exchange school rediscovered the significance of bilateral 
relations in marketing.

The rubric of information includes the measurement and classification 
of commodities and other products. Struggles over these activities need to 
be explored, for their processes and reliability also entail enormous ambigui-
ties. Jamie Pietruska’s chapter on crop forecasters in the American cotton 
industry prior to World War I shows that all sorts of measurements were 
made in this important sector, but they were neither contiguous nor coor-
dinated. In fact, market actors did not know much about the principles 
behind them, but the key issue was that people measured and made pricing 
decisions based on those measurements without necessarily knowing much 
about the instrumentation side of their provenance. They made decisions 
based on supposedly objective information whose ambiguous nature they 
did not sufficiently appreciate.42

There are also underspecified and unpredictable relationships between 
information and two other core concepts in this area—data and knowl-
edge. Market research data becomes information when it is used for mar-
keting purposes and a commodity when it is sold. But it is not clear when 
it becomes knowledge or if it ever does so. Knowledge demands depth and 
context, and marketing literature all too often uses knowledge and informa-
tion interchangeably.43

Roughly speaking, there are two schools of marketing thought. One 
favors psychology and science whereas the other privileges statistics by ana-
lyzing demographic and other data. Both approaches involve utilizing pre-
diction to overcome market uncertainty. Expectations of future events are 
necessary to make decisions in the present, even though these expectations 
might turn out to be unreliable. Economic sociologist Jens Beckert goes so 
far as to call them indispensable “fictions.”44 Indeed, market research can-
not overcome the fundamental unpredictability of the future. At best, it 
reduces uncertainty—that is, it improves the probability of certain expecta-
tions being met—by methodically gathering and evaluating information. 
It seems difficult to judge if these efforts comprise a system or a science. 
Indeed, these attempts to understand markets seem to be at odds with all 
pretentions to an exact science or rigorous system. It might be productive to 
explore this tension.

In order to come closer to understanding markets, marketing experts 
struggle to reduce complexity in a trial-and-error fashion without a specific 
theory of how to accomplish this task.45 This approach generates error-prone 
simplifications. What are the rules to tell them about what to select so that 
they can simplify? How do they judge their results? If these are unsatis-
factory, they start over, select other things, and run simulations again. 
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Computerized programming offers a great variety of test methods. It seems 
that one of the problems of the whole effort is that the human objects of this 
search-and-study exercise will not stand still. They are more complicated 
than the questions asked about them. They are more sophisticated than the 
classifications established to comprehend them, and the result might be a 
great deal of wasted effort.

To understand the history of marketing, we have not only to apprehend 
the nature of information collected and analyzed, but we must also explore 
institutions. Like information, this seemingly self-evident problem is any-
thing but straightforward. Institutions are normally defined in two ways. 
At one level, they seem to be synonymous with organizations of one sort or 
another; however, at another level, institutions, especially among anthro-
pologists, refer to practices and sometimes the artifacts connected to those 
practices.46 We have to ask what the relevant institutions for market dynam-
ics are and how that roster of institutions changes over time. But that is not 
sufficient because there are changing configurations of institutions, that is, 
groups or clusters of institutions, all of which are necessary in one fashion or 
another for markets to function.

Moreover, there are many actors involved, and there is no linear relation 
between a firm with something to sell, a marketing unit with some way to 
sell it, and a customer who is supposed to be influenced. Instead, there is a 
much larger context to be considered. A comparison of the real estate busi-
ness in various countries would have to look at differences in legal and fiscal 
systems, for example. Similarly, the marketing issues explored in Gregory 
Donofrio’s chapter on self-service gas stations in the United States since the 
1960s were specific to that time and space.47 If one looked at other countries, 
places, and times, one might see different cultural practices centered around 
gasoline and automobiles.48

Finally, after information and institutions, we must address the complex 
structure and dynamics of markets. However, the focus on consumers and 
marketing as well as demand and exchange entails the danger of oversimpli-
fying the larger development of markets, which also depended on the supply 
side, that is, production, technology, and logistics. Modern economic analysis 
is mainly all based on exchange. There is an awkward neglect of production. 
Exchange is what economic theory is about, but production is a key factor of 
growth. The more we slip into talking about marketing and consumerism 
while losing touch with production, the more we adopt a simplistic concept of 
the market. A balanced view has to include technological change and its reper-
cussions in terms of production methods and productivity. But our research 
cannot stop there. Markets rely on conventions, which are shaped in part by 
their legal environment and cultural norms, including many unspoken rules.
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Then there is competition, which often gets lost in a notion of marketing 
that is structured along an axis comprising the maker, the marketer, and the 
consumer. Competition complicates things, not least by raising the question 
of substitutability. What one makes can be competed with not just on price: 
its very substance can be substituted with another product. The classic case 
of this phenomenon is the slide in the quantity of steel and the rise in the 
quantity of plastics in automobiles—and the implications of this develop-
ment not only for steel producers.49

Moreover, market actors need credit. First of all, we have to think about 
working capital as a part of the enterprise structure that is trying to address 
marketing. A recent study has shown that a great deal of the stock mar-
ket activity in twentieth-century America was not about raising money to 
build plants, buy machinery, or anything else. Rather, it was about obtain-
ing working capital by selling shares of stock or taking up bonds to expand 
inventories in order to deal with the expansion of one’s marketing plan. 
Firms went to the stock market as an extension of their marketing strat-
egies.50 On the other side of the spectrum, buyers need credit to overcome 
tight liquidity positions and to buy products that are otherwise beyond their 
current means.51 Such circumstances affect not only corporate and public 
clients who cannot finance larger investments out of their own funds but 
also consumers who need to bridge the gap between their liquidity and their 
needs or desires. The German electrical engineering firms Siemens and AEG 
sold trams and power plants to municipalities around the world, and they 
usually offered credit facilities as well because many towns simply could not 
afford to pay the enormous bills at once. Likewise, department stores and 
car manufacturers had credit departments or their own banks to boost turn-
over.52 Sales finance, however, was and is only one part of the story. Credit 
has several marketing functions too. As Josh Lauer’s chapter shows, it offers 
access to intimate data on consumers and thus opens up vast opportunities 
for finely tuned promotional activities.53

Lastly, we have to consider market constraints. Products are not leg-
ible to people who do not have adequate knowledge of their purpose and 
place of origin. One of marketing’s tasks is to overcome those constraints of 
ignorance that prevent people from knowing that they could benefit from 
certain products. But there are other constraints in markets, too. There are 
those that have to do with distance and fragility, and there are all sorts of 
physical and, in some sense, emotional dimensions to markets that act as 
impediments.

A general issue affecting all of these aspects of understanding markets con-
cerns the efficiency or quality of marketing. Pietruska’s chapter about cotton 
forecasting underscores this quite remarkably. How good are prognoses and 
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by what criteria can we measure them? Even if instruments are constantly 
improving, the increased dynamics of markets make them harder to under-
stand as time spins along. It seems that the marketing profession does not 
get any better at it. Their challenges mount, and they try to keep up with 
them by developing and using improved methods. Nonetheless, in the end 
they are approximating, and incomplete information and exposure to risks 
that actors cannot well gauge will remain a feature of modern markets.

New Research Projects and Findings

Case studies reveal how marketing practitioners have grappled with the 
complexities of markets and the dangers of misunderstanding them. But 
these case studies are not adequate by themselves. Indeed, studying them 
in isolation risks overgeneralizing. To reduce the potential for error inher-
ent in such a situation or, in other words, to learn to distinguish the typical 
from the exceptional cases, we need to examine many specific cases. We 
also have to relate these individual studies to the broad questions outlined 
above, for these questions offer an analytic framework that promises to tran-
scend the particularities of specific examples. This combination of broad 
questions, theoretical approaches, and manifold case studies is what this 
volume is about. Drawing on in-depth examples, it explores how market 
knowledge was generated and used at different points in history and in dif-
ferent contexts. The reader will find answers to crucial questions about eco-
nomic, social, and cultural history. What methods were applied? How did 
the relationship among practical men, academic experts, and other market-
ing professionals change over time? How did they come to terms with the 
fundamental problem of uncertainty, of limited knowledge about the exist-
ing state of the markets and future outcomes? When and in what way did 
marketing begin to shape society at large? How far did it reach into people’s 
everyday practices and worldviews?

Businessmen tried to establish a large variety of sometimes contradictory 
forms and standards of market-related knowledge to increase their chances 
of commercial success and profits by making markets more calculable. For 
such efforts, contrary to most periodization models, industrialization was 
no real watershed. In chapter 2 of this book, Alexander Engel characterizes 
the preindustrial indigo market as a result of interactions between produc-
ers and experts. On the one hand, knowledge of production techniques, the 
variety of nuances, and the product itself made it possible for the indus-
try to establish quality grades. On the other hand, differing tastes and lev-
els of purchasing power, both defined by merchant-producers, permitted 
the successful segmentation of regional and national markets. In the late 
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nineteenth century, the introduction of synthetic indigo changed the mar-
ket rapidly and led to severe uncertainty among the producers of so-called 
natural indigo. In one significant way, however, the structure of the market 
remained unchanged: the increasing number of varieties of dyes and the 
changes in production methods did not affect the power of experts to define 
the quality standards of these products. Only the locus and nature of exper-
tise changed.

Jamie Pietruska’s analysis in chapter 3 of the American cotton market 
around 1900 convincingly calls the rationality of such expert systems into 
question. She shows that private market forecasters were able to influence 
prices and markets by exploiting the industry’s dependence on many “natu-
ral” factors such as weather conditions. There was ample scope for specula-
tion and misrepresentation, but the information provided by the experts 
influenced markets because agents and large-scale customers believed in it. 
At the same time, there was a struggle between competing knowledge pro-
ducers, mainly private “forecasters” and the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
Although cotton prices remained volatile and market uncertainty high, 
the use of statistical methods allowed more rational risk calculation in the 
long run.

In chapter 4, Daniel Robinson looks at another form of early market 
research with similar problems of reliability and a notoriously bad reputa-
tion. The American patent medicine industry of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries was a pioneer not only in aggressive advertising but also 
in direct marketing. By the interwar years, these roots were often forgotten 
or even consciously ignored as the marketing profession strove for respect-
ability. The marketing of patent medicines was a shady business. Cures were 
overpriced and in most cases ineffective. Faked testimonials, unsubstanti-
ated claims, and deceit were bedrocks of the industry’s advertising practices. 
Mail-order suppliers pioneered methods of direct and even one-to-one mar-
keting by soliciting letters from prospective clients, whom they promised an 
individual diagnosis and a customized medicine. To obtain the right medi-
cine, would-be customers submitted their personal data; however, all they 
received was a standardized product, a cure-all remedy. The mail-order pat-
ent medicine firms amassed enormous quantities of data, which they used 
to tailor allegedly customized offers for patients in mail campaigns, even 
though all clients received the same substances. The firms also sold this data 
to other companies and “letter brokers,” who offered it to other companies 
in batches of 1,000 contacts or more. All in all, this ethically ambivalent 
industry proved extremely innovative in its marketing methods and became 
a pioneer in information acquisition and data processing long before these 
methods were analyzed and refined by academic marketing experts.
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Uncertain information and the distorting influences of monopolistic 
experts also provoked criticism of realtors in the Parisian housing market 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As Alexia Yates shows in chapter 5, 
this rapidly changing service industry tried to centralize and standard-
ize information on houses and apartments. Nevertheless, noncommercial 
and local expertise remained decisive. Still, the real estate agents acted as 
the crucial “decoders of Paris’s complex urban space.” Their expertise was 
socially embedded; they knew their quarters and the tricks for obtaining a 
domicile. Since this circumstance aroused public criticism, real estate asso-
ciations tried to establish codes of conduct, albeit not very successfully, and 
the monopoly of experts led to uncertainty. Asymmetrical information was 
in some ways the foundation of the real estate agents’ businesses, so they 
had to balance using their local knowledge for their clients’ interests against 
using it for their own. New institutions and intensified regulation by local, 
regional, and national authorities were supposed to break the reign of the 
real estate agents. However, added competition, new media, and growing 
transparency were not able to cure market inefficiencies.

Market inefficiencies were an important reason for increasing state inter-
vention from the late nineteenth century onward. Séverine Antigone Marin 
demonstrates this in her study of commercial museums in Europe and the 
United States in chapter 6. The beginnings of this institution to promote 
exports can be traced back to the early nineteenth century, when it was used 
to promote new (read: foreign) technologies. However, larger investments 
were not made before the 1880s, when the long depression led not only to 
more state intervention but also to a decline in free trade. The newly estab-
lished museums were supposed to educate companies on how to market their 
goods. Comparisons between foreign and domestic products were supposed 
to enable businessmen to learn more about standards in foreign markets 
and how to improve their own marketing efforts. Commercial museums 
helped to encourage exports and intensified the relationships among pro-
ducers, merchants, and the state. On the one hand, these institutions were 
based on the old liberal notion of the benefits of free information, Ricardo’s 
idea of comparative advantage, and the idea of common interests among 
businessmen of one particular nation. On the other hand, their limited suc-
cess made clear that foreign trade policy was increasingly becoming an arena 
of heterogeneous interests. There was a growing rift mainly between heavy 
industry and emerging branches such as chemistry, electrical engineering, 
and consumer goods. This diversification gave rise to new institutions, such 
as private agencies, and to early market research, eroding the position of the 
commercial museums by 1900.
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One new private institution gaining in importance around this time was 
the department store. In chapter 7, Josh Lauer analyzes the retail sector and its 
response to the growing complexity of the market. His study undergirds the 
salience of practical experience for the early phase of modern marketing. In 
the 1920s, U.S. department stores began to tap their credit departments as a 
source for customer-related information. What was then called “credit control” 
amounted to the systematic gathering of personal and transactional data, which 
was used for direct marketing, market segmentation, and relationship market-
ing. The background of this amazing transformation of the somewhat drab 
credit ledgers, from solely tools to exclude bad risks into powerful marketing 
instruments, was also made possible by the vast expansion of consumer credit 
in the United States from 1880 and the application of new and highly effi-
cient filing technologies. Moreover, department stores had realized that credit 
customers spent more than cash customers and that the enormous amount of 
resulting credit data could be turned into a gold mine if put to a more profit-
able use than just the evaluation of customers’ creditworthiness. What started 
as internal data mining ended as a thriving business. Lauer’s essay contradicts 
Tedlow’s periodization model and clearly proves that market segmentation and 
retail data mining emerged much earlier than the 1960s and 1970s. It was 
already a common practice in the interwar years. The American mass market 
of that period was less homogeneous than previously thought because its dis-
aggregation and the targeting of small market segments and even individual 
customers had already become realities well before World War II.

Although market research portrays itself as the epitome of a private-
sector service industry that serves the free market, and although market-
ing history has so far almost completely disregarded actions of the state, 
Stefan Schwarzkopf reminds us in chapter 8 that there is a long history 
of market research in and for the public sector. In interwar Britain, the 
state was a key player in the development of market research. Following the 
fundamental reconfiguration of the political economy before, during, and 
after World War I, the British state took on an increasing number of new 
responsibilities. Among them was the promotion of exports and tourism and 
the provision of basic foodstuffs, broadcasting, and diverse social services. 
For these purposes, several ministries and quasi-governmental institutions 
employed state-of-the-art market research methods and helped the sector to 
become more viable and professional. There was a close exchange with lead-
ing experts in the private sector, many of whom had found their first jobs 
or accounts with these public organizations. Their common interest was to 
observe, measure, and interpret consumer demand and behavior. In the end, 
it made no difference if they worked for public or private clients.
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With chapter 9 by Sean Nixon, the volume shifts attention toward the 
role of marketing theory and its interaction with marketing practice. The 
London office of J. Walter Thompson, in its attempt to understand the ins 
and outs of the modern housewife, had a rather distanced attitude toward 
overblown, speculative theories. This European branch of the U.S. agency 
used the latest American methodology (consumer panels, segmentation by 
demographic variables, motivation research) and at times directly cooperated 
with Ernest Dichter. However, it was also influenced by British approaches 
to social research (mass observation). It combined and carefully adapted its 
American methods to British patterns of consumption, which were more 
strongly shaped by class divisions than the American mass market. There 
was, however, also a pronounced skepticism toward the far-reaching claims 
of motivation research. All in all, the agency adhered to a pragmatic mixture 
of different approaches. Without fully subscribing to any one theoretical 
school, the agency captured consumers’ subjective attitudes; key economic, 
technological, and social changes in postwar British society; and the sym-
bolism and psychology of consumption.

On the other hand, the key elements of a “scientific” approach were 
often questionable, as chapter 10 by Kenneth Lipartito on the reception of 
motivation research in the United States after 1945 makes evident. While 
exponents of subliminal advertising claimed to possess a powerful and irre-
sistible tool for influencing consumers, serious research revealed only lim-
ited effects, if any at all. Nevertheless, the “subliminal menace” gave rise 
to intense debates that in many ways were typical of Cold War hysteria. 
Subliminal manipulation was perceived as a threat to American freedom 
and individualism, and these anxieties were magnified in a climate of politi-
cal and cultural insecurity. After discussing the beginnings and precursors of 
modern advertising and market research, Lipartito analyzes the position of 
the Austrian American immigrant Paul Lazarsfeld, one of the most promi-
nent academics in the debates about advertising and the consumer society in 
general.54 With the help of action theory, Lazarsfeld argued that consumers 
were by no means passive victims of manipulation in an atomistic society. 
Instead, they were active individuals firmly integrated into communities 
and groups. Hence, advertising was not a manipulative but rather a reactive 
instrument. To be effective, it had to relate to preexisting preferences and 
aspirations. This view was shared by Ernest Dichter, who famously pro-
claimed, “tell me how you buy and I will tell you who you are.”55 For him, 
advertising played a therapeutic role by freeing individuals from inhibitions 
and feelings of guilt and by opening up a bright world of hedonistic con-
sumption. Although not all market researchers shared Dichter’s euphoria, 
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most of them rejected subliminal advertising as unsound and damaging to 
their reputation.

These debates were typical for the end of the postwar boom years, which 
were followed by the energy crises and the stagflation of the 1970s. In chap-
ter 11, Gregory Donofrio’s case study on the history of gas stations reminds 
us that this crisis also affected the service sector. The transition from full-
service to self-service gas stations forced oil executives to revise their habit 
of associating station designs and sales strategies with gender stereotypes 
because nearly half of all American drivers were women. Ernest Dichter and 
others stressed the “specialized needs” of female customers, recommend-
ing that gas stations be made aesthetically pleasing, safe, and easy to use. 
Donofrio demonstrates that female consumers already were an important 
part of the market at the end of World War I, so gas station owners and oil 
executives began to transform filling stations into pleasant and comfortable 
extensions of family homes. Such expensive service efforts were no longer 
affordable in the early 1970s, however. It took a major marketing effort to 
persuade consumers to pump their own gas.

Most of the contributions in this volume deal with capitalist market 
societies in which market research and marketing are perceived as socially 
beneficial activities that enhance market efficiency. During the Cold War, 
however, communist regimes in large parts of the world favored planning 
and central coordination as superior models of resource allocation. For them, 
the market mechanism stood in contradiction to rational planning because 
it apparently deceived consumers and engendered false needs. Consequently, 
communist elites rejected marketing. This story was much more compli-
cated, however, as Patrick Hyder Patterson shows in chapter 12, in which 
he examines the reception of marketing in Eastern Europe during the Cold 
War. Market research was not only understood as an instrument of manipu-
lation, but it was also recognized as essential to the improvement of socialist 
economies. This pragmatic approach stimulated marketing efforts from the 
1960s onward, although such efforts were often denounced as “capitalis-
tic.” Patterson identifies stark differences among East Germany, Hungary, 
Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia, although marketing experts in all of these 
countries sought to satisfy consumers. Market research, often regarded 
with suspicion, was used as a tool to learn more about people’s demands, 
while consumer policies, including marketing, were supposed to educate 
citizens on how to consume rationally. These efforts can be seen—at least 
in Hungary and Yugoslavia—as a distinctive form of “socialist marketing,” 
even if their methodologies and advertising forms resembled those employed 
in Western countries.
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Patterson’s essay demonstrates the need to expand future research geo-
graphically beyond what is called the “Western World.” We need to know 
more about how marketing worked in non-Western contexts and how it 
went transnational. How did it deal with cultural borders? Could global 
strategies be adapted to local circumstances?56

We need more detailed material on individual companies, products, 
and campaigns in order to arrive at more reliable general conclusions and gain 
a clearer, more substantial picture. This empirical research, however, must be 
integrated into the broader topics of information, institutions, and markets. 
The complex interaction between theory and practice, between the world of 
academia and the world of commercial and political actors, deserves our atten-
tion. In the nineteenth and the first part of the twentieth century, practical 
men led the way, and much of marketing theory was based on their experi-
ences. From the 1920s onward, theoretical approaches and their enchanters 
gained more and more influence and started to have an impact in the industry 
itself, albeit without dominating the field in a one-sided fashion. Marketing 
history must go further, however. During the last decade, the historiography 
of consumption has grown into a vivid and fascinating field because its leading 
scholars have been able to learn from each other, having in many ways been 
looking at the same phenomena from different perspectives. Likewise, there 
are encouraging developments in the field of marketing, especially in analyz-
ing the interaction between corporate strategies and sociocultural dynamics.57 
All in all, however, the exploration of the history of marketing and market 
research has only just begun. It is a worthwhile venture because understanding 
markets means understanding the world in which we live.

*  *  *

This book had its genesis at a conference entitled “Understanding Markets: 
Information, Institutions, and History,” which was held at the Hagley 
Museum and Library in Wilmington, Delaware, and was cosponsored 
by the German Historical Institute (GHI) in Washington, D.C.58 We 
wish to extend our special thanks to Roger Horowitz, Carol Lockman, 
and their colleagues at Hagley. We are also grateful to the conference 
participants for the stimulating presentations and discussions, which led to 
deeper reflections on the history of marketing and market research and to 
the essays in this volume. Our thanks also go to Mark Stoneman at the 
GHI for his keen editorial work. Lastly, Chris Chappell, Sarah Whalen, 
and their colleagues at Palgrave Macmillan helped to turn our manuscript 
into a book.
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CHAPTER 2

Selling Indian Indigo in Traditional 
and Modern European Markets, 

1780–1910

Alexander Engel

Indigo is a high-quality dyestuff, the most important colorant for blue 
in history,1 which in terms of value accounted for a third of total British 
dye consumption in the late eighteenth century.2 At that time, European 

demand was satisfied by Caribbean plantation produce, foremost from the 
French colony Saint-Domingue (now Haiti), whereas British indigo produc-
tion was by and large confined to South Carolina and Georgia. Starting 
in the 1780s, the East India Company and newly migrated British plant-
ers tried to establish European indigo production in India and to conquer 
European markets. Aided by the downfall of Saint-Domingue as a planta-
tion colony in the 1790s, this venture panned out.3

During the nineteenth century, indigo from British India took a world 
market share of 80 percent or more. At the same time, however, the dye busi-
ness underwent a fundamental transformation. Industrially produced dyes 
began to oust natural dyes in the mass markets from the late 1870s onward. 
In the 1890s, the German chemical company BASF managed to synthesize 
indigo from aromatic hydrocarbons on a commercial scale. With the market 
launch of its Indigo Pure B.A.S.F. in 1897, Indian planters and their London 
intermediaries faced a new form of competition. The indigo planters con-
sidered adapting their production and distribution to this challenge—albeit 
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too late and consequently in vain. Within a decade, German indigo had 
conquered the world market.

Both the rise and fall of British Indian indigo can productively be inter-
preted as attempts by the planters to understand their markets. Around 
1800, they successfully worked out how the traditional indigo market func-
tioned. A century later, however, they grasped only belatedly and incom-
pletely the transition from a traditional to a modern indigo market that 
BASF had brought about. In this chapter, sources from the British Library’s 
India Office Records are used to reconstruct collective thought processes 
in both periods. By generalizing these findings, it is possible to trace how 
traditional markets transformed into modern markets and how the under-
standings of the participants in these markets changed.

This chapter first offers an account of the circumstances under which 
European indigo production was established in Bengal. Next, it analyzes the 
calibration of this production system to the specific needs of the European 
markets. To be able to take up the story a century later, the chapter then 
summarizes how a new stage was set by the rise of industrial dyes and the 
launch of synthetic indigo. Analysis of the planters’ reaction to the result-
ing market conditions follows. Finally, the chapter offers some generalized 
remarks about the cultural construction of the traditional and modern dye 
markets, and it concludes by considering how the requirements for under-
standing markets changed during the transition to modernity.

Setting Up British Indigo Production in Bengal in the 1780s

Three developments brought about an attempt to establish European indigo 
production in Bengal in the 1780s. The first was the establishment of so-
called company rule in India. The East India Company came into exis-
tence at the beginning of the seventeenth century as a joint-stock business 
privileged by the Crown exclusively to carry out English trade with South 
and Southeast Asia.4 In the eighteenth century, it increasingly meddled with 
politics in the deteriorating Mughal Empire in order to secure and advance 
its commercial interests. Following the Battle of Plassey in 1757, the com-
pany became ipso facto the supreme political power over Bengal and ever 
larger parts of the Indian subcontinent. The consolidation of company rule 
coincided with two other developments: Britain’s loss of its North American 
colonies and their commerce, and the rise of British cotton textile manufac-
turing on the country’s way to industrial takeoff.

The connection with the American rebellion was apparent in a proposi-
tion that the British Indian entrepreneur John Prinsep forwarded to Prime 
Minister Lord Nelson in 1780, hoping to obtain advice on the possible 
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outcome of the American Revolutionary War, which was important to his 
plan. He introduced his letter as bearing

upon Subjects which materially concern the Connexion between Great 
Britain and America. . . . And as not only a small acquired Fortune of my 
own is already embarked, but a large sum of the Company’s will shortly 
be engaged, both which may be lost in Case the Enterprize is abruptly 
checked or sacrificed at a reeconciliation with his Majesty’s Colonies; I 
think it the Duty of a Citizen to put it as early as possible in the Power 
of Government to encourage or suppress them. The Object in Question 
is the Introduction of Indico Sugar and Tobacco into Great Britain from 
the East Indies. A close Connexion with the Company’s Trading Interests 
in their Country, convinces me that a richer Tribute may by such means 
be drawn from Bengal, than is furnished by the present almost worn out 
System, if investing it in Manufactures which are every Day falling in 
Estimation at Home, since European Industry has adopted such Variety 
of Imitation & Improvement upon the Fabricks of the last. The Ship 
which sails with this Letter conveys a small quantity of Indico, the first 
produce of three plantations now carrying on under my Management.5

Although he included sugar and tobacco on his list, Prinsep’s efforts as a 
producer focused fully on the dyestuff. Whereas sugar was already produced 
in the British West Indies, all the indigo needed in British dyeing had to 
be imported from foreign powers once the cultivation in South Carolina 
and Georgia had left British control. In terms of mercantilism, therefore, 
the establishment of British Indian indigo production seemed especially 
desirable.

From the same mercantilist point of view, Prinsep also anticipated grow-
ing pressure from British cotton manufacturers, who increasingly succeeded 
in imitating Indian-style cotton fabrics and started arguing that the com-
pany’s imports of those fabrics from India were harming British welfare. 
By 1788, the company indeed had to accede to the demands of the textile 
manufacturers. It promised to decrease its imports of Indian piece goods 
and to turn to raw materials like indigo instead.6 Consequently, company 
headquarters was highly motivated to succeed at developing market-ready 
Indian indigo.

The production of indigo was a two-stage process, including, first, the 
agricultural task of growing indigo plants and harvesting the leaves and, 
second, the industrial task of extracting indigo from the leaves by a sequence 
of steps, namely mashing and dissolving the leaves in water, fermenting and 
frothing up the solution, separating the resulting precipitate from the water, 
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and drying it into lumps. Because the company did not allow British citizens 
to settle and own land until far into the nineteenth century,7 the planters 
generally outsourced the planting to Indian peasants, who were experienced 
in this activity because there was long-standing indigenous indigo produc-
tion aimed at the domestic and some Asian markets.8

Yet even in this industrial stage of the production process, most of the 
British entrepreneurs were inexperienced when they took up production 
and only gradually managed to improve their product. In some instances, 
it proved helpful to get feedback from London. For example, it seems that, 
in the beginning, sand was used to aid and speed up the drying of the 
indigo precipitate into lumps. That practice was abandoned after company 
headquarters, in a letter dated April 1785, remarked, “if in forming or dry-
ing the Indigo the Sand and Dirt which adheres to the Outside could be 
avoided, it would render it more pleasing to the eye and more saleable, as 
frequent complaints have been made that the Sand injures the Mills in 
grinding it.”9

Yet, all in all, the outcomes were and remained disappointing in the first 
decade of the venture. In 1786, seven years after Prinsep had started produc-
tion, headquarters in London told the Bengal governor in council, “unless 
very material alterations in Price and in the quality and shape of the Indigo 
take place we shall be under the necessity of prescribing the import of that 
Article, notwithstanding our earnest desire to promote the Culture of it.”10 
The following year, it “still continues [to be] a losing article and will remain 
so while the present high rate of its first cost shall exist.”11 In 1788, the 
Commercial Department in London undertook “a review of the issue of 
Our Concerns in the Article of Indigo from the time of Our Board of Trade 
entering into the first Contract for that Article with Mr Princep in the Year 
1779/80 up to the latest Period, we are sorry to remark the very heavy losses 
that has [sic] constantly accrued thereon.”12

The problem was not that the planters were unable to produce high-
quality indigo. As the governor general in Fort William (the company’s 
seat in Kolkata) mentioned to headquarters in London, “Several of the 
Manufacturers are sufficiently expert to be able to make small quantities 
of the most superior quality, but in all the instances of which I have had 
satisfactory knowledge, it is obtained at so great an expence, as to give it no 
chance of becoming a profitable article of trade.”13 In order to improve the 
relation of cost and quality, it was decided to change the system of trade. 
Until 1788, company officials in Bengal had contracted with producers for 
a fixed price, but without agreeing on or even defining quality standards, 
so there was no sufficient incentive to advance the production process. In 
1788, the indigo trade was opened up, that is, the company confined itself to 
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acting as a forwarding agent for any British citizen in India willing to trade 
the produce on private account for sale by auction in London. Although 
the company continued to ship the indigo and dispose of it, manufactur-
ers now encountered European market prices directly. The company made 
this change “in the hopes that it will create among Individuals that kind 
of Competition which will not fail to operate in bringing the Article to its 
greatest possible state of perfection as well as to ascertain the lowest rate at 
which it is possible to be manufactured.”14 These hopes were realized. The 
measure succeeded in making the indigo more profitable.

Getting to Know the European Market

Succeeding at producing high-quality indigo at reasonable cost did not 
mean that the goal of establishing Indian indigo on European markets was 
by any means accomplished, however. Take, for example, Benjamin Boyce, 
an ingenious planter who, in the beginning of 1786, had come forward with 
technical improvements for the production procedure and had managed to 
convince the East India Company of his abilities. (His was the only con-
tract explicitly continued after the indigo trade was opened up in 1788.) 
In December 1786, his samples were assessed at the council house in Fort 
William. The experts present at the occasion concluded that “his Indigo is 
exceedingly fine and equal to the 1st sort of Guatimala,”15 the latter possess-
ing the highest quality on European markets. The experts’ judgment was 
based primarily on the purity of the sample, that is, on the proportion of 
coloring matter it contained, which they gauged by appearance, weight, and 
a burning test, as was common at that time.

The Colour of this Indigo is equally pleasing to the Eye with that of 
Guatimala, or 1st Flora, and of the two, weighs the least. It Burns while 
in Current of Air, and descharges a beautiful Carmine Coloured Smoke, 
leaving a small remain of a Witish Earth, the Guatimala Indigo also 
emitts a Vapore, equally bright in Colour, but when tried as Mr Boyce’s, 
left a larger and Darker Residence behind, after the Colouring part was 
consumed.16

Notwithstanding this agreeable result, the experts also found “on enquiry 
that the first sort of Guatimala Indigo is only used for light Colours and 
Silks and that the proportion it bears to the whole Quantity imported yearly 
into Great Britain is not one Eighteenth part.”17

Whereas a favorable ratio of high enough quality (that is, content of colo-
rant) to low enough cost was surely prerequisite, success in the market also 
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depended on correctly assessing differentiation into market segments and 
hitting on the right assortment of indigo. In a letter from 1796, with a cer-
tain amount of hindsight, headquarters advised, “A proper Assortment of 
Indigo for the general demand, should consist of about equal proportions of 
Fine, middling, & Ordinary. The Fine has hitherto been almost exclusively 
furnished by Spain, who have always been remarked attentive as to quality . . . 
The middling was mostly supplied by the French . . . And the principle part 
of the Ordinary was introduced from America.”18 Aware of the problem, 
Bengal officials sent a request to London headquarters following the trial of 
Boyce’s product: “Samples of Mr Boyce’s Indigo are sent in this Packet and 
We earnestly request your attention to the subject. . . . He requests that his 
Specimens of Indigo may be examined with every care, and that Specimens 
of all the Indigo made in South America, St. Domingo and Carolina and 
the Prices each kind can fetch in the Market may be sent out and that a 
Standard by which the company would wish the Indigo to be made may be 
established.”19

Indeed, it proved crucial for the venture’s success that the company estab-
lished a flow of commercial knowledge from the target markets in Europe to 
the producers in British India, who otherwise would have had to sell blind. 
This transmission continued even after the establishment of British Indian 
indigo in Europe, providing market information and forecasting to secure 
the continuation and advancement of the indigo business. As the company 
suspended its own direct engagement in the market in 1788, it provided the 
service of acting as intermediary primarily from its position as sovereign 
over Bengal, which made it willing to develop commerce in the territory. 
Of course, hopes for future profits were also involved, hopes for when the 
indigo trade would be sufficiently developed for the company to reenter the 
market (as it did after 1800).

At the same time, the necessity of establishing a flow of information 
made the process of understanding and adapting to European markets slow 
because letters between London and Fort William—each of which could 
total a few hundred pages—usually took several months. Including time 
for information gathering and consultation, as well as waiting for ships to 
take on the journey, at least a year was required to have a question answered, 
advice given, or permission granted. For example, the above quoted request 
that headquarters examine Boyce’s samples and supply advice was sent out 
in March 1787; the response was written in March 1788 and presumably 
received in Kolkata in the autumn of 1788.

This reply provided a detailed judgment from the point of view of the 
European markets and granted Bengal officials freedom to act:
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The Samples transmitted of the manufacture of Mr Boyce having been 
inspected by a Gentleman on whose Judgement we place a strong reliance 
he has delivered a Report thereon to the following purpose: That the qual-
ity of that contained in the White Bag is equal to Spanish at 9s 6d to 10s 
6d the lb the 2nd sort, and that he can aver with propriety any Quantity 
may be sold at that price. That if the making it in shape about an inch 
Square will be a very great recommendation. That what is in the Red bag is 
a strong Copper and will always find a readier Sale than that in the White, 
there being a greater quantity of it consumed. The price would be about 6s 
p[er] lb. The Shape should be the same, The Shippers always preferring a 
good square. The quality required for the different markets is for Turkey: 
Copper, Russia: Blue, Sweden & the North lean low blue, Hambro[ugh]: 
Copper bold, Holland: middling black copper. The Blue Bag is about the 
same quality as the Red. If any quantity of these Assortments are procur-
able thro the medium of Mr Boyce either by Agency or Contract on terms 
that are likely to yield us any advantage, you will act therein as you shall 
judge is the most conducive to our Interest.20

The report made clear that, beyond the question of purity, the established 
quality grades and sorts also incorporated additional characteristics such as 
brightness or copper-like sheen. What’s more, the shape of the lumps into 
which the indigo precipitate was dried also mattered.

Although headquarters provided its initial advice on such particularities 
already in 1785—that is, before the Bengal branch entered into business with 
Benjamin Boyce—and recommendations constantly traveled from London 
to Fort William, the most systematic compilation of all indigo requirements 
was sent to Bengal only twenty-five years later, in 1810:

[I]t will be necessary to pay attention to the prejudices of the London 
Market . . . and we shall notice such of the prejudices as we think most 
material; 1st Shape. Great preference is given to Indigo of the Square 
shape and size which you will observe on referring to the wooden Sample 
marked A. The Merchants who buy for Exportation to the Continent 
will give at least 9d @ 11d p[er] lb more for Indigo of this Shape than 
for large or small broken, although of equal quality. This size is also pre-
ferred to the flat Shape (as the Sample marked B) at least 4d to 6d p[er] 
lb and the thin flat Shape (such as the Sample marked C) is to be avoided 
when the former sizes can be procured. Of the broken Indigo the larg-
est sizes are preferred, in proportion as they retain more of their original 
square shape. 2nd Coat or Outside. Those indigoes which have a whitish 
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coat are most preferred; The dark clay coloured coat is not approved and 
a considerable reduction in price is made for Indigo which has a thick 
mossy surface. We have sent specimens of the different description of 
Sorts. 3rd Limy. The buyers do not like those Indigoes which breack 
limy or specky. Although the quality may not be injured by it, still a clean 
texture is to be preferred; A specimen of what is called limy is sample E. 
4th Veiny or Streaky. This Indigo is to be avoided; there exists a great 
prejudice against it, and it always sells low compared with other kinds: 
we have given a specimen in sample F.21

The last three attributes were conditioned by specificities of the extraction 
process; they could only be changed by a very experienced indigo maker, 
or even not at all. To alter the shapes of the lumps, however, was easy and 
therefore presented a major concern in adapting to European markets. The 
actual shape was completely independent from quality and usability in dye-
ing because the lump was ground by the dyer anyway before dissolving it 
in the dye vat; however, for the European buyers, it served as a marker for 
established sorts and qualities, and it could convey a sense of familiarity even 
in new products. In 1785, headquarters had already remarked on the recep-
tion of the new Indian indigo on the European markets: “at present there is a 
prejudice against it from its shape and appearance, which We conceive might 
be easily remedied by making it in Squares of about 1 ½ to 2 inches like the 

Figure 2.1  Merchant’s box set containing indigo samples, eighteenth century
Source: Deutsches Textilmuseum, Krefeld, Inventory No. 16044.
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Sample No 2 which will make it resemble and answer every purpose of that 
which is made by the French at St. Domingo which is in high estimation.”22 

The general method to enter the European market was thus not to generate 
new and—by whatever standard—better versions of the product, but to hit 
on the exact specificities of existing grades and qualities and to then conquer 
the market by imitation and underselling. This venture succeeded, aided by 
the Saint-Domingue planters’ turn from indigo to more profitable coffee in 
the 1780s and then the complete downfall of the prime Caribbean plantation 
colony in the French Revolutionary Wars and slave rebellions of the 1790s. 
In 1794, the company’s Commercial Department declared: “Our records for 
several Years past will manifest how earnestly desirous We have been of ren-
dering this an established Article of Import, even at the Sacrifice of our own 
Advantages; & we flatter ourselves from the degree of Encouragement it had 
received our Object is now completely answered.”23 The market position even 
improved beyond all initial expectations so that, in 1810, “speaking gener-
ally, the Article appears to be established as a great Staple of Bengal. It sup-
plies much of the consumption of Europe, and no rival to it seems likely to 
arise.”24

The Transformation of the Dye Markets and 
the Launch of Synthetic Indigo

Indeed, it took nearly a century until a serious rival appeared, although 
the shift from natural to artificial dyes was already underway when British 
Indian indigo first entered European markets. In preindustrial Europe, 
dyestuffs had been conceptualized as a holistic, unalterable gift of divine 
creation. Since the mid-eighteenth century, however, this concept started 
to give way to a new interpretation. Dyestuffs were increasingly seen as 
manipulable compositions of certain, more basic substances, of which only 
one possessed the requisite coloring property for dyeing.25 In attempts to iso-
late and separate these true coloring agents, products of the dye trade were 
exposed to a variety of procedures like distillation, filtration, and crystalliza-
tion. This academic practice had an immediate technological and economic 
impact, as the analyzing techniques could be employed on a commercial 
scale to obtain purer, more homogenous dyes.

Traditionally, dyes were first processed in connection with the cultiva-
tion of dye plants—as was the case with indigo—and then in the dye works, 
where dyers pulverized or solubilized dyeing material in order to ease its 
application. Now, a third technological sphere emerged, independent of 
and in between dye plant cultivation and dye application. A new group 
of specialists, often merchants with experience in the dye trade, took over 
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the refinement of natural dyestuffs. They also started to offer blends and 
preparations. From time to time, especially since the 1840s, wholly new 
dyes appeared as a result of the tentative treatment of natural dyes or even 
of chemical experiments not concerned with dyes at all. The best-known 
representatives of these “artificial” substances were the aniline dyes, derived 
from coal tar. They began entering markets in the late 1850s.26

The distribution of natural dyes and the production and distribution 
of extracts, preparations, and artificial dyes were often all carried out by a 
single business. The successful Swiss company Geigy, for instance, started 
out as a supplier of natural dyes but incorporated a dyewood mill, an extrac-
tion plant, and a factory for making coal tar dyes.27 Prominent German 
chemical companies such as Bayer and Hoechst were cofounded by mer-
chants who originally traded in natural dyes.28 BASF, after only a few years 
in existence, merged with the two trading houses that had already orga-
nized the distribution of its products and thereby had been functioning as 
a de facto sales department.29 For artificial dyes, the sphere of independent 
intermediates vanished as soon as industrial dye manufacturers began to sell 
directly to dyers and textile printers, a handful of larger companies ousting 
the multitude of small producers. The premodern polypolistic market, with 
three distinctive spheres of producers, intermediaries, and consumers, was 
superseded by an oligopolistic market in which only two spheres remained, 
suppliers and buyers.

Over the course of the 1870s, the chemical companies institutionalized 
efforts to continuously innovate and thereby create new dyes.30 There had 
been no more than about fifteen to twenty commercially viable dyestuffs 
for centuries, but from the late 1870s to the outbreak of World War I, the 
number of tradable dyes increased yearly by up to a few dozen. In addition, 
attempts were made to synthesize the colorants of the main natural dyes in 
order to conquer their markets. This worked well with the important red 
dyestuff, madder, and its colorant, alizarin, around 1870, but synthesizing 
indigo blue (also called indigotin) on a commercial scale turned out to be a 
harder nut to crack. As late as 1890, Sir George Watt, one of the most emi-
nent experts on indigo production, stated that, “for the present at least, it 
may be said that the Indigo Planter is left master of the situation.”31 It took 
two decades of research and development as well as enormous investments 
to come up with a product that could nurture hopes of undercutting natural 
indigo over the long run. Indigo Pure B.A.S.F. was launched in 1897.32 Soon 
it made inroads into the market, proving to be a serious competitor of the 
Indian product. Above all, it changed the rules of the indigo game, which 
had remained unquestioned for decades or even centuries.
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The New Market as Perceived by the Indigo Planters

The most distinctive and obvious feature of the new product, in contrast 
to its Indian rival, was that it was artificial, a creation of science. This cir-
cumstance lent it a certain ambiguity because, on the one hand, the zeitgeist 
praised the mighty power of chemistry to change the material world for 
the better, yet on the other hand, it often mistrusted synthetic substances 
as cheap, defective, false surrogates of “the real thing.” This ambiguity was 
central for understanding the new market situation, and it shaped the plant-
ers’ attempts to influence and control the trade.

Certainly the planters took no position against the employment of science 
in advancing the extraction process. Indeed, chemistry and biology might 
have also brought improvements to the cultivation of indigo. Yet, a comfort-
able market situation, the recurring inability of the chemical companies to 
come up with synthetic indigo, and average capital returns of 20 percent 
or more seemingly made it unnecessary to undertake any such efforts for a 
long time.33 With hindsight, the eminent British chemist Raphael Meldola 
emphatically criticized this attitude in a lecture before the London Society of 
Arts in April 1901: “I wish to attach blame to the planters because they have 
never given themselves a chance till the present panic of conducting their 
operations on scientific principles. . . . Yet we are constantly being told of the 
enormous importance of this industry to India . . . It is simply amazing that 
such interests, backed up by such wealth, and by such a powerful organiza-
tion, should have been so neglectful of scientific guidance.”34 At that time, 
agrochemical and microbiological research projects to improve the Indian 
production, financed by the planters’ association and the India Office, were 
finally underway. However, these investigations were carried out by univer-
sity partners and consequently resembled fundamental research more than 
applied research. They took years to complete and came too late to be of any 
consequence.

Another attempt by the planters to defend their markets focused on 
lobbying for trade regulation and for a stipulation in public contracts that 
only Indian indigo should be used in the dyeing of uniforms. Whereas such 
propositions would surely have been adopted in the mercantilist world of 
commerce around 1800, they now ran up against a government devoted to 
the principles of free trade and open competition, a government willing to 
put these principles above the welfare of the Indian indigo producers. Then 
again, even free markets need to be regulated to a certain extent in order to 
prevent unjust transactions and fraud. This was the point at which mistrust 
of artificial products as unsound and defective came into play.
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Sir William Brereton Hudson, an eminent indigo planter, turned to the 
government of India in March 1903 to ask for assistance in preventing

the destruction of the industry by foreign and unfair competition. When 
I say unfair, it is necessary for me to defend the word. I use it because the 
success of all the artificial substitutes now used for Indigo is purchased 
by the use of the name of our product. All blue and some other coloured 
cloths are described as “indigo dyed,” although in most cases very little 
vegetable Indigo is used, and in many cases none at all. They have filched 
the name of our product with full impunity, I am afraid, under the law, 
as it stands. They use cheaper and inferior substitutes, and flourish at the 
expense of both the consumer—the general public, and the purchaser—
and the Indigo planter. It ought to be the desire and within the power 
of Government to prevent this . . . by affording protection against what 
amounts to a fraud on the public and the planter, the abuse of the name 
“Indigo” in its application to inferior substitutes. This has been done in 
England for other produce.35

In other words, government action against German indigo would also be 
consumer protection.36

Rumors that such legislation might be underway (which was not the case) 
attracted public attention in Germany. The British commercial attaché in 
Berlin, William Gastrell, reported this to the India Office and included a 
possible argument against such a measure, which he found in the German 
press: “The ‘National Zeitung’ . . . remarks that, when one recalls that actual 
experience of the ‘Made in Germany’ marking, it seems very doubtful 
whether the apparently contemplated Order would fulfil its object; for it 
might happen that it would become a capital advertisement for the artificial 
indigo in the same way as the ‘Made in Germany’ mark had operated for 
those goods which had to bear it.”37

Indeed there was no need for better differentiation between natural 
indigo and the synthetic product because BASF itself already did so—with 
the aim, of course, of conveying an image of superiority over the traditional 
article. A good example appeared in a BASF manual on indigo intended for 
dyers and printed first in 1900:

The vegetable indigo of commerce is neither a pure nor a homogeneous 
product. . . . Of sole relevance for its value is its content of indigo blue, 
indigotin; differences between the sorts of crude indigo refer to . . . accom-
panying substances . . . ; regarding their effects, they are either inert or they 
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trigger an unfavourable [side] effect during the dyeing process. . . . “Indigo 
Pure B.A.S.F.” . . . , which produces the colorant in its purest form, is—it 
has to be emphasized—not a surrogate: it is indigo itself with all its char-
acteristics, which only differs from the indigotin contained in vegetable 
indigo in the form of manufacture, but not in the inherent property and 
character for which it has been appreciated since time immemorial.38

Advocates of vegetable indigo, on the other hand, stressed that precisely 
the variety of substances in it that were complementary to indigotin, mainly 
indirubin, produced the different hues characteristic for different sorts and 
qualities of the cultivated product. Indeed, BASF itself concluded that at 
least parts of the market demanded dyes that produced the effects known 
from the varieties of plant indigo and accordingly launched products adopted 
to this purpose: “The brands Indigo Pure B.A.S.F./R and B.A.S.F./G give 
decidedly redder and greener hues than Indigo Pure and thus allow for a 
greater variety in indigo dyeing.”39 This reaction of the chemical concern 
came comparatively quickly. The company’s sales department, which pos-
sessed a well-organized multitude of agents and traveling salesmen, offered 
a highly efficient means for transmitting feedback from the consumers, that 
is, the dyers, to the BASF factory.

In the case of the British Indian planters, the East India Company had 
serviced an efficient communication channel to the European dyers around 
1800. Yet, in the middle of the nineteenth century, the East India Company 
had completely transformed into a colonial administration and had been 
dissolved as a company, so that by around 1900, the link between planters 
and European consumers consisted of a complex network of independent 
merchants that was in no way able to transmit information as efficiently 
as the BASF sales department. The Behar Indigo Planters’ Association, the 
most important lobbying group of the British Indian planters, began to 
realize that the sales department and marketing orientation of BASF were 
the decisive factors in the fight for the indigo market. This was not a battle 
over prices.40

The association discussed this problem in some depth as late as 1906 and 
proposed an export duty on indigo from India in order to finance a market-
ing board. Such a strategy had been pursued by representatives of Indian 
and Ceylonese tea planters since the 1880s to keep Japanese and Chinese 
competitors at bay.41 Although an indigo marketing board was not brought 
about—because it became clear that the struggle for the market had to be 
considered lost—the discussion of the very idea revealed a lot about the 
planters’ perception of the new market in which they found themselves.
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One of the suggested fields of activity was the employment of salesmen 
to finally meet their customers face-to-face:

It is impossible to say how much of the success attained by the Synthetic 
product is due to its intrinsic value and how much to a judicious bribe 
here and there combined with a little gift of the gab on the part of their 
commercial travellers. If we can send round a man or several men who can 
talk and demonstrate and induce consumers to insist on natural indigo 
the result would prove more valuable than a thousand arguments which 
are merely circulated in the press and not brought home to the individual 
whom it is intended to impress. . . . Our commercial travellers besides 
pushing our stuff might also act as an intelligence department which is 
sorely needed. They could keep us informed as to the work being done by 
[BASF]. Might possibly tell us what their bottom price was. Whether the 
report that the Synthetic people were making indigotin at a loss was true 
or false. They might also advise us as to whether the suggestion, often put 
forward, that we should sell some of our indigo in powder or paste would 
really find to increase consumption or not.42

Unlike a century before, these planters were clearly selling blind.
Another fairly late insight on the part of the planters was that “[t]he days 

are past when an Industry can do without advertising. All great industries 
find it now necessary to push themselves by some means of advertising or 
other. Synthetic indigo owes a large portion of its success to the fact that those 
interested in this industry have always availed themselves of every opportu-
nity to push their sales by means of advertisement of every sort.”43 Two years 
earlier, in a letter to the India Office, the secretary of the planters association 
had quoted, still with some bewilderment, from a newspaper article: “the 
Germans laid themselves out to capturing the market by packing their indigo 
in attractive packets to suit the means of the thrifty Japanese.”44 

One final and important point about the new logic of the market seems to 
have escaped the attention of the planters. It was, however, stated briefly—
but clearly—in a 1904 internal memorandum of the India Office on the 
question of financing research to improve indigo production in light of the 
current situation. The “position of artificial indigo at present is this. It has 
completely captured the cotton-printers, owing to its uniformity of substance 
and ease of working. Here there is no hope for natural indigo. But in the 
wool trade natural indigo is still preferred, and exclusively used.”45 Whereas 
BASF erred when it equated indigo with pure indigotin, surely its claim to 
offer a truly homogenous product caught on. Standardization eased consid-
erably the challenges dyers had deriving predefined hues, as it rendered both 
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sample dyeing and adjusting the dye bath (by employing small amounts of 
other dyes) superfluous. What is more, BASF even researched the dyeing 
process and assembled instructions to enhance results, which it conveyed to 
the dyers in manuals and training courses.46

All this was out of the planters’ reach. They lacked sufficient technical 
expertise to homogenize their vegetable dye, and they did not possess the 
research and development capacity to acquire such know-how. They had 
no centralized distribution unit that could have packed and marketed the 
product as a brand item, that is, as a specialty rather than a commodity. And 
they did not have an organization to interact with the dyers, let alone the 
capital to build such an institution. Therefore, they could not gain customer 
loyalty by providing consultancy and other services. Above all, the planters 
may not have even fully realized that this dimension of modern markets 
even existed.

Figure 2.2 Wrapped can of brand indigo, circa 1900
Source: Hoechst GmbH, Corporate Archives, D-65926 Frankfurt am Main.



42  ●  Alexander Engel

Conclusion: The Logic of Traditional versus the Logic 
of Modern Markets

Both in the rise and the fall of British Indian indigo, the planters based 
their considerations and actions on fundamental assumptions about how the 
markets of their time worked, assumptions that were common among their 
contemporaries. The most distinctive difference between the traditional 
markets around 1800 and the modern markets a century later concerned 
the power to define the good to be traded on the market in the first place.

In preindustrial times, this power clearly resided with the buyer and 
the user. British Indian planters did not begin with the idea of designing a 
new product that would satisfy the need to dye fabrics blue, satisfy it in 
a better way than established products could, or even satisfy needs that 
nobody had thought of before. Rather, everybody assumed that needs and 
predefined goods to satisfy these needs existed a priori, that users knew best 
about the utility of different versions of the goods, and that all one could 
and had to do was duplicate the established sorts and qualities of these 
goods and then sell them in a more favorable way. In the end, any advice 
and inspiration on how to improve the design and makeup of the planters’ 
new product came from the European buyers, observed and transmitted by 
the East India Company. Furthermore, along with the power of users to 
define the product went the task—burden and privilege alike—of identify-
ing the article in commercial transactions. Consequently, the aim of the 
planters and the East India Company was to adjust the product in terms 
of those attributes that mattered to buyers in identifying proper material: 
appearance, weight, shape, and appropriate behavior in sample testing 
procedures (like burning).

By contrast, in the commerce of the modern industrial world around 
1900, the power to define goods had, by and large, shifted from the buyer to 
the seller. In the case of dyestuffs, that meant this power had moved to the 
modern industrial companies and the chemists they employed. Dyestuffs 
were no longer distinguished and defined by their utility in application, 
but rather by their chemical constitution. In premodern times, a new dye-
stuff was regarded as a new find in nature’s collection of ready-made goods. 
A newly developed dye of the nineteenth century, on the other hand, passed 
for a human, not divine, creation. The creator of the new dye could claim 
exclusive rights to it, as certified in the new legislation on patents and trade-
marks.47 The chemical companies accordingly established laboratories and 
employed well-trained chemists primarily to be able to handle infringements 
of industrial property rights. Only subsequently did research and develop-
ment become their primary task.48
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Assessing product usability was no longer left to the users. Instead, spe-
cialized dyeing departments researched the dyeing properties of their prod-
ucts before the companies marketed them. The companies then codified 
the recommendations of these departments into manuals and gave these 
away as an add-on to the product, which they sold in sealed and wrapped 
cans. Thus, the producer provided both the identity and usability of a dye. 
As long as customers trusted this producer, they were willing to trade their 
former power for the new convenience of buying and using standardized dye 
without any further thoughts or regrets. The dye markets had changed from 
commodity to specialty markets.

Although the business of the planters had not changed since the eigh-
teenth century, they also perceived the market along new lines around 1900. 
They denied BASF the right to define its synthetic product as “indigo,” 
though not on the grounds that this decision was up to the consumers. 
Instead, they lamented that BASF had “filched the name of our product,”49 
and they demanded a legal title for the sole use of a term that they had 
neither invented nor defined themselves, but that they argued they had to 
defend in the name of the consumer. Obviously the consumer was held to 
be unable to decide and act sovereignly anymore.

In the end, of course, it was the consumers—or rather, the dyers—who 
made their choice. But compared to preindustrial times, when the applica-
tion and usability of merchandise was solely worked out by the users and 
consumers, they were now reduced to just making a choice about a specific 
type and brand of industrially produced dye. This could only happen, and 
indeed proved to be the key to success in the dye markets, because of the 
ability of BASF to find new and—in the judgment of its customers—better 
ways to satisfy the need to dye fabrics indigo blue, that is, by offering tai-
lored, standardized, tested varieties of its dye. When the planters discussed 
in 1906 how they even lacked the means to decide “whether the suggestion, 
often put forward, that we should sell some of our indigo in powder or 
paste would really find to increase consumption or not,”50 they were effec-
tively admitting that, in the new setting, they had lost the ability to properly 
understand and follow their market.
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CHAPTER 3

“Cotton Guessers”: Crop Forecasters 
and the Rationalizing of Uncertainty in 
American Cotton Markets, 1890–1905*

Jamie L. Pietruska

In fall 1899, the crowd on the floor of the New York Cotton Exchange 
burst into laughter at the reading of a poem satirizing the crop esti-
mates of Henry M. Neill, the decade’s most renowned and most vili-

fied cotton forecaster. “Strange,” observed poet Mrs. B. W. Hunt, wife of 
a prominent Georgia farmer, “that this city farmer, regardless rain or shine . . . 
makes crop that’s always ‘fine.’” When the Brazos River flooded, Neill pre-
dicted that cotton pickers wearing “diving suits” would harvest “an extra 
million bales” in Texas. Then when drought hit the rest of the South, Neill 
foretold, with a wink, a “monster crop” that meant “the price must fur-
ther drop.” Neill insisted at the end of the poem—just as he had in August 
1899—that the year’s yield would surpass eleven million bales and possibly 
even twelve. The poem concluded with this lament: “Oh, Mr. Neill, this 
cotton (so queer the south ne’er knew), / These phantom fleecy millions no 
planter picked but you.”1 The “phantom fleecy millions” that Neill foresaw 
were no poetic fancy but rather the center of a decade-long struggle among 
southern growers, commercial forecasters, and the U.S. government to pro-
duce the most accurate and authoritative cotton statistics. Indeed, this poet’s 
swipe at Neill’s perennially bearish estimates reportedly encouraged, accord-
ing to the Arkansas Democrat, “those who were fighting the south’s battle 
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against Mr. Neill,” a battle for control of the market in which predictions 
determined prices.2

This chapter focuses on the economic and epistemological consequences 
of cotton forecasting in the 1890s, a decade in which Henry Neill was 
widely regarded as the primary market mover. A recognized cotton author-
ity in Britain by the 1860s, Neill achieved “cotton prophet” status on both 
sides of the Atlantic in the 1890s on the basis of his uncannily accurate pre-
dictions of the three largest yields in history. But Neill’s prophecies, in the 
context of plunging commodity prices and economic depression, came to 
represent the crisis in the cotton economy in the minds of southern growers 
who launched a campaign of statistical resistance designed to break Neill’s 
power over prices in what the New York Tribune characterized as a “battle of 
crop estimates.”3 The statistics produced by commercial forecasters, grow-
ers’ associations, and the federal government did not stabilize the value of 
cotton on the market or increase the perceived value of crop reporting, but 
rather combined to yield more, not less, market volatility.

This flurry of competing forecasts yielded an economic and epistemolog-
ical crisis in the turn-of-the-century cotton market, a crisis that transformed 
bureaucratic and popular understanding of the cotton market as a locus of 
economic uncertainty. I argue that the predictive labor of these so-called 
“cotton guessers” ultimately led the federal government and the public to 
reimagine crop forecasting as no longer a late-century quest for statistical 
certainty that sought to conquer risk, but rather, by the early twentieth 
century, a mode of statistical judgment that acknowledged the persistence 
of unpredictability in its attempt to mitigate risk, thereby rationalizing 
uncertainty into modern agricultural commodity markets.4 I use the phrase 
“rationalizing uncertainty” in a dual sense to refer both to the attempt to 
impose statistical order and bureaucratic rationality on the uncertainty of 
future yields and to the process of conceptualizing such uncertainty as an 
inescapable part of crop forecasting in the early twentieth century.

Histories of commodity trading commonly focus on the savvy but unscru-
pulous speculator as a consistent source of market volatility and the object 
of a traditional moral critique of gambling.5 These accounts overlook the 
work of the crop forecaster as a market-manipulating statistical middleman 
who, like the speculator, sometimes profited at the expense of rural produc-
ers. This chapter demonstrates that crop forecasters clearly influenced the 
market by constructing and circulating the market information that specu-
lators used to profit on agricultural commodity trading. Speculators wielded 
not objective economic data but rather dynamic and at times intentionally 
manipulated agricultural statistics that were produced by a combination of 
government statisticians, commercial interests, and farmers.
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Statistically Legible Cotton

The outbreak of the American Civil War signaled not only an irreparable 
political crisis over slavery and sectionalism but also, in Britain, a crisis of 
predictability in cotton estimating. By the eve of the war, cotton textile pro-
duction dominated global manufacturing, and American slave labor pro-
duced the overwhelming majority of cotton used by spinners in Britain and 
throughout Europe. Neill Bros., the cotton firm owned and operated by 
Henry Neill and his brother, William, predicted no easy or quick resolution 
to the hostilities and could not anticipate how much cotton the American 
South would produce, if it could be exported, and at what price. A combina-
tion of Confederate export bans and Union blockades—Henry Neill him-
self was caught blockade running off Charleston in 1862—shut off the flow 
of cotton from the South to Europe, causing the so-called “cotton famine” 
that plagued Lancashire and other European textile production centers with 
mill shutdowns, soaring unemployment, and food riots.6

Such an illegible cotton South rendered estimates of American yields 
“mere guesses,” as the Neills admitted in a December 1863 circular.7 After 
the war ended, Neill Bros. made the South partially legible again when it 
dispatched three reporters to assess the crop in the cotton states and then 
assembled their local observations into a cautious estimate of 1.5 to 1.8 mil-
lion bales for the 1866–67 season.8 The value of yield estimates, tentative 
and otherwise, soared in the aftermath of the wartime “cotton famine” as a 
global network of cotton production and trade sprung up, linking growers 
and merchants from places like India, Egypt, and Brazil to the new struc-
tures of global capitalism. During and immediately after the war, as mer-
chants and mill owners the world over sought, in Sven Beckert’s words, “a 
secure and predictable supply of inexpensive cotton,” private forecasters like 
the Neills and the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Division of Statistics 
sought to render the supply of American cotton ever more predictable.9

The Neills’ method during the Civil War—aggregating field observa-
tions from local correspondents into published circulars—was essentially 
the same as that of other commercial forecasters and the federal government, 
but the scope of the latter’s reporting network was unrivaled. In 1863, the 
newly established USDA set up the first national crop-reporting service, 
housed within its Division of Statistics, which quickly became a sprawl-
ing information network that reached far into the countryside, where it 
extracted estimates of acreage and condition, then transmitted the raw data 
to the “center of calculation” in Washington, D.C., where clerks and stat-
isticians busily tabulated, aggregated, averaged, weighted, and verified the 
figures into county, state, and national totals.10 By the turn of the century, 
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the USDA’s network of crop reporters included full-time, paid, state statis-
tical agents and volunteer county and township correspondents, with the 
vast majority of statistics on acreage and condition coming from individual 
volunteer correspondents, each of whom provided a snapshot of production 
on his own farm. All told, almost a quarter of a million correspondents 
submitting close to 2.5 million schedules each year comprised the USDA’s 
crop-reporting enterprise by the early twentieth century.11

And the Division of Statistics sent out even more reports than it received. 
At the turn of the century, the USDA distributed over 1.5 million copies of 
its thirteen regular and six special crop reports by telegraph and mail and 
also published its crop estimates in the approximately 1.5 million copies of 
the Crop Reporter that it printed.12 The purpose of agricultural data collec-
tion, tabulation, and distribution on such a grand scale, according to USDA 
officials, was “to throw light on future conditions and do away, as far as 
possible, with uncertainties as to supply and demand.”13 But the USDA’s 
crop statistics were not explicitly predictive. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, its cotton correspondents reported on acreage and con-
dition at the start of the growing season in May; on condition from June 
through September; and on average yield per acre, abandoned acreage, and 
cost of picking in November. In early December, the USDA published, by 
state, an estimated end-of-season yield that could then be checked against 
the yield totals tabulated from ginners’ records by the federal census.14

The USDA found its cotton estimates assessed alongside those of numer-
ous late-century institutions that circulated reports of current crop conditions 
and projections of the season’s yield. In the early 1870s, the New Orleans 
Cotton Exchange’s original superintendent, Henry G. Hester, established a 
local network of correspondents who furnished information on acreage, crop 
conditions, and weather conditions for the monthly reports that won him 
wide acclaim by the 1880s and a subsequent reputation as “a wizard in cotton 
statistics” and a “prophet [who] has honor in his own country.”15 The U.S. 
Army Signal Service, the institutional home of the first national weather ser-
vice, began issuing a free cotton region bulletin in the early 1880s based on 
telegraphed reports of temperature and rainfall from over 150 stations across 
the South.16 Credit reporting agency R. G. Dun & Co. had its own system 
for soliciting crop forecasts, as did its rival, the Bradstreet Agency. Bradstreet, 
lacking the federal government’s hierarchy of crop reporters, mailed its circu-
lars directly to cotton growers, factors, and buyers and asked them to submit 
their estimates of the season’s yield.17 In 1893, Atlanta’s Samuel M. Inman, 
head of one of the world’s largest cotton brokerage firms, pronounced crop 
estimating “only a consensus of guesses. . . . Sometimes they hit it and some-
times they miss it. That’s about the way it goes.”18
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 “The Leading Statistician of the South”

By 1890, this array of crop forecasts had greater relevance to abstract com-
modity exchange than to actual delivery of physical goods as a result of 
the institutionalization of commodity futures trading, which dramatically 
reshaped financial markets in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.19 
By 1900, New York and Chicago commodity exchanges traded a volume of 
agricultural futures seven times higher than that of the actual harvest.20 As 
Jonathan Levy has illustrated, such a wrenching shift in the nature of com-
modity trading posed an epistemological “crisis” for late-century boards of 
trade, commodity exchanges, rural bucket shops (establishments for betting, 
but not trading, on exchanges), and the legal system, all of which struggled 
to make sense of a modern capitalist economy in which the physical trans-
action of capital for goods had been largely supplanted by an increasingly 
abstract cascade of transactions based not on current commodity prices but 
on predictions of future price differentials.21 While the Chicago Board of 
Trade waged an ultimately successful war on the bucket shops, antifutures 
sentiment infused the rhetoric of agrarian radicals, who railed against ram-
pant speculation in the so-called “wind wheat” that had become irrevocably 
divorced from the fields in which it was actually grown.22

Standing amid this late-century whirlwind of commodity speculation 
and government and private crop forecasts was “resident alien” Henry 
Neill, who achieved credibility on both sides of the Atlantic by maintaining 
what he characterized as a “close correspondence” by cable and mail with 
his brother in London throughout the late nineteenth century.23 An Irish 
immigrant who came to New York at eighteen, Neill, along with his brother, 
William, founded in 1857 the firm of Neill Brothers, cotton merchants with 
offices in New Orleans, London, and Liverpool. Neill, who also worked as 
a cotton trader, was one of the earliest members of the New York Cotton 
Exchange and also a member of the cotton exchange in New Orleans, from 
where he exerted considerable influence on spot and futures markets in New 
Orleans, New York, and Liverpool. Newspapers hailed Neill as “the greatest 
cotton crop estimate expert in the world,” “the leading statistician of the 
South,” “the accepted authority on cotton,” and, less effusively, “the cot-
ton guesser.” Neill counted at least one thousand subscribers—almost all 
of them in England—to his cotton letters, which he sent out four times 
each year, but his eagerly anticipated forecasts reached a far wider audience 
through newspaper coverage that often published long excerpts from his 
letters.24

In the 1890s, Neill’s forecasts circulated throughout an economy in which 
farmers stood little chance to profit in national or international markets as 
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they watched cotton and wheat prices continue their sharp slide.25 The 1890s 
brought the largest cotton yields in history—8.6 million bales in 1890–91, 
9 million bales in 1891–92, 9.9 million bales in 1894–95, 11.2 million bales 
in 1897–88, and then a record 11.27 million bales in 1898–99—and thus 
precipitous drops in price.26 New York prices reached near-record lows in 
1894–95 (5 9⁄16 cents), 1897–98 (5 3⁄4 cents), and 1898–99 (5 5⁄16 cents). 
After shipping costs, some growers bemoaned a price of less than 5 cents 
per pound.27 “What are the causes of this depression in the price of cotton?” 
asked the New Orleans Daily Picayune in October 1897. “It is . . . not lack of 
demand, actual or prospective, which has caused the depression. The real 
trouble has been the estimate of Mr. Henry Neill forecasting the yield at 
10,300,000 bales, and even more under favorable circumstances.”28 In the 
minds of Neill’s critics, his predictions exerted a disproportionate influence 
on the cotton market throughout the 1890s:

Whenever he issued a bulletin the effect was startling. One blast from his 
horn has been known to knock the price of cotton down 50 points, which 
meant an apparent reduction of nearly $20,000,000 in the value of the 
crop. The spinners had the most absolute faith in his predictions, and his 
influence so dominated the market that, regardless of what conditions 
might seem to indicate, the price of the south’s great staple was practi-
cally dominated by this one man’s opinion.29

An Alabama newspaper expressed similar sentiments in 1899, pronouncing 
Neill the “dictator of the country’s chief export crop.”30 And Neill could 
dictate prices without even publishing a circular: rumors of his forthcoming 
estimate or revision commonly moved markets in Liverpool, New York, and 
New Orleans.31

In a recent theoretical essay on the USDA’s agricultural statistics in the 
1920s and 1930s, Emmanuel Didier critiques the category of performativity 
for its implication that agricultural statistics wholly create the conditions of 
the agricultural economy, rather like “the waving of some magic wand.”32 But 
Henry Neill’s late-nineteenth-century contemporaries understood cotton 
forecasting in precisely those terms. Neill was widely regarded as a wizard of 
the cotton exchange, an immensely powerful figure whose cotton letters—
presented in the language of economic rationality—had seemingly magical 
effects. Neill, whom newspapers commonly referred to (both approvingly 
and pejoratively) as a “prophet,” was depicted by his detractors at the Atlanta 
Constitution as something of a sorcerer “whose word was magic.” Recalling 
“a time when the name of Neill was something to conjure with, and when 
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the farmers of the land stood in awe of him,” the Constitution lamented, 
“When Neill waved his hand prices subsided . . . and the lights went out.”33

Not surprisingly, British investors and spinners cheered Neill’s consis-
tently optimistic crop estimates. In March 1894, a letter to the editor of the 
Manchester Courier offered this profession of faith in the New Orleans cotton 
prophet: “‘Do you believe in Henry Neill?’ a man asked me the other day. ‘He 
is not only the best crop authority,’ I replied, ‘but there is absolutely no other. 
Lancashire is indebted—has been again and again highly indebted—to Mr. 
Neill.’”34 But not everyone believed in Henry Neill. Indeed, cotton grow-
ers, commercial traders, and southern newspaper editors in the United States 
grew increasingly critical of his influence throughout the decade.35

The “Alleged Statistician” of Liverpool

The final two cotton seasons of the nineteenth century marked the dramatic 
conclusion of Henry Neill’s reign, the end of what the Atlanta Constitution 
lamented as “the domination of the English autocrat of New Orleans over 
the cotton market.”36 In 1898, growers planted just under 25 million acres, 
the most ever and nearly 650,000 acres more than the previous year.37 Neill’s 
circular of August 3, 1898, “assured” a crop of at least 10.5 million bales and 
suggested a strong possibility of between 1 and 1.5 million more.38 Neill’s 
November estimates indicated between 11.75 and 12 million bales, then 
climbed to 12.15 million (assuming a mild winter), and peaked at 12.25 
million bales. As Neill’s numbers climbed, cotton prices plummeted, sink-
ing to near-record lows in December and forcing southern growers, who had 
no leverage in such a market, to part with the bulk of their crop for less than 
five cents a pound in certain areas.39

British buyers could name their price in 1898, until an unbelievably 
harsh winter set in, with the South suffering record low temperatures and 
crop damage that ran into the millions. The cotton crop, too, sustained 
heavy losses.40 But in the eyes of some cotton watchers, the destructive win-
ter weather did not mask the underlying explanation for the falloff in cotton 
receipts throughout the South: the prophecies of Henry Neill. In March 
1899, the New York Sun proclaimed:

the truth can no longer be concealed that the diminished movement of 
cotton is due to exhaustion, and that the cotton crop of 1898–99 has been 
grossly overestimated; that the prophecy of Mr. Neill of a 12,000,000 
bale crop, which was the ground for this expectation, was simply a reck-
less guess; and that the fright caused by this great exaggeration led the 
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American cotton planter to sell his cotton for millions of dollars less than 
it was worth.41

The Sun’s complaint was confirmed when railroad and shipping receipts 
were totaled: the crop for 1898–99, though not Neill’s 12 million bales, 
was still a record 11,274,840 bales. It surpassed the previous year’s crop by 
only 74,846 bales, but its market value was an estimated $14,024,371 less. 
Cotton growers in 1897–98 averaged 5.71 cents per pound for their 11 mil-
lion bales of cotton, but only 5.27 cents the following year.42

Despite impassioned assertions in the press that “one failure exposes the 
prophet” and that “Neillism had been disproved” in the 1898–99 season, 
Neill’s prophecies continued to command attention.43 The 1899–1900 sea-
son marked the first time that the United States eclipsed Britain in the con-
sumption of raw cotton (as a result of the surge in domestic textile demand 
for department store and mail-order sales), but, as a Division of Statistics 
official noted in retrospect, “the most extraordinary feature of the year was 
the wide range of prices from the beginning to the close of the season.”44 
Opening spot prices in September 1899 hovered around six cents per pound 
but rose to around nine and a half cents per pound by the end of August 
1900.45 Such variability was due in no small part to the dueling crop esti-
mates of the USDA’s Division of Statistics and Henry Neill. As the secretary 
of the New Orleans Cotton Exchange Henry Hester observed in September 
1900, the wide range of cotton estimates that year—from 8.5 million to over 
11 million bales—was extraordinary.46

To open the season, the Division of Statistics issued acreage and condi-
tion figures that were translated into a likely yield of 9 to 9.5 million bales 
for the year. Henry Neill disagreed, issuing an August 1899 circular that 
predicted a record 12 million bales, citing optimal temperature, rainfall, and 
growth that would “make a great crop certain, no matter how early a frost 
should come.”47 A North Carolina newspaper reported “little confidence” in 
Neill’s forecast, and in mid-August the president of the New York Cotton 
Exchange discounted Neill’s estimate, protesting, “I don’t see how Mr. Neill 
or any other man can pretend to say this early in the year what the crop will 
be. . . . The possibilities of the crop, when all conditions are favorable, are 
almost infinite, but account must be taken of possible droughts, scorching 
temperature and other things likely to hurt the crop.”48 And according to 
some commentators, such unpredictable natural forces were far less injuri-
ous than Neill’s soaring estimates. As an Alabama newspaper fumed in early 
September 1899, “Henry Neill has damaged the cotton farmers more than 
all the boll worms, rust, floods and drouths. By the time Neill dies with old 
age the cotton men will learn that he was always influenced by private gain. 
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Neill is a professional bear.”49 Although the American press consid-
ered Neill an exclusively bear-market forecaster, he occasionally issued 
bullish estimates.50 But Neill professed statistical objectivity in an 1895 
interview, declaring, “I do not issue estimates as a bull or a bear, but as an 
estimator anxious above all to maintain my reputation for accuracy in my 
forecasts.”51

On September 10, 1899, the Division of Statistics reported condition 
figures that were the second-worst ever for early September, 68.5 percent, 
the lowest but for the 64.2 percent average in September 1896.52 Two days 
later, Henry Neill insisted that his 12-million-bale prediction was correct, 
arguing that the previous year’s weather and yield were indeed comparable 
to the present year’s. Unwilling to back down, Neill, in a September 29 cable 
to his London office, blamed New York brokerage houses for issuing con-
servative reports that compelled southern growers to withhold their cotton 
from the market. Neill maintained that the weather remained ideal, picking 
extensive, and the grade high.53

The Division of Statistics’ condition report worsened in early October 
1899, but Neill held firm.54 He issued a circular that again compared current 
conditions to the previous year’s, in which a drought still produced a large 
crop.55 Division of Statistics cotton expert James L. Watkins would later 
report that Neill’s insistence, on the very same day, of “‘at least 11,000,000 
bales certain’” as a “‘Minimum Estimate’” was intended “as if to break the 
force of such [government] announcement.”56 Of course, Neill was not the 
sole influence on the American cotton exchanges—declining Liverpool 
prices and the impending Boer War also depressed the market—but the 
Dallas Morning News identified the “real” cause of declining prices as “the 
promulgation of a circular by Neill, in which he says a crop of 11,000,000 
bales is assured.”57 The Houston Post counted this forecast among Neill’s 
“outrageous and inexcusable prophecies,” pointing to a consensus of only 9 
to 10 million bales at most.58 Commercial forecasters shared the frustrations 
of Watkins and the press. In mid-October the New York firm of Atwood 
Violett fired back in its cotton letter, castigating Neill as the worst “con-
spirator against the South.”59

What the Atlanta Constitution had previously denounced as Neill’s “fab-
ric of guess work” unraveled in late October 1899 when the USDA put 
Neill’s numbers under scrutiny.60 Division of Statistics head John Hyde was 
asked to evaluate Neill’s use of U.S. Weather Bureau rainfall data as evi-
dence that a drought in August and September 1898 had not had an adverse 
effect on the 1897–98 crop, which was nearly 2.5 million bales larger than 
the previous year’s and 1.3 million bales larger than the previous high of 
1894–95. The 1899–1900 crop, so Neill’s logic went, would undoubtedly be 
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even larger.61 But Neill’s predictive estimate based on retrospective rainfall 
statistics, his mixing of prophecy and history, proved to be his undoing.

Upon comparing the Weather Bureau’s original rainfall figures with 
Neill’s, Hyde concluded that Neill had manipulated the bureau’s tabula-
tions to suit his argument. Neill had selectively assembled a patchwork of 
rainfall statistics for the Atlantic and Gulf Coast states from July, August, 
and September 1899 in order to mislead nervous buyers into believing that 
the present year’s rainfall was in fact significantly greater than that of 1897 
and that drought was not a present danger.62 The opposite was true, as Hyde 
pointed out. All but three cotton states had experienced less rain in August 
and September 1899 than they had two years earlier.63

Hyde tried to recreate Neill’s calculations but failed, since Neill had not 
specified which Weather Bureau stations had reported the rainfall statistics 
he cited or which states he had assigned to which region. Hyde did deter-
mine, however, that Neill had included rainfall figures from the last week of 
July in his tabulations for August and September, a bit of arithmetical sleight 
of hand that boosted the 1899 rainfall totals for the Atlantic and Gulf Coast 
states higher than those of 1897.64 In the following days, a storm of anti-
Neill sentiment burst forth in the pages of the Atlanta Constitution, which 
crowed, “Mr. Neill must have invented his rainfall to suit his own purposes. 
His figures were grossly incorrect, and his rainfalls were mythical.”65 But 
Neill defended his comparison to the 1897–98 crop as “perfectly logical and 
proper,” insisting that late July and October rainfall of the current season had 
minimized the crop damage that was, overall, “less serious than in 1897.”66

Neill’s rebuttal did not dissuade the producerist Atlanta Constitution 
from denouncing him as a “commercial Judas, who undertook to deliver the 
hard-working producers into the hands of sharp men, who were as expert 
with trading conditions as the farmer was ignorant of them.”67 From the 
barrage of the Constitution’s epithets—“an enemy of the public welfare,” a 
“prophet [who] is an agent of evil,” “a demon of destruction”—emerged a 
two-pronged attack on Neill for wreaking havoc on the cotton market.68 
First, the Constitution condemned him for making fraudulent predictions, 
for “cloth[ing] Falsehood in the garb of Fact.” Second, it pronounced him 
“the alleged statistician” who relied not upon “ascertained facts” but on 
“empty probabilities” that compelled growers to sell their crop below true 
market value.69

Undeterred by Hyde’s investigation in late October 1899 and the 
Constitution’s subsequent reports of his statistical impropriety, Neill stood 
firm. On November 10, the Division of Statistics released its first end-of-
season estimate of a “maximum of 9,500,000 bales,” and four days later, 
Neill Bros. issued a statement that Neill had “not reduced his former 
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minimum estimate of 11,000,000 by a single bale.”70 In the closing days 
of November, Neill explained away the reality of lower-than-expected cot-
ton receipts by blaming growers for holding their cotton off the market for 
higher prices.71

On December 10, 1899, the Division of Statistics reported that the year’s 
crop would not exceed 8.9 million bales, but Neill held at 11 million. By 
January 1900, after most of the crop had gone to market and Neill’s forecast 
of eleven million bales clearly appeared to be off the mark, Neill claimed 
that planters were still holding a considerable amount of cotton off the mar-
ket and thereby adjusted his figure to a minimum of 10 million bales.72 
Neill’s insistence, from August 1899 through the turn of the century, on 
an improbably high yield had its greatest effect on southern planters, who 
sold most of their crop in the first half of the September-to-September com-
mercial cotton year. USDA statistician James Watkins later lamented that 
the federal government’s estimates were no match for Neill’s when it came 
to affecting the market, and thereby cost growers “two to three cents per 
pound.”73 Neill’s false cotton prophecies in the fall of 1899 cost some south-
ern growers their profits and him his reputation as “the great cotton crop 
authority of New Orleans.”74

Neill’s 11-million-bale estimate was more than 1.5 million bales over the 
final 1899–1900 yield: 9,436,416 bales.75 His insistence upon a meaning-
ful comparison between the current crop and the previous year’s had been 
disproven twice by USDA statistician John Hyde, first, in theory, when 
Hyde uncovered Neill’s manipulation of Weather Bureau rainfall totals, and 
second, in actuality, when the Division of Statistics recorded the current 
year’s crop as 2,046,367 bales less than the 1898–99 crop.76 After Neill’s 
exposure as a false cotton prophet, prices rose dramatically. The value of 
the 1899–1900 cotton crop was nearly $30 million more than the previous 
year’s 11.3-million-bale crop, with New York prices averaging 8.69 cents per 
pound in 1899–1900, as compared to 6.00 cents the previous year.77

Henry Neill and his fellow commercial forecasters were not alone in 
influencing prices on commodity exchanges. The federal government’s crop 
reports, as USDA statistician George K. Holmes admitted at the Grangers’ 
state convention at Brandywine Springs, Delaware, in September 1900, 
occasionally drove prices higher or lower.78 Holmes’s words rang especially 
true three months later, when the Division of Statistics’ December 10 report 
put the past season’s yield at 10.1 million bales, a full 500,000 bales higher 
than expected, throwing the New York Cotton Exchange into a frenzied 
sell-off in which prices fluctuated so quickly that they defied recording.79 
Perhaps chastened by his recent exposure as “the great fakir of cotton esti-
mates,” Henry Neill issued an estimate of 9.6 million bales, lower than 



60  ●  Jamie L. Pietruska 

most commercial estimates, which averaged 9.75 million bales.80 When the 
Division of Statistics figures were released at noon, brokers raced to unload 
their contracts for January delivery and prices plummeted. In the ensuing 
minutes of chaos, cotton lost two dollars a bale, and across the trading floor, 
“half a dozen prices were quoted for the same month at the same instant.” As 
the Dallas Morning News headline blared, the “Cotton Pit Was Wild.”81

Statistical Resistance

Henry Neill’s market manipulations in the 1899–1900 cotton season spurred 
southern growers to renewed collective action. Georgia county chapters and 
the Alabama state chapter of the Cotton Growers’ Protective Association 
were established in summer 1900, when as the Macon Telegraph announced, 
a “great movement seems to have spread like wildfire over the cotton planting 
regions.”82 Orchestrating this movement was Harvie Jordan, president of the 
Georgia Cotton Growers’ Protective Association and architect of an agenda 
of statistical resistance. That summer, Jordan issued broadsides outlining his 
plan to establish county suborganizations that together would function as a 
local version of the USDA’s national crop-reporting network.83

Jordan sought to mount a statistical defense against Henry Neill and his 
fellow bear-market cotton forecasters. “The object of the movement,” Jordan 
declared, “is first to obtain correct, statistical information in regard to the 
cotton crop.”84 Such information would be collected weekly from cotton 
ginners and secretaries of the suborganizations and, once tabulated, would 
provide accurate figures of weekly sales as well as forecasts of total yield. 
Jordan asserted that “[t]his information will cover facts, and will check the 
annual false estimates sent out by such men as Neil [sic], who last season, 
caused the farmers of the South to lose over a hundred million dollars in the 
sale of their cotton at low prices.”85

But Jordan did not believe that equipping growers with statistics alone 
would be enough to “break the shackles . . . to Wall Street and Liverpool 
gamblers,” as he put it.86 He also secured the financial support of the Georgia 
Bankers Association in creating a local subtreasury that provided credit to 
growers at 75 percent of their cotton’s market value, thereby allowing grow-
ers to put their crop in warehouses, off the market, and wait for prices to 
rise.87 The Alabama Cotton Growers’ Protective Association organized an 
identical statistics and subtreasury initiative in July 1900, and letters came 
flooding in from across the South in support of Jordan’s vision.88 Jordan 
also traveled extensively, urging growers to establish local branches of the 
Cotton Growers’ Protective Association and market their cotton gradually 
to attain the elusive ten cents per pound.89 By late August 1900, the growers’ 
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movement had taken root throughout Georgia, with a reported majority of 
the state’s counties having their own branches.90

By October 1900, with the Cotton Growers’ Protective Association strong 
in Georgia, Alabama, and South Carolina, Jordan urged the establishment 
of a centralized bureaucracy to coordinate the collection and distribution 
of thousands of crop reports.91 In February 1901, the Interstate Southern 
Cotton Growers’ Protective Association was formally established by repre-
sentatives from Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Mississippi, 
who elected Jordan president and tasked him with organizing state con-
ventions throughout the South. The new interstate association articulated 
three primary purposes, the first of which was “to gather and distribute 
all information possible, and especially statistical information” on the cot-
ton crop.92 A public relations committee would ensure that the association’s 
message regularly reached editors and newspaper reporters, urging frequent 
publication of cotton statistics and reminding growers to hold back some 
of their crop at the start of the season (from September to January) in order 
to prevent a bearish surplus.93 The Atlanta Constitution had high hopes for 
the burgeoning association, proclaiming that “[i]t is expected ultimately to 
organize what will develop into the greatest bureau of cotton statistics the 
world has ever known.”94

The Constitution’s prediction was not accurate. The Cotton Growers’ 
Protective Association, never a powerful agricultural statistics bureau, was 
supplanted by the Southern Cotton Association, itself in existence only from 
1905 to 1908.95 But the newspaper record of Harvie Jordan’s public activi-
ties reveals that the Cotton Growers’ Protective Association indeed began 
to build a local reporting network that functioned for at least a year or two. 
More importantly, the association’s avowed statistical resistance to an unpre-
dictable market—and Henry Neill’s predictably high forecasts—set off a 
chain of events that shaped a new understanding of modern agricultural 
commodity markets as arenas of economic uncertainty.

Understanding the Modern Cotton Market

An uncommonly volatile cotton market in the first decade of the twentieth 
century provided fertile ground for public and governmental debates over 
crop forecasting. These debates emerged from a resurgence of cotton grow-
ers’ collective action, a high-profile “cotton leak” scandal within the Bureau 
of Statistics, and investigations of the federal government’s crop estimat-
ing work. Congressional leaders, USDA bureaucrats, cotton growers’ and 
manufacturers’ associations, and the press all sought to measure the eco-
nomic and social value of crop reports in a cotton market that was becoming 
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increasingly difficult to predict. When the New York Times wondered in 
July 1905, “Are Crop Reports Worthless?” (and concluded otherwise), it 
acknowledged the inescapable uncertainty of the crop-reporting enterprise, 
pronouncing it “folly to expect anything like uniformity or accuracy from 
thousands of scattered observers describing things as they see them over 
millions of acres.”96

Many estimates proved worthless in a predictably unpredictable early-
twentieth-century cotton market characterized by dramatic price fluctua-
tions, large crops, and increasing acreage. Yields surpassed 10 million bales 
each season from 1900 to 1904, which drove average New York prices above 
ten cents per pound in 1902–03 and 1903–04, as well as from 1905 through 
1908, but the range of prices in all those seasons was much wider than it had 
been in the previous decade. As the southern cotton economy rebounded, 
with prices soaring—up to 17 cents a pound in early 1904—growers planted 
ever more acreage, and in 1904, 30 million acres planted yielded a record 13.6 
million bales.97 But the record crop depressed prices, down to 6 to 7 cents a 
pound by the end of 1904. In January 1905, Harvie Jordan exhorted New 
Orleans growers to aim for acreage reduction of between 25 and 40 percent in 
the 1905–06 season, an appeal resulting in a substantial acreage reduction of 
13 percent that brought average prices up over 2 cents per pound in 1905.98

In 1905, the Southern Cotton Growers’ Association had a hand in not only 
bringing about reduced acreage and higher prices but also bringing to light 
a sensational story of cotton-report corruption—often alleged but always 
unproven at the turn of the century—within the Bureau of Statistics.99 The 
association discovered that its condition reports were significantly lower than 
the Bureau of Statistics’ monthly estimates, by 7 percent in May 1905. The 
association then conducted an inquiry that uncovered an informant who 
divulged the details of the so-called “cotton leak” scandal within the Bureau 
of Statistics, and the association’s secretary advised Secretary of Agriculture 
James Wilson that he had uncovered a cotton report conspiracy.100

Sensational details of the scandal and the subsequent trial were splashed 
throughout daily newspapers, and President Theodore Roosevelt, upon 
learning of the results of Secretary Wilson’s initial investigation, urged 
swift and vigorous prosecution of the USDA statistician who had leaked 
and falsified cotton reports for the benefit of speculators.101 Roosevelt then 
put the entire federal crop-reporting system—both the USDA’s Bureau 
of Statistics and the Census Bureau’s agricultural statistics—under scru-
tiny in June 1905, when he approved the creation of the Committee on 
Department Methods, commonly known as the Keep Commission after its 
head, Assistant Treasury Secretary James H. Keep. The Keep Commission’s 
investigation of every executive department, bureau, and division of the 
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federal government from 1905 to 1909 sought to modernize government 
business practices and ensure operational efficiency in order to, as Roosevelt 
put it, “put the country’s housekeeping in order.”102

As the Keep Commission began its inquiry in the wake of the “cotton 
leak” scandal—and crop reporting was the subject of one of its special inves-
tigations—Secretary Wilson mandated reforms designed to thwart any sub-
sequent attempts at falsifying or leaking crop reports. The most significant 
of these measures was the formation of a crop-reporting board, a committee 
of four from the Bureau of Statistics that would assemble in Washington, 
D.C., under the watchful eye of the secretary or assistant secretary of agri-
culture, who would look on as each member first calculated his own crop 
estimates individually before the entire committee agreed upon the final 
figures. No longer would a USDA statistician be able to single-handedly 
manipulate crop reports before their public release.103

After the formation of the crop-reporting board, the American Cotton 
Manufacturers’ Association, on behalf of growers who desired lower acre-
age estimates, called for a recalculation of the Bureau of Statistics’ June 
1905 acreage figures.104 At noon on July 26, 1905, the crop-reporting board 
released revised acreage statistics that revealed that the chief statistician 
John Hyde, under the influence of the corrupt assistant statistician, had 
unwittingly overestimated the year’s planted acreage: the current acreage 
represented a 14.9 percent decrease from the previous year, not the 11.4 
percent decrease that had initially been reported (a revision on the order of 
500,000 bales).105

The revised acreage figures had an instant impact on the New York Cotton 
Exchange, sending futures contracts for October delivery soaring, but they 
did not comport with other widely circulated estimates. The New York Journal 
of Commerce and Commercial Bulletin indicated an acreage decrease of 12.3 
percent, and cotton growers pointed to an 18 percent decrease. According 
to economist Henry Parker Willis, the ostensibly corrected acreage did not 
inspire public confidence in the beleaguered Bureau of Statistics but rather 
had the opposite effect of a “discrediting influence.”106

Willis’s assessment proved accurate. In late September 1905, the New 
England Cotton Manufacturers’ Association implored Roosevelt to investi-
gate the USDA’s crop-reporting service on the grounds that “the unreliability 
of Government crop reports and the leaks in the Bureau of Statistics have 
tended to increase speculation in cotton futures.”107 In late November 1905, the 
New York Times pronounced the recent months “a season of confusion” for the 
cotton markets. The headline identified the source of the confusion: “Wide 
Differences in Government and Expert ‘Mathematical Crops’—Estimates 
and Facts.” The article cited three different yield forecasts: 9,588,000 bales 
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from the Southern Cotton Association, 10,900,000 bales from well-respected 
broker Theodore H. Price, and a characteristically high estimate of 11,500,000 
bales from Henry Neill. Such a range of estimates was, the Times concluded, 
an appropriate end to the season of dramatic and unpredictable events: the 
“cotton leak” scandal, the revised acreage estimate, and the continued dis-
crepancies between Census and Bureau of Statistics crop reports.108 The pub-
lication of contradictory condition figures from the Bureau of Statistics and 
ginning estimates from the Bureau of the Census throughout October and 
November 1905 sent prices bouncing wildly up and down on the New York 
Cotton Exchange. As the New York Evening Post wryly observed, “no faro-
table ever presented such alluring uncertainties as this season’s movement of 
cotton values.”109

These cotton market uncertainties gained the attention of lawmakers 
in December 1905, when the House Committee on Agriculture held hear-
ings on a resolution proposed by Massachusetts congressman William C. 
Lovering, himself a prominent cotton manufacturer, who sought revised 
figures from the USDA for its December yield estimate of 10,167,818 bales 
(since the December estimate, much lower than the previous year’s produc-
tion, was based on July’s revised acreage estimate).110 Lovering denounced 
bureau statistics on cultivated, abandoned, and net acreage as mere “guesses, 
or an average of guesses, possessing all the elements of uncertainty and sub-
ject to the whims and environments of the agents located in many thousand 
places.”111 Alabama congressman Henry D. Clayton argued on behalf of 
growers that the bureau’s cotton guesses were preferable to none at all and 
thus a purely private cotton estimating industry:

If the Government does not make these estimates, or guesses, as he 
[Lovering] calls them, and refrains from saying anything at all, and 
abolishes this Bureau of the Agricultural Department, everybody knows 
that the great commercial interests of the country will engage in guess-
ing for themselves. That is, the different people, like . . . Neal [sic] 
and others, will go on guessing, and it is better that the Government 
should do the guessing than that each individual, responsible to nobody, 
should do it.112

Lovering’s resolution sought a seemingly straightforward bureaucratic solu-
tion to a statistical problem—the recalculation of the USDA’s December 
yield estimate—but the hearing produced discussion of a thornier episte-
mological problem—the limits of estimation in the pursuit of an elusive 
statistical certainty.
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Lovering and his congressional colleagues were not alone in grappling 
with the epistemological uncertainties of agricultural commodity markets 
in 1905. That year, the Chicago Board of Trade’s crusade against what it 
deemed the illegitimate gambling of rural bucket shops culminated in the 
Supreme Court ruling in Board of Trade v. Christie, which confirmed the 
legality of organized futures trading but disallowed bucket-shop specula-
tion. “Speculation of [the former] kind by competent men,” wrote Justice 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. in favor of the board, “is the self-adjustment of 
society to the probable.”113

The Bureau of Statistics was at the same time beginning its own self-
adjustment to the probable, a shift first articulated by the Keep Commission 
in its January 1906 findings on federal crop reporting. The commission 
concluded that the bureau’s cotton estimates generally did not deserve the 
harsh criticism they had received, but that the rest of the bureau’s crop esti-
mates should be significantly improved or discontinued. Some of the Keep 
Commission’s recommendations focused on eliminating redundancy and 
increasing efficiency between the Bureau of Statistics and the Bureau of the 
Census, while other recommendations sought to redefine government crop 
reporting as a necessarily inexact enterprise.114

Uncertainty had a place in the Bureau of Statistics, the Keep Commission 
acknowledged, both in the nature and the communication of its work. 
Predicting a crop’s future was by definition an uncertain venture, the com-
mission noted: “To determine from the condition of a growing plant its 
probable productiveness . . . the use of judgment and the making of a more 
or less uncertain estimate of future yield is the best that can be done.”115 The 
commission also recommended that when publishing monthly condition 
figures—a percentage reported to the nearest tenth (for example, 74.9)—
the bureau should provide to the public only a whole number and abandon 
the decimal places that implied “mathematical exactness by a mathematical 
process.”116 Most significantly, the commission urged the bureau to convert 
its cotton condition figures into total prospective yield in bales rather than 
let commercial forecasters and speculators translate condition reports into 
often conflicting forecasts.117 But cotton yield forecasting would be an 
inherently uncertain endeavor in the estimation of the commission, which 
issued a concluding recommendation that the bureau abandon the mantle 
of “statistics” for reasons both bureaucratic and epistemological: the 
Department of Commerce and Labor already had its own Bureau of 
Statistics, and the work of reporting on crop conditions was by defini-
tion not statistical in nature. Crop condition reports “are not statistics, but 
estimates,” the commission declared, and it ended its report with an 
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acknowledgement of inevitable inaccuracy in predicting crop yield early in 
the growing season.118

Bureau of Statistics officials came to agree with the Keep Commission’s 
findings (as well as the recommendations of a USDA committee to improve 
crop reporting), and in 1914, the Bureau of Statistics was renamed the 
Bureau of Crop Estimates to “indicate to the public more clearly the real 
nature of its work,” as Chief Leon M. Estabrook subsequently put it .119 The 
real nature of the bureau’s work was not the compilation and publication of 
immutable statistical certainties but rather the assemblage of a predictive 
aggregation of approximations. Indeed, Secretary of Agriculture David F. 
Houston initially wanted to rename the bureau the “Bureau of Agricultural 
Forecasts.” Although the USDA’s cotton reports had always functioned as de 
facto forecasts in the hands of the commodity exchanges, commercial fore-
casters, and speculators who converted the government’s monthly condition 
reports from base ten into a probable seasonal yield in millions of bales, it 
was not until 1911 that the bureau decided to issue its own quantitative yield 
forecasts for an array of major crops.120

But cotton was not among them. When the USDA’s crop-reporting board 
made its first official forays into quantitative yield forecasting, it steered 
clear of cotton. “‘[T]ry it out on grain before you touch cotton; because 
cotton is dynamite,’” Secretary of Agriculture Wilson reportedly warned 
USDA statistician Nat C. Murray, and the crop-reporting board tested its 
predictive powers on easier ground, making quantitative yield forecasts for 
wheat, oats, corn, tobacco, and rice from 1912 to 1914, when it issued its 
first official cotton forecast in the newly established Agricultural Outlook.121 
The USDA’s quantitative yield forecasting marked a decisive epistemologi-
cal shift toward the rationalizing of uncertainty in the federal government’s 
production of predictive agricultural statistics.

In 1912, Bureau of Statistics chief Victor Olmsted acknowledged the 
inherent uncertainty of not just cotton forecasting but crop reporting more 
generally:

The reports issued from month to month do not purport to be other than 
estimates . . . Every quantitative estimate of the bureau, whether relating 
to acreage and production of crops or numbers of live stock, is nothing 
more than a consensus of judgment of many thousands of correspondents 
and a limited number of agents.122

Thus the chief of the Bureau of Statistics, with his characterization of crop 
estimates as “a consensus of judgment,” formally signaled the end of the 
USDA’s bureaucratic pursuit of statistical certainty and publicly cleared a 
space for uncertainty in the federal crop-reporting service.
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CHAPTER 4

Mail-Order Doctors and 
Market Research, 1890–1930

Daniel J. Robinson

In 1910, James Rainey and Louen V. Atkins operated the “Dr. Rainey 
Medicine Company” in Chicago, a mail-order patent medicine company 
selling Vitaline, a cure-all for conditions like catarrh and “blood trou-

bles.” The company’s ads ran in low-cost magazines and rural weeklies. After 
a series of business disputes, Rainey left the partnership and opened a rival 
operation in the same building called “Dr. James M. Rainey, incorporated.” 
The similar names created confusion, resulting in Atkins cashing a customer’s 
money order most likely intended for Rainey’s new operation. When Rainey 
demanded the return of this payment, Atkins accused him of poaching the 
customer’s name from the mailing list of their former partnership. Rainey 
countered that the name had come from a list purchased from a “letter bro-
ker,” agents who bought and sold customer letters sent to patent medicine 
firms. An argument erupted and violence ensued, culminating in Rainey 
shooting and killing his former business partner. Fortunately for Rainey, a 
jury later acquitted him, citing self-defense. During court proceedings, it 
was revealed that Rainey and Atkins, both jointly and separately, had dealt 
with letter brokers, in the process buying and selling thousands of names, 
addresses, and—in some cases—the actual letters of people corresponding 
with proprietary medicine firms. While a common industry practice by 1910, 
the case, an American Medical Association official maintained, still man-
aged to shine a “search-light of publicity into the dark and noisome pit of 
quackery.” The AMA writer speculated as to the “chain of events” leading up 
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to the killing: “a poor, humbugged victim—probably a woman—who had 
at some time written to a conscienceless quack hoping for relief from some 
imaginary or real ailment; after being ‘worked’ to the extent of her purse and 
being no longer profitable prey, her letter is sold to the ‘brokers.’ ”1

This chapter is also concerned with the “chain of events” involving the 
marketing of mail-order patent medicine firms, if less so the underlying 
moral indignation of Progressive-era critics seeking to reform the industry. 
Correspondence between customers and patent medicine makers became 
the building blocks of an early form of consumer-based market research, 
arguably one of its earliest iterations in American business history. Patent 
medicine dealers actively solicited letters from people, many of whom wrote 
seeking medical advice for ailments. Others provided product testimonials 
as satisfied consumers, and since testimonial ads featuring ordinary people 
were a staple of the industry, these endorsements were actively recruited 
and carefully referenced by nostrum makers. Correspondents completed 
and mailed in “symptom blanks” itemizing their medical problems. The 
letters, some batches numbering in the tens of thousands, were categorized 
by disease and other demographic variables. Many of these letters were later 
sold to letter brokers, intermediaries who in turn sold or rented them to 
other patent medicine concerns in search of new customers. These “data” 
facilitated forms of direct marketing, allowing firms to target by mail those 
people most likely to be interested in a given remedy and not waste time and 
money on healthy people or those suffering from other illnesses. It traded 
the shotgun approach of newspaper advertising for the precision and inti-
macy of one-to-one, direct-mail marketing. These letters, order forms, and 
symptom blanks constituted a two-fold system of commercial exchange. 
The company earned profits from the initial sale and, in some cases, sub-
sequent sales resulting from follow-up correspondence. And this personal 
information (names, addresses, diseases, symptoms), when no longer of use 
to the originating firm, was then remonetized when sold to letter brokers. 
The mail-order patent medicine industry was an early example of “market-
ing capitalism” in which organized data and systematic knowledge of con-
sumers functioned as commodities for commercial exchange.2

Business history treatments of patent medicines in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries have focused mostly on advertising and less so on 
other marketing activities within the sector.3 There is good reason for this, 
given the industry’s robust and long-lasting embrace of advertising. Patent 
medicines formed the largest block of advertisers, comprising nearly half of 
newspaper advertising in 1860 and about one-third of it in 1890. The indus-
try’s advertising-to-sales ratios were extraordinary, often topping 40 percent 
in an era when 10 percent was considered high. Manufacturers flexed their 
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collective muscle in the industry’s lobby group, the Proprietary Association 
of America, and individually with “red clause” advertising contracts with 
newspapers that nullified agreements if legislation harmful to the industry 
passed at the state or local level. The effect was to bolster editorial support 
for nostrum makers. Proprietary medicines were among the first to advertise 
nationally and proved pioneers in the use of trademarked, branded goods. 
Along with newspapers, patent medicine ads were ubiquitously placed on 
trade cards, billboards, barns, almanacs, calendars, and even rock faces. This 
advertising broke new ground in the use of the “psychological lure,” employ-
ing symbolism, allegory, and rich imagery, which contrasted sharply with 
the staid prose of the classifieds and still product shots featured in retailing 
promotions, the two other staples of newspaper advertising. Proprietary rem-
edies, Richard Ohmann notes, were among the first products to advertise 
in a “modern way,”4 and they often did so in a sensational and eye-grabbing 
style. One contemporary’s sarcastic advice for launching a patent medicine 
is telling: “To begin with, you need some money to be sunk in advertising. 
Next you need a good advertising manager . . . and lastly, of course, you need 
a formula, but that is of mighty small importance compared with the other 
two elements of the business.”5 The term “advertising doctor,” not surpris-
ingly, was used interchangeably with “patent medicine promoter.”6

While advertising loomed large, this chapter takes its cue from James 
Harvey Young’s observation on the quotidian ways in which patent medi-
cine promotion intersected with the typical American, “as he read his 
mail, as he perused the paper, as he strolled the streets, as he traversed the 
countryside.”7 The focus here is on mail-order patent medicine operations 
and how written correspondence engendered new forms of marketing and 
opportunities for commercialization.8 Many advertised remedies were not 
available in retail outlets, only directly from the manufacturer. More impor-
tantly, mail-order business gave rise to marketing practices and forms of 
commercial exchange that would not have transpired had these transactions 
occurred anonymously in stores. The primary elements of the mail-order 
patent medicine trade—testimonial advertising, advice letters, sales letters, 
mailing lists, and letter brokerages—formed an integrated “chain” of activi-
ties constituting the marketing stock-in-trade of the “mail-order doctor.”

Testimonials

Arthur Cramp, the longtime director of the AMA’s Bureau of Investigation, 
described patent medicine testimonials in 1936 as the “sheet anchor of the 
quack,” bereft of medical credence if not “commercial value.”9 Testimonials 
were common in patent medicine advertising from the 1890s until the 
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1930s. A critic of Hydrocine, a consumption cure, conveyed this sense of 
ubiquity in 1907 when discussing its advertising: “Of course, there are tes-
timonials,” he wrote. “What nostrum was ever introduced, whether to the 
public or to the profession, that did not have testimonials ready?”10 In the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, some of these endorsements 
came from socially prominent people like theater actors, opera stars, and 
politicians. Medical doctors, recruited for their perceived scientific author-
ity, also appeared in many patent medicine ads, as evidenced by the AMA’s 
1913 “testimonial file” on patent medicines, which contained the names of 
some 13,000 American doctors.11

But by the early 1900s, most testimonials in patent medicine ads came 
from ordinary people, which were considered more persuasive, springing as 
they did “from the personal recommendation of a fellow man or woman.”12 
Characteristic of this genre was a 1926 ad for Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable 
Compound in which Mrs. Adolph Bratke of South Omaha, complete with 
photographic portrait, encouraged fellow sufferers of menopause to use the 
compound (figure 4.1). She had done so herself for eighteen months and was 
no longer troubled by “nervousness” or “pains in her left side.” She recom-
mended the product to everyone who “complains to me about female trou-
bles.” A woman of ordinary means (“I am the mother of six, and manage an 
eight-room house without anybody to help”), her home address appeared in 
the ad, cementing her authenticity while enabling direct correspondence.13 
These ads were a populist affirmation of the sound judgment and good sense 
of ordinary people. They evoked the tone and spirit of personal advice that 
one might receive from a helpful neighbor or family member, made convinc-
ing by firsthand experience with the product. That Mrs. Bratke’s menopausal 
symptoms might well have gone away after eighteen months with or without 
the vegetable compound was not the top-of-mind response (though it was for 
medical critics of nostrums).14 Rather, these accounts, offered up by “repre-
sentative” Americans experiencing widely shared conditions like menopause 
or dyspepsia, underscored the effectiveness of experiential and anecdotal 
“truths” in persuading others, even distant strangers via the mass media.

While altruism may have motivated some testimonial donors, psychic 
and material incentives may have factored for others. Publicity seeking was 
offered up as a motive, the desire to see one’s name, photo, and opinion in 
a publication read by thousands.15 “‘If your brains won’t get you into the 
papers,” one observer quipped, then “sign a patent medicine testimonial. 
Maybe your kidneys will.”16 Token gifts were provided, if not outright pay-
ment, which could damage the testimonial’s credibility if disclosed. The 
Pinkham Company even sought to defend the sanctity of its testimonials 
with a standing offer of $5,000 to anyone proving a testimonial was false.17 



Figure 4.1 Pinkham ad with testimonial for “Middle-Aged Women”
Source: Pinkham Ad, “Middle-Aged Women,” Toronto Star, March 5, 1926, 26.
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Pinkham did provide its testators with silver spoons as Christmas gifts, how-
ever, some 500 annually as early as 1898, and continued this practice until 
the 1930s.18 It also provided its “testimonial women” with small sums to 
cover the cost of stationery and stamps. The Epileptic Institute Co. provided 
free treatments and silver watches to its testimonial writers.19 Free product 
samples were common, as were extra copies of portraits when the person’s 
photo appeared in the advertisement. Firms did pay outright in one respect. 
The makers of Peruna, a catarrh remedy, wrote regularly to its testimonial 
correspondents. After confirming that they still used the product and were 
in good health, the company advised them that it paid twenty-five cents for 
each letter they answered from those writing in response to their testimoni-
als (their home addresses appeared in the ads): “you only have to send the 
letter you receive, together with a copy of your reply” to secure payment.20 
Pinkham similarly paid twenty-five cents for each letter answered by its tes-
timonial writers.21 Even if Peruna and Pinkham did not compensate directly 
for testimonials, they paid for endorsements issued by testimonial writers to 
correspondents, arguably a more persuasive type of recommendation, being 
one step removed from the company.

During the 1920s, the producers of B & M External Remedy, a tubercu-
losis treatment, provided Edith Merchant of Ashland, New Hampshire, with 
payments to cover the costs of a desk, stationery, and stamps. She diligently 
responded to inquiries to her testimonials, even while on her deathbed from 
tuberculosis. After she died, the company honored her long-standing con-
tributions with a $1,100 contribution to her family, a payment conditional, 
however, on the family attributing the cause of death to rectal cancer, not 
tuberculosis.22 Personal testimonials in newspaper and magazine ads could 
be persuasive, but they could backfire when the person appeared in both 
a patent medicine ad and a death notice involving the same condition. In 
1907, Mary Adams appeared twice in the same issue of the Connecticut 
Evening Citizen, first as testator for Dr. Richards Dyspepsia Tablets, “enjoy-
ing better health than I have for years,” and then in a death notice, hav-
ing succumbed to “dropsy,” from which “she had been seriously ill for two 
months.”23 Progressive-era critics of patent medicines often highlighted these 
contradictions in their campaigns to “unmask” and regulate the industry.24

Given the ethical tenor of the industry, it should not surprise that fraud 
and deceit factored in testimonial procurement.25 There were numerous cases 
in which testimonials appeared from medical doctors, politicians, and cler-
gymen, for which no permission had been granted, the person typically only 
learning of the ad when notified by a friend or colleague.26 Ordinary citizens 
were also manipulated, perhaps best illustrated by the case of Duffy’s Pure 
Malt Whiskey, a “medical whiskey” for the treatment of consumption and 
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the promotion of longevity. Company representatives toured old-age homes 
and hospitals in search of testimonials from centenarians. Once discovered, 
they provided them with product samples and offered a small payment for 
signing a statement attributing their longevity to Duffy’s. A photograph was 
also taken. One of these ads featured Mrs. Nancy Tigue, 106, proudly pro-
claiming that she did not “feel like I’m a day over 60, thanks to Duffy’s.” 
When the ad ran in local papers, Tigue was not pleased, claiming that she 
had been duped into providing the endorsement and that she had “never 
taken a drop of any kind of whiskey” while in her current care facility.27

Patent medicine makers found uses for testimonials beyond advertising. 
One purpose they served was legal defense. To prove violation of the Pure 
Food and Drug Act of 1906 or postal regulations, federal officials had to 
show that the claims and actions of nostrum makers were both false and 
fraudulent. If they could demonstrate that they believed their products 
were effective and beneficial to people—in spite of the weight of scientific 
evidence—then successful prosecution became more difficult. In 1912, 
federal agents seized a shipment of the Radam Company’s “Microbe Killer,” 
a cure-all for diseases like malaria, consumption, and leprosy, among oth-
ers. The product consisted of 99 percent water and 1 percent sulphuric acid. 
Government chemists testified, at a court proceeding in 1913 challeng-
ing this seizure, that the product had no medicinal value. In its defense, 
the company produced forty-seven bound volumes of letters from people 
“grateful for their cures,” some of whom also testified in court. A woman 
described her victory over cancer after consuming five bottles of Microbe 
Killer. A man recounted his triumph over tuberculosis after three months of 
use. Despite this attempt, the court later sided with the federal government, 
upholding the seizure of the shipment, which soon after was destroyed.28 
Testimonial letters were also used to hinder the work of journalists. When 
Samuel Hopkins Adams met with Isham Spring, promoter of California 
Waters of Life, a cure for rheumatism and cancer, he described how Spring 
“loaded me down with testimonials of various kinds,” which would have 
taken weeks to properly validate.29 Few journalists at this time had attended 
postsecondary institutions or, for that matter, received formal training in the 
craft of journalism. Most were ill-equipped to recognize the methodological 
and conceptual shortcomings of using personal testimonials as a measure of 
therapeutic effectiveness among broader population groups.

The broad appeal of testimonial advertising and the constant need for new 
endorsements meant that patent medicine firms turned to outside parties 
for procurement. Independent agents secured Duffy’s geriatric testimonials. 
A 1910 classified ad in the Chicago Tribune called for “medical testimonial 
gatherers,” noting that “leads” would be furnished. Pinkham hired brokers 
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to acquire testimonials, targeting people from small towns, rural areas, 
and the South, where its products sold best. One agent, for a time, doubled 
his compensation by selling the same testimonials to Wine of Cardui, a 
Pinkham competitor.30 Druggists were compensated for “forwarding let-
ters from their customers” to nostrum makers. Adams wrote in 1906 that 
“almost all” of the testimonials appearing in newspaper ads were secured by 
outside agents.31 He described a Washington agent’s “blanket offer” to a pat-
ent medicine maker: $100 for testimonials from actors Sarah Bernhardt and 
DeWolf Hopper, along with those from six “statesmen,” including a federal 
senator.32 An AMA investigation in 1910 found that third parties secured 
a large share of testimonials, with the patent medicine firms providing the 
names and addresses of potential contacts along with the content require-
ments for the testimonials.33

Writing for Advice

The Lydia E. Pinkham Company, founded in 1875, encouraged women to 
“write Mrs. Pinkham” with either medical questions or words of praise for the 
product.34 From early on, Pinkham received numerous letters from women 
describing, often in exacting detail, health problems and their difficulties 
with physicians. By 1929, the company had over 400,000 letters on file from 
“grateful women all over the United States and Canada.”35 Not surprisingly, 
the work of letter writing in the “Advice Department” proved especially 
busy. By the 1890s, about thirty female clerks worked in this department. 
In encouraging women to write to “Mrs. Pinkham,” the company fostered 
the illusion that she was very much alive, even decades after Lydia had died 
in 1883. Engelman describes this operation as a “commercialized medical 
advice network” that served both social need and marketing outreach. The 
social stigma attached to topics like menopause and painful menses meant 
that public or private sources of accurate information on matters like these 
were limited. The female clerks used keyed response books to answer many 
questions, while also promoting Pinkham products when possible. Women 
wrote directly to the women in testimonial ads to ask for advice, creating tri-
angulated lines of communication between company, customer, and testa-
tor. This additional layer made the Pinkham advice network more tangible 
and immediate, “taking it beyond newspaper type and into the women’s 
hands through personalized reassurances.”36 When Donald Jackson wrote 
that it was not the “chemistry of the compound that mattered” but the 
“human chemistry between Lydia and the women who trusted her,”37 
he was only half right. The chemistry also existed between testimonial writ-
ers and prospective customers.
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While serving foremost commercial interests, Pinkham’s “advice net-
work” arguably provided some benefits to women, given the paucity of reli-
able public information on “female complaints.” One cannot say the same 
for those men who wrote the Interstate Remedy Company, a “men’s special-
ist” operation offering treatments for impotency, venereal disease, and “lack 
of vigor” caused by “unnatural drains.” Men who responded to ads offering 
“free” information and advice received a pamphlet on bladder and kidney 
disease in a “plain, ordinary envelope.” Interstate also informed them that 
it had sent a one-month supply of its medicine to a nearby express office, 
available for $3.50 on pickup. If the man refused the offer or ignored the 
letter, three or four follow-up letters were sent urging compliance, the last 
one a “lawyer’s” letter threatening legal action. If the man relented and paid, 
Interstate then sent, unsolicited, another month’s supply.38 Similar “men’s 
weakness” operations were reported to Collier’s magazine after 1905, when 
it began publishing articles critical of the patent medicine industry. One 
operation involved a $25 treatment sent to the local express office. When 
the correspondent declined the shipment, he received a letter urging compli-
ance, saying that another man “in your town” had written for help and that 
it would “turn over your shipment to him, explaining the circumstances.” 
There were also reports of companies threatening to disclose the existence of 
declined or unclaimed packages to a correspondent’s family or employer.39

As early as the 1890s, there were accounts of aggressive customer recruit-
ment by “male weakness” manufacturers. In 1892, Charles Oleson described 
a plethora of advertising in newspapers, handbills, and posters promising 
“swift cures” for sexual dysfunction or “self-abuse.” Young, single men in 
cities, many recently from the country or abroad, were the target market. 
As well, Oleson noted, there was a “list kept of those applying at one place, 
which is circulated among quacks all over the country.” As a result, the “once 
victimized party” was in “constant receipt of new circulars describing the vir-
tues of new ‘pearls,’ or pills, or special apparatus.”40 On occasion, the practice 
proved tragic. When a young man responded to one such ad by Drs. Kennedy 
and Kennedy of Detroit, he was advised to visit their “institute” for a free 
consultation, where he learned the severity of his condition; his only recourse 
was a $150 treatment regimen. Terrified, distraught, and unable to afford the 
treatment, he committed suicide.41 The social shame and popular ignorance 
surrounding sexuality and sexual health (underscored by advertising images 
of the “brainless child born of a masturbator”) proved fertile ground for the 
marketing of remedies for “men’s diseases.” Compounding the problem, the 
transactions did not take place anonymously—as they might have in a drug 
store. The systematic collection and collation of names, addresses, and health 
information facilitated the use of blackmail as a marketing tactic.42
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The commercial value of customer correspondence was augmented by 
“symptom blanks,” a common marketing tool within the industry. These 
were forms on which prospective clients answered and returned a series 
of health-related and personal questions, ostensibly so the company could 
make a “personalized” diagnosis and recommend specialized treatment. 
A case in point was the Dr. Branaman Remedy Company, offering cures 
for deafness, catarrh, asthma, and “head noises.” It advertised widely, and 
those who responded were sent symptom blanks to be completed and mailed 
back. In 1912, Branaman’s questionnaire solicited demographic information 
(name, age, gender, marital status, occupation, weight, and height), while 
asking such health-related questions as: “How long has your trouble existed? 
“What treatment have you had?” “Have you had any other serious illness?” 
There were questions specific to body parts, such as eyes (inflamed? wear 
glasses?) and ears (discharge?). This symptom blank contained more than 
thirty questions or information requests, which, if answered even partially, 
would have disclosed a wide range of personal health information, com-
plete with name and address.43 Many patent medicine makers used symp-
tom blanks, among them the Dr. Bye cancer treatment and the Bertha C. 
Day medicine for “female weakness.”44 One observer in 1892 described 
seeing short symptom blanks on patent medicine circulars “plastered on 
telegraph poles.”45

Symptom blanks offered the pretense of individualized diagnosis and 
treatment when, in fact, the opposite was true. Diagnosis and cure con-
verged nearly always on a company’s own products. Dr. J. W. Kidd Company 
of Fort Wayne claimed that its symptom blanks allowed its “patients” to 
“receive treatments especially prepared to suit their individual cases.” This 
accounted for the company’s “great success” in curing cases involving more 
than thirty conditions, among them malaria, dropsy, and eczema.46 This 
was a way to compete with the claims and practices of allopathic medi-
cine, with its emphasis on the face-to-face diagnostic exam. There is no evi-
dence that serious diagnoses were attempted using the results from symptom 
blanks. They performed a marketing function, not a medical-diagnostic one. 
No matter the responses to its symptom blanks, the Branaman Company 
invariably recommended the purchase of an eight-dollar electromagnetic 
headcap to accompany the “free” medicine it provided. Patent medicine 
makers invoked the promise of personalized assessment and treatment, what 
would later be called “one-to-one” marketing, made plausible by the use of 
symptom blanks. 47 But, in the end, the patent medicine makers sold only 
generic goods. One-cure-fits-all remedies were the production-side corollary 
to personalized diagnoses and treatment protocols.
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Office Clerks

In 1908, a physician, feigning investor interest, visited the St. Louis head-
quarters of the Judd Q. Lloyd Chemical Company, maker of Aicsol, a con-
sumption remedy. He later reported on his visit to the AMA. He described 
modest production facilities, a small “laboratory,” some thirty by forty feet, 
containing an oven and cauldron in which the product was prepared. There 
were no manufacturing employees present, but there were “twenty-four 
or twenty-five girls” processing circulars to be sent to physicians, asking 
them to purchase stock in the company. Another room had “twelve stenog-
raphers, all very busy writing letters of some kind.”48 This description—
heavy on clerical functions, light on manufacturing activities49—reflects 
what Pinkham president Charles Pinkham observed as early as 1895, when 
he described his firm’s “private letter department” as the “solid foundation 
of this business.”50 The volume of correspondence in many operations was 
striking, especially given the small-business nature of most mail-order oper-
ations. In 1900, the Magnetic School of Nevada received some 3,000 letters 
daily.51 At Interstate Remedy, the work of writing letters, printing and mail-
ing pamphlets, and testimonial procurement was “by far the heaviest item 
of expense.” Compounding the burden of correspondence was the prac-
tice of sending follow-up letters to inquirers who balked at the initial sales 
letter. Follow-up letters generally offered a sliding scale of price discounts. 
For example, the Marjorie Hamilton Weight Loss program, initially offered 
at $15, could later be had for $10 or $3 in follow-up letters. The final 
letter asked for only $1, along with the “names and addresses of five fat 
people.”52 Each price point represented an additional piece of correspon-
dence (if, in the main, circulars modified slightly to appear as personally 
addressed). Clerical work (filling orders, answering letters, mailing booklets, 
indexing responses, filing symptom blanks and testimonials) was the bed-
rock operation of mail-order proprietary medicine companies. These clerks, 
according to one observer, worked at “factory speed,” processing hundreds 
of letters daily.53

As such, these companies—comprised mainly of clerks, typists, and ste-
nographers—constituted feminine workplaces, a contrast to the mostly male 
“advertising doctors” inhabiting company names and marketing materials. 
By 1930, fully 96 percent of typists and stenographers in the United States 
were female.54 That year, women comprised 52 percent of all clerical workers, 
up from 4 percent in 1880.55 Patent medicine establishments also increased, 
rising from 2,245 in 1904 to 2,903 in 1914. Employment in the sector rose 
by 38 percent during the same period. Engelman describes the patent medi-
cine industry by the late 1910s as more “corporate in structure,” employing 
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more clerks, secretaries, and managers and depending on advanced “filing 
and information management systems” for its operations.56 By the 1910s, 
the operations of many mail-order companies shared more in common with 
Metropolitan Life than they did with traveling medicine shows.

Patent medicine critics highlighted this gendered workforce in their 
attacks on the industry. A writer in the Journal of the American Medical 
Association denigrated the Bertha Day remedy for menopause because the 
company’s letters were “printed by the hundreds of thousands” and “filled 
in” by “girls who have no more medical knowledge than the average school-
girl would have.”57 James Harvey Young described how letters to the mental 
healing practitioner J. H. Kelly of the American School of Magnetic Healing 
were not seen by him but were “answered by female secretaries who copied 
form responses.”58 Samuel Hopkins Adams wrote that the “personal advice” 
from the Pinkham Company was “furnished by a $10-a-week typewriter, 
filling out one of a number of ‘form’ letters prepared in bulk for the ‘per-
sonal-inquiry’ dupes.”59 Another critic of the industry focused attention on 
the letters being answered by “great staffs of clerks and stenographers,” who 
directed “just enough attention to classify them as having to do with ‘can-
cer,’ or ‘consumption’ or whatever,” and then typing the “the standardized 
form of reply.”60 Evident here is the convergence of discourses on gender, 
class, and office-place Taylorism, rhetorically marshaled to undermine the 
credibility of patent medicines. They reflect Angel Kwolek-Folland’s assess-
ment of the importance of gendered language in understanding historical 
business practices and organizational hierarchies. Gender-infused attacks on 
the industry were part of a “powerful explanatory system” that sought to 
uphold the rational, scientific authority of (mostly male) allopathic medicine 
while debasing the patent medicine sector, brimming with female clerks.61

Accompanying the growth of a female clerical class was the expansion of 
mail-order merchandising from the 1880s until the 1920s. The first of the 
large mail-order houses, Montgomery Ward, began operations in 1872, later 
followed by such competitors as Haynes-Cooper and Sears. By the 1890s, 
mail-order catalogues were common sights in rural and small-town homes. 
By the early 1900s, Sears’ mail-order operations were massive, employing 
some 2,000 people who opened about 900 sacks of mail daily.62 Direct-mail 
merchandising received a substantial boost in 1912, when Congress voted to 
approve parcel post, allowing the post office to handle larger packages, pre-
viously the preserve of express companies. Rural dwellers no longer needed 
to visit town and the express office to retrieve mailed goods. The advent of 
parcel post along with improvements in road transportation and rising farm 
incomes made the 1920s and 1930s the “golden years” of mail-order selling 
in America.63 According to one estimate, in 1927, spending on direct-mail 
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advertising totaled almost $400 million, second only to newspaper adver-
tising ($690 million) and well ahead of the third-place finisher, outdoor 
advertising ($210 million).64 Susan Strasser describes the advanced informa-
tion tracking systems at Sears in the early 1900s, when the company used a 
“card index” that “showed what every customer had ever bought, indicated 
address changes, and often contained other information about the family.” 
Sears used the index—an early prototype of “database” marketing—to 
“classify customers” and further “segment its already existing market—in 
order to decide who would get which catalogues.” By 1915, Sears and other 
large mail-order houses kept records on 4 to 6 million customers.65

While nowhere near the scale of Sears or Montgomery Ward, “mail-order 
doctors” were well versed in the merits of direct-mail marketing.66 When Judd 
Q. Lloyd, the St. Louis maker of Aicsol, sent out circulars to medical doctors 
in 1908 seeking investors, he framed his venture in direct marketing terms. 
After advertising in newspapers and farm journals to generate reply mail, 
the company would sell “direct to consumptives” on the “mail-order plan.” 
This meant that “no money will be thrown away on salesmen, bill posting, 
drugstore displays, large discounts and other unnecessary expenses.”67 The 
makers of Stuart’s Adhesive Plaster Pads, a hernia treatment, wrote physi-
cians in 1912 offering a “Free Fever Thermometer” in exchange for the names 
and addresses of ten patients “positively known to be ruptured.”68 When the 
Interstate Remedy Company pleaded guilty in 1914 to mail fraud, it paid a 
$5,000 fine; far more damaging, though, was the requirement to hand over 
its mailing list of over 500,000 names, deemed the company’s “most valu-
able asset.”69 In 1912, an observer of the British and American patent medi-
cine sectors described different approaches to marketing. He discussed those 
goods sold mainly in retail outlets and then turned to two types of mail-order 
direct marketing. The first involved goods sold directly to consumers, which, 
by cutting out wholesalers and retailers, allowed the manufacturer to “reap 
the full retail price.” The manufacturer might also benefit from follow-up 
sales and the acquisition of “unsolicited testimonials,” made possible by the 
use of mailing lists. The second approach built on the previous strategy, while 
harnessing the “symptom form” for marketing on the “pretext that the medi-
cines will be ‘modified’ or ‘selected’” according to particulars of the case.” 
Here the manufacturer captured the “full retail price,” with the benefit of 
additional sales leads provided by information in the symptom blanks.70

Letter Brokers

Mailing lists, customer letters, and symptom blanks provided an additional 
revenue stream to proprietary medicine manufacturers: when “tapped out” 
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they could be sold to “letter brokers.” By the early 1900s, there were a half 
dozen principal letter brokers in New York, with one clearinghouse contain-
ing over seven million letters. Brokers publicized their holdings in circulars 
sent to patent medicine operators. They sold mailing lists and letters and 
completed order forms mailed by customers to medicine houses. In 1908, 
the Guild Company of New York advertised as the “largest letter brokerage 
in the world,” with “millions” of letters available for sale or rent in batches 
of 1,000 and up. The mailing lists and customer letters were organized by 
dozens of conditions, including asthma, consumption, deafness, rheuma-
tism, and syphilis.71 For example, under its “Catarrh” section, the Guild 
Company listed the availability of 53,000 letters originally sent to the 
Dr. Blosser Company and another 79,000 sent to C. E. Gauss.72 Prices var-
ied by disease and the date of letters. The Medical Mailing List Company 
of New York touted its “freshly made-up” lists of names and addresses of 
people, classified by conditions like catarrh, asthma, menopause, constipa-
tion, and kidney disease. These could be rented for $5 per 1000 letters, 
though lists for cancer and deafness sufferers fetched a higher price of $20 
per 1,000 letters. Among firms listed as past purchasers of its mailing lists 
was Lydia Pinkham.73

The letter brokers advertised not just mailing lists and prices, but also the 
types of marketing this information could facilitate. The Guild Company 
circular promised delivery of the names and addresses “of sufferers from a 
particular disease or ailment,” which meant not “wast[ing] time and money 
aiming promiscuously at thousands of people of whom only a few are 
likely to be receptive of your position.” Medical Mailing List clients could 
also benefit from population breakdowns by “cities or rural districts.”74 A 
Guild circular in 1906 noted, “many parties using our letters are getting 
rich quick quietly working some good legitimate schemes. With attrac-
tive, convincing literature they circularize 100,000 or more people who are 
directly interested in their line in two weeks. Returns are sure and quick. No 
expensive newspaper advertising.”75 While muckrakers and medical critics 
targeted letter brokers in order to highlight the immorality of the patent 
medicine industry (letters written “in confidence” were later bought and 
sold), the trade in letters and mailing lists was arguably a logical marketplace 
development given the proliferation of direct-mail operations.76 The most 
ingenious use of purchased mailing lists fell to the Astropathic Institute. It 
wrote people plucked from various mailing lists, providing them with a free 
“astrological reading” that uncannily zeroed in on the recipient’s various 
health problems. When people wrote to praise the accuracy of the reading, 
Astropathic responded by offering them a “larger and fuller reading” for 
only ten dollars.77
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Conclusion

Given the extensive involvement of patent medicines in direct-mail market-
ing, it might seem odd that a 493-page textbook on direct-mail marketing, 
published in 1928, contained no references to this sector.78 The advertis-
ing industry, by the 1920s, was well on its way to distancing itself from its 
nineteenth-century origins rooted in patent medicines and “Barnumesque” 
promotion.79 Arguably, the emerging direct marketing industry was simi-
larly intent on securing legitimacy. Also neglected, it would seem, is the role 
of the patent medicine industry in historical accounts of consumer market 
research. The “received” version of market research history goes something 
as follows. Market research—the systematic collection of marketplace data 
and consumer information—originated during the 1910s. Curtis Publishing, 
owner of the Ladies Home Journal and Saturday Evening Post, established a 
research department in 1911. It soon issued detailed marketing reports on 
merchandising and the emerging auto sector. The findings were supplied to 
the magazines’ advertisers, which highlighted the link between advertising 
and corporate growth and profitability. In the late 1910s, newspapers like 
the Chicago Tribune began conducting house-to-house interviews in order 
to document the socioeconomic characteristics of their readers, informa-
tion it in turn provided to advertisers. The country’s most advanced mar-
ket research operation was launched in 1920 by J. Walter Thompson, the 
world’s largest ad agency, when it established a research department and 
hired the renowned behavioral psychologist John B. Watson. The agency 
soon referred to itself as a “university of advertising,” owing to its consumer 
research programs grounded in social science. These involved statistical cor-
relation, quota sampling, personal interviewing, and census data analysis. 
Information gleaned from consumer surveys was fed back to producers and 
designers planning future products and simultaneously fed forward to copy-
writers devising ads for current goods.80

Yet the above accounts do not draw on letter writing, symptom blanks, 
advice departments, mailing lists, or letter brokers. While early twentieth-
century marketing and advertising “professionals” may have had understand-
able reasons to downplay patent medicine activities, the same is not true for 
historians of marketing and advertising today. Although an ethically dubious 
industry, patent medicine firms proved innovative in both advertising and 
direct-mail marketing. They might be seen as the forebears of today’s “boiler 
room” scam artists (or, more benignly, suppertime telemarketers), but we 
should not be blind to their contributions to the development of modern-day 
marketing practices such as relationship marketing, direct-response commu-
nication, one-to-one marketing, and database and target marketing.81
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These century-old activities involving information acquisition and data 
processing helped foster new forms of social relations and commercial 
exchanges that would not have occurred had the sales transpired anony-
mously in stores. Viewed from our own time, they reflected an understand-
ing of power intertwined with knowledge and enabling mechanisms and 
technologies. In this Foucaultian sense, power and knowledge were contin-
gent on strategies targeting individuals existing in asymmetrical relations.82 
People who received free booklets and advice by mail may have thought 
they benefited from this exchange. Perhaps they did on occasion. But in 
providing health and demographic information, they entered a transactional 
arrangement that had the potential for both personal exploitation and com-
mercial profit. When Rainey killed Atkins during a dispute about the right-
ful ownership of a customer’s name and address, it was, given the nature 
of the direct-mail business, a conflict involving a commodity as “real” as 
a case of Vitaline. This knowledge-power nexus could operate in relatively 
benign ways—tracking advertising’s effectiveness via written responses, for 
example—or, as we have seen, it could facilitate the use of blackmail as an 
adjunct of marketing.

The early years of mail-order patent medicines provide useful historical 
context for direct marketing by today’s pharmaceutical industry. A case in 
point is RealAge.com, a website that by 2009 counted nine million “mem-
bers” who had taken its 150-question survey to determine their “real” bio-
logical age as determined by health conditions and personal care habits. The 
RealAge survey is promoted by Dr. Mehmet Oz, host of the popular day-
time Dr. Oz Show and regular on The Oprah Winfrey Show. The site offers 
nonmedical advice on healthy living (exercising, flossing), but its commer-
cial raison d’ être is to procure health information from people, which it 
then sells to pharmaceutical companies, a fact largely unknown to RealAge 
users. Companies like Pfizer and GlaxoSmithKline can then email people 
directly about available drugs for conditions revealed in the online survey. 
Hologic, a medical company, uses RealAge to sell NovaSure, a treatment 
for heavy menstruation among postchildbearing, premenopausal women. 
It buys lists of women aged thirty-seven to forty-nine who answered yes to 
having heavy periods. Hologic sends these women emails, which initially 
do not mention NovaSure but only discuss the topic of heavy menstruation. 
Subsequent emails present NovaSure as an effective solution. In a statement 
that could have come from the Pinkham playbook a century earlier, Hologic 
marketing executive Steve Williamson described the campaign’s social util-
ity: “a lot of women don’t know it’s a problem, and that’s the thing. It’s not 
something they necessarily talk about.”83 Present-day critics of such insidi-
ous market research might view it solely as an offspring of cutting-edge 
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digital technologies and the profiteering of Big Pharma. But, as this paper 
has shown, the interplay of medical firms, health advice, and personal infor-
mation in pursuit of profit has a long, if controversial, history.
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CHAPTER 5

Making Metropolitan Markets: 
Information, Intermediaries, and 

Real Estate in Modern Paris*

Alexia M. Yates

At the first International Congress of Built Property, held in Paris in 
1900, lawyer André Jacquemont decried the uncertainty of informa-
tion in French urban property markets. In the current state of affairs, 

he insisted, “I don’t see how capitalists—either individuals or companies—
who want to build in order to manage a property would know whether ten-
ants would respond to their product.” Property, he complained, was the only 
product in France that did not enjoy effective marketplace transparency, a 
condition necessary for the simplicity and rapidity of transactions as well as 
the informed behavior of investors, builders, tenants, and buyers. Repeated 
speculative building booms, as well as the proliferation of joint-stock real 
estate companies that mobilized seemingly immovable assets in the form 
of company shares and exchangeable mortgage titles, testified to an obvi-
ous commoditization of property and revealed the limits of conventional 
approaches to its ownership and distribution.1 No doubt reflecting on the 
253 property development companies that were formed in Paris between 
1870 and 1900, Jacquemont echoed the concerns of many legal experts and 
industry observers when he questioned the utility of the continued catego-
rization of property transactions under civil rather than commercial law: 
“speculation on buildings has taken on such proportions that one could 
ask whether the word ‘merchandise’ from article 632 of our Commercial 
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Code could not also apply to buildings.”2 These transformations, as well 
as the unique housing conditions that resulted from a spectacular building 
and population boom in the French capital, prompted debate on the nature 
of a rationalized marketplace for both property and housing in the period 
leading to and following the Great War. In particular, a newly specialized 
commercial intermediary, the estate agent (agent d’affaires), undertook to 
redefine the nature of the property and housing markets as part of a project 
of occupational professionalization.

This chapter focuses on a particular moment in the elaboration of a com-
mercialized market for property and housing in France, illuminating the 
role of estate agents as generators, purveyors, and managers of information 
on Paris’s real estate market. At precisely the moment when property owners 
and developers, industry observers, and legal commentators were contest-
ing the status of property transactions as either civil or commercial acts, 
thus bringing into debate the legal framing of property as a commodity and 
raising the (political, economic, and social) question of its most appropri-
ate forms of circulation, the specialized estate agent began to formulate a 
distinct professional identity, declaring himself the privileged mediator of 
urban property markets. Agents emerged alongside other property brokers, 
principally public officials such as notaries and solicitors, to act as special-
ized intermediaries for the sale of apartment houses, private residences, and 
commercial properties, as well as for the rental of apartments, houses, and 
estates. They presented their offices, journals, and registers as invaluable 
information nodes where buyers and sellers “find solutions in only a few 
hours or days rather than invest the large amounts of time often required 
without the intervention of an agency.”3 Through their newly founded trade 
newspapers and the exploding property advertising press of the fin-de-siècle, 
these real estate intermediaries constructed a language of professional spe-
cialization that constituted urban property owning as a service, tenants as 
clients, and the marketplace itself as a commercial arena amenable to the 
intervention of the professional property agent.

The use and creation of information networks as crucial tools of manag-
ing and rationalizing markets have recently become topics of great impor-
tance to historians interested in the evolution of capitalism and economic 
behavior.4 For understanding the role of information in constituting mar-
kets, real estate markets provide unique case studies. The goods in which 
these markets deal—buildings, properties, and rentals—are immovable; 
what circulates is information in the form of advertising that singularizes a 
given article of real estate, professional networks that facilitate the encoun-
ter of supply and demand, and legal documents that formalize and ensure 
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ownership. These networks, the types of knowledge they produce, and the 
spheres of uncertainty they perpetuate are the product of historically and 
locally specific competitions and negotiations among various actors to define 
the conditions of production, distribution, and consumption of space. In 
the sense that real estate markets are the product of diverse and contingent 
social forces, they are just like any other market: embedded within their 
social context and dependent on that context for meaning and organiza-
tion.5 To emphasize that markets are social products has become a com-
monplace, though one that may be particularly appropriate for the study of 
real estate markets. Owing to the nature of their products, these markets are 
highly localized, fractured, and subject to a high degree of informational 
inequality, making them particularly embedded. Moreover, depending on 
the historical moment, actor, and geographic location, transactions in prop-
erty markets can be extremely individualized and personal, as opposed to 
standardized and anonymous, making their enmeshment in social and cul-
tural conditions—not to mention specific spaces—especially obvious.6

Approaching the real estate market as a social product allows us to focus 
particularly on the processes of “marketization” that contribute to its estab-
lishment and maintenance. As discussed recently by Koray Çaliskan and 
Michel Callon, exploring marketization implies more than merely pursuing 
the social construction of markets. Rather, it requires a specific analysis of 
the actors and networks at work in the elaboration of market models and 
market sites, integrating a discussion of the various kinds of epistemologi-
cal labor (expert and lay) required for the functioning of markets while also 
accounting for the materiality of both markets themselves and the goods 
with which they are concerned.7 This dual emphasis on knowledge and 
materiality is particularly appropriate for the study of property markets. The 
nature of their commodities, notably the resistance of land and buildings to 
physical relocation, has a significant impact on the form of these markets, 
rendering their efficiency dependent on the centralization of information 
about and representations of the land and buildings available for sale or 
rental.8 The marketization of housing thus involves the establishment and 
management of networks of information by recognized intermediaries.

Working at the level of both the individual agency and the occupation as 
a whole, Parisian estate agents formulated projects to equalize marketplace 
information, such as centralized exchanges (bourses des immeubles) compa-
rable to the boards of trade already in existence for stocks, bonds, and com-
modities. They also engaged in efforts to develop systems of mandate- and 
commission-sharing similar to the multiple listing services (MLS) that would 
be well established in the United States by the 1920s. The technologies of 
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these systems—the paper registers, professional membership cards, and cen-
tralized market sites—sought to coordinate competition and provide more 
perfect access to market knowledge, thus establishing the necessary distribu-
tive networks to improve the liquidity of real estate.9 Formulated alongside 
and in competition with the model of marketplace organization established 
by other market mediators, debates about the appropriate forms of distribu-
tive mechanisms offer a privileged site for analyzing the processes of com-
modity formation and market management.

Paris’s Housing Market in the Fin-de-Siècle

In the final decades of the nineteenth century, several factors combined to 
create a new constellation of production and distribution networks in the 
capital’s housing market. The liberalization of the limited liability joint-stock 
company in 1867—meaning that such enterprises could be formed without 
the authorization of the government—made entry into property speculation 
easier, particularly for those with little initial capital. The late 1870s also saw 
the working out of a comprehensive credit network for the building indus-
try through the coordination of the semipublic mortgage institution Crédit 
Foncier (founded in 1852) with Sous-Comptoir des Entrepreneurs (the tra-
ditional lending body of the building industry, created in 1848) and the 
newly created subsidiary lending and investment institutions Compagnie 
Foncière de France (1881) and Rente Foncière (1879). The ease with which 
property development companies could be formed and credit obtained led 
to the century’s largest building boom in the late 1870s, a boom fueled in 
part by the need for capital generated by an immense stock market boom 
to find productive employment.10 This parallelism in the financial and real 
estate markets came to a conjoined end in 1882, when the failure of the 
Catholic bank Union Générale brought on a market collapse. In the ensu-
ing crash, credit institutions tightened their purse strings, and mortgage 
defaults began as the country entered one of its longest periods of economic 
depression that century.

Companies that had subsidized the construction of new apartment build-
ings intended for quick resale found themselves acquiring large stocks of res-
idential property from ruined building entrepreneurs in an effort to recoup 
their investments. These new buildings, generally composed of middle- and 
upper-class apartments for which supply now easily exceeded demand, faced 
highly competitive sales and rental marketplaces. Both the vast numbers 
of buildings to be managed—Compagnie Foncière de France acquired 167 
apartment buildings within only a few years—and the abundance of avail-
able apartments required that firms rationalize their management services 
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and focus attention on the aggressive marketing of their buildings. Corporate 
owners established management offices and rental bureaus in their buildings 
and contracted the services of specialized estate agencies to publicize their 
availabilities. They cultivated an image of themselves as service providers, 
courting tenants as clients to whom they were accountable. As a promo-
tional circular from Rente Foncière advertised, their clients would undoubt-
edly find many occasions to congratulate themselves for having chosen as 
their landlord “a company whose overriding concern is to be pleasant to our 
tenants and to ensure that they receive all the respect and consideration due 
to them on the part of our personnel and concierges.”11 

The commercialization of property management occurred alongside the 
emergence of a newly specialized class of business actors who made their liveli-
hoods through the marketing of rental housing, property sales, and property 
management in the capital. Known as agents d’affaires, these intermediaries 
undertook a variety of enterprises that bridged the legal, financial, and com-
mercial arenas. They sold stocks and bonds, drew up contracts for corporate 
arrangements, brokered various forms of merchandise, advised businessmen 
on legal matters, and sold commercial and residential properties. All this in 
addition to their rather more dubious spheres of activities: researching per-
sons of interest for clients, trading in patents, running employment agencies 
for often desperate jobseekers, and brokering marriages. These intermediar-
ies embodied market relations. When career guide author Edouard Charton 
described the field disparagingly in 1842, he referred to them as the “living 
incarnation” of publicity journals.12 They were quintessential actors in what 
contemporaries and historians have observed to be the increasing impor-
tance of distribution, marketing, and consumption with regard to produc-
tion in the second industrial revolution.13

While the field’s origins can be traced to the eighteenth century, the 
last decades of the nineteenth century saw a drive toward specialization, 
occurring both spontaneously within the field and as a result of specific 
professionalization projects undertaken from the 1870s onward. The rapid 
proliferation of agents specializing in property brokerage can be glimpsed 
through the city’s commercial services guide, the Annuaire Didot-Bottin. In 
1855, the guide listed 249 agents d’affaires in the capital city, grouping them 
under the heading of “Estate Agencies and Commercial and Property Sales.” 
By 1862, this group already grew to more than 350. In addition, a new 
category appeared, listing “Apartment and property rental agencies.” From 
1870, however, the group of agents d’affaires was hollowed out in favor of 
more specialized categories. In addition to rental agencies, a listing that con-
tinued to grow throughout the final decades of the century, others such as 
property managers, commercial property brokers, and the entire heading 
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“Buildings, Sale and Purchase of”—all occupations falling under the pur-
view of the estate agent—were introduced for the first time in the 1880s 
and 1890s. The more sophisticated category of hommes d’affaires appeared 
following the formation of the Company of Businessmen of the Seine in 
1876. This was an association of agents d’affaires who identified themselves 
closely with the legal profession and whose ambitions to represent the elite 
of the profession prompted them to discard the commercially inflected term 
“agent.” Between 1899 and 1902, Maxime Petibon’s annual Manuel Officiel 
des Affaires Immobilières et Foncières de la Ville de Paris listed 125 substantial 
real estate agencies in the capital city alone.14

Estate agents were aiming to carve a place for themselves in an already 
populous field, divided among professional monopolies that carried out 
property sales through highly formalized informational networks. Solicitors, 
or avoués, enjoyed a monopoly on many court-ordered property sales (those 
resulting from bankruptcies or other legal proceedings, as well as the sale of 
buildings held indivisum by heirs). Through the centralization of information 
on these sales at the Civil Tribunal of the Seine, this profession had established 
“a kind of property marketplace,” lauded by some as more efficient than wan-
dering through the many offices of those other court-appointed sellers, pub-
lic notaries.15 The latter were public officials charged with the authentication 
of private contracts. They were in charge of some kinds of legally mandated 
sales, such as the sale of lands belonging to minors, and were the traditional 
agents for private property sales in France in the nineteenth century. Notaries 
were the privileged councilors for all issues of family patrimony. Their offices 
held the legal lifeblood of the family, its marriage contracts, testaments, and 
property deeds, all of which ensured the family’s multigenerational survival 
in the face of individual impermanence.16 As both informational nodes and 
repositories of their clients’ wealth, these individuals played an important role 
in investment matters, connecting borrowers and lenders for various kinds of 
credit arrangements and floating bonds on behalf of different institutions.17 
As historians Philip Hoffmann, Jean-Laurent Rosenthal, and Gilles Postel-
Vinay have shown, however, this power declined significantly in the period 
following 1850, owing to the availability of alternative networks that limited 
the ability of notaries to maintain monopolistic privileges on information, 
particularly in the capital city.18 Indeed, as one treatise on the profession 
remarked in 1907, notary monopolies had suffered damage simply because of 
the increase in education and literacy levels among the general population.19 
Moreover, the author continued, recent decades had seen a general “com-
mercialization of affairs” and a preference for rapid capital circulation that 
rendered the notary and his weighty tomes of accumulated family history an 
unsuitable intermediary.20
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Estate agents played an important role in this commercialization of 
affairs. As a public official, the notary was legally prohibited from engag-
ing in commercial acts while in office. One of the easiest ways for notaries 
to divest themselves of any commercial trappings was to collaborate with 
estate agents, who were themselves often drawn from the ranks of the legal 
profession.21 Many agents in fact trained formally with notaries but were 
barred from advancing to their own offices by the prohibitive costs of pur-
chasing an office. Indeed, when estate agents began to organize their own 
professional associations in the 1870s and after, they trod a fine line between 
asserting respect for the profession that trained them and insisting upon 
their own right to an independent position in the market.

Notaries represented a model of marketplace organization that was based 
on traditional distinctions between investment and speculation and whose 
governing mechanisms were partially centralized and yet opaque. The hold-
ers of Paris’s 122 notary offices did not share information easily even among 
themselves. They undertook property sales in one of two ways. In those 
instances where a notary was aware of a client or fellow official interested in 
the purchase or sale of a property whose availability had come to his atten-
tion, a private sale might be arranged. Alternatively, notaries sold proper-
ties through auctions held in their offices, as well as through weekly public 
auctions at the Chamber of Notaries in the heart of Paris. The publicity, 
schedule, and form of these sales remained consistent from the eighteenth 
through to the twentieth century. They were advertised according to a stan-
dardized form at designated locations across the city and in a variety of 
official publications, and they followed a fixed schedule. The information 
publicly available regarding property sales carried out by both solicitors 
and notaries was tightly regulated. Only certain numbers of flyers could be 
printed per sale; the number of journals in which a sale could be publicized 
was fixed; and the information contained in each advertisement was highly 
standardized, as in some cases it formed the preliminary basis of the legal 
contract attending the sale.22

Advertising was subject to such careful standards owing to the nature 
of the auction itself, which was seen as the most perfect manifestation of 
the current demand for a particular product. Publicity had to be reliable, 
predictable, and effective in order for interested parties to become aware of 
a property, and to convince the vendors that the turnout accurately reflected 
the need and desire for the property on the market. In these cases, the 
market was intensely localized and ephemeral, materialized in the office, 
public hall, or café that housed the sale for the few moments it took for 
three candles to burn and extinguish themselves. In Paris, the sites of auc-
tions were more formalized and were open only to recognized legal officials 
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hired to represent their clients in public proceedings. The Parisian Chamber 
of Notaries introduced this rule in order to avoid possible abuses result-
ing from the difficulty in establishing an individual’s identity in a city as 
large as the capital.23 A solicitor or notary attending an auction had to pro-
duce proof of his mandate on behalf of a client and bore instructions as to 
the maximum level of bid he was permitted to offer—a limitation that, it 
might be imagined, could impinge upon the establishment of the juste prix 
[fair price] thought to result naturally from the auction house encounter of 
supply and demand. Supporters of the solicitors’ monopolies over certain 
property sales defended such representation as a mode of achieving perfectly 
fair competition, free of the intimidation and aggressive passions that could 
materialize in the auction room when individuals were known to one anoth-
er.24 While not necessarily an inefficient system of distribution, the public 
auction—and the notarial procedure more generally—was encumbered by 
both inflexible regulations and high fees that seemed increasingly out of step 
with the requirements of contemporary capital circulation.

The progressively more assertive interventions of estate agents into the 
arena of property sales explicitly sought to provide an improved market 
model to that guarded by notary networks. This aim did not necessarily 
require supplanting notaries. One estate agency, founded in 1874, called 
itself the Mandataire du Notariat and proposed to position itself as a national 
publicity venue for notaries, providing a framework for more consistent and 
efficient exchange of information. In the agency’s opinion, real property 
required a much-improved marketplace in order to compete with the rising 
appeal of movable assets and the growing popular taste for the rapid circula-
tion of capital.25 Yet this appeal for improved rationality did not extend to 
proposals for complete transparency. As the agency was careful to publicize, 
the advertisements they proposed would provide thorough information on 
the nature of the property for sale but would not include the exact address, 
thereby obligating interested parties to contact the notary involved.26

Referencing the legal and practical limitations upon the sphere of activi-
ties of the notary, this agency proposed a mutually beneficial collaboration 
between commercial intermediaries and public officials.27 When a small 
group of elite estate agents in Paris founded the Company of Businessmen 
of the Seine in 1876, collaboration on equal footing with notaries was an 
explicit goal. Article 27 of the group’s founding statutes asserted, “In their 
relations with public officials, members are required to express all consider-
ation due to these individuals, and to assume the role of useful and devoted 
auxiliaries.”28 The report that accompanied the founding of this organi-
zation expressed confidence that the business opportunities of the capital 
city were sufficient to ensure that estate agents could earn an honorable 
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and useful living “without at all intruding on the prerogatives of public 
officials.”29 This stance of mutual aid and fraternal respect was to be par-
ticularly expected from a body whose founding members included several 
ex-notaries.

Notaries, however, took a far from benign view of the formalization of 
this occupation and its challenge to their potential monopoly on property 
transfers. From the mid-nineteenth century, they both asserted and sought 
to extend their official privileges, defending an allegedly exclusive right to 
perform public property auctions and lobbying to increase the types of pri-
vate contracts that required notary authentication.30 When the Professional 
Union of Estate Agents of France and Its Colonies was founded in 1898, 
it consequently took an aggressive stance toward notaries and their profes-
sional monopolies. As competition between public officials and estate agents 
increased, the Company of Businessmen of the Seine moved closer to the 
position of the Professional Union of Estate Agents.31 In 1907, the two 
groups collaborated to draft a report in support of government regulation of 
their profession, arguing that the very fact that they operated competitively 
in the marketplace was evidence of their superiority over the protected legal 
professions. Public officials, the report insisted, “confined as they are within 
narrow rules, and because of their monopoly, are alien to the emulation born 
of individual initiative, and don’t render all the services for which they were 
created.” The authors put it frankly: “these organizations, venerable by vir-
tue of their age, no longer fit with the intensity of modern activity.” 32 In the 
place of a closed network of privileged intermediaries, increasingly assertive 
real estate agents proposed a market model based on transparent informa-
tion networks that were better adjusted to the needs of contemporary prop-
erty circulation. The real estate agency itself was proposed as an “unofficial, 
unceasing marketplace” in a way that was antipathetic to the requirements, 
and in some cases, the inclinations, of the notarial profession.33

Commercializing the Property Market

As the initiators of the Mandataire du Notariat agency indicated, real prop-
erty competed for investor attention as the nineteenth century progressed. 
By the 1880s, movable assets had reached parity with real property in the 
portfolios of French investors and would surpass it by the period of the Great 
War.34 Far from simply reflecting the movement of investment capital from 
a less dynamic to a more fluid arena, the increased prominence and popu-
larity of stock market engagement encouraged fundamental alterations in 
the nature of real property ownership as well. For financial observer Alexis 
Bailleux de Marisy, the increased involvement of joint-stock companies 
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and other corporate bodies in the construction and distribution of housing 
capitalized on public opinion and taste with regard to wealth and property: 
“clear public sentiment favors the movable form as today’s preferred mode 
of participating in property ownership; making land, the buildings it sup-
ports and the revenues it generates, into paper shares that can be folded and 
placed in a wallet, that can be passed from hand to hand, seems the highest 
form of progress.”35 A legal expert presented similar views to the Central 
Society of Architects at its annual meeting in 1884. Faced with increas-
ing distaste for the material inconveniences of owning and managing real 
property, he opined, the mobilization of property via new corporate forms 
offered a hopeful alternative for investment in real assets:

The ease with which an urban property can be transformed into shares 
represented by stocks belonging to different individuals, who in turn 
receive their income via an administrator, is noteworthy. The buildings 
owned by insurance companies are an example of this transformation. 
There are new opportunities here. This may be the future of property.36

Observing the same phenomena, the anonymous author of a treatise on the 
property investment firm Rente Foncière commended the company in 1880 
for doing away with ownership by notarized act, which he characterized 
as “primitive, rudimentary, repellent, bureaucratic, expensive, and generally 
repulsive for modest purses.” In its place, the firm instituted ownership in 
small portions achieved by simple stock transactions. Combining the mobil-
ity and accessibility of stocks and bonds with the security of investment in 
land, these combinations had the further virtue of introducing transparency 
to a market whose valuation mechanisms were understood as obscure. Once 
transformed into stock quotes, the author continued, real property assumed 
a value both “precise and incontrovertible, determined and declared each 
day by stock exchange prices” and “subject neither to manipulation nor 
fraud.”37

Recognition of the significance and potential of this transformation 
prompted Jacquemont to voice his concerns to the International Congress 
of Built Property in 1900. In his eyes, property required a market suited 
to increasing demand for its circulation. One indication that legislators 
were beginning to acknowledge the inadequacies of the legal frameworks 
governing property transactions was the passage of the law of August 1, 
1893, which sought to end the ambiguity hounding corporate involvement 
in property development by automatically qualifying all joint-stock compa-
nies as commercial entities. Formerly, these companies were deemed either 
commercial or civil personalities, depending on the types of activities they 
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pursued. Real estate development and investment companies, even those 
that mobilized millions of francs of property and bonds on behalf of share-
holders, were subject to the civil rather than commercial code, owing to the 
legal impossibility of defining property as merchandise. The 1893 law was 
formulated specifically in response to the quandary that these enterprises 
presented to commonsense understandings of market activities, offering a 
route to facilitate the business endeavors of property development compa-
nies while avoiding the far more revolutionary act of redefining the status of 
property itself as a commodity.38

In the eyes of many observers, while the division of buildings into shares 
by property investment companies might be grudgingly tolerated in the 
name of democratizing access to property and proprietorship, increasing the 
circulation of property was fundamentally akin to its demoralization. At 
the same congress at which Jacquemont suggested that the assimilation of 
property to merchandise be made easier, a heartily applauded presentation 
maintained the opposition of France’s organized property holders to proj-
ects to reform the nation’s land registry for fear that such reforms aimed to 
improve the circulation of property: “And voilà, all at once, the property 
right thus represented as a security ceases to be connected to the material 
object to which it refers . . . . Rather than an object of exclusive, material 
appropriation, or of purely individual use value, property has become a true 
instrument of exchange and circulation.”39 Thus abstracted, land mobiliza-
tion would represent the triumph of urban-style speculation over traditional 
landholding patterns, for as another commentator reminded attendees, “the 
trade in these property securities won’t occur in the village square, between 
people in clogs, but in the city, at the stock exchange.”40

At the heart of such debates lay a contest between models of the property 
marketplace that embraced or rejected its integration with the increasingly 
popular stock market. Some projects for improved real estate market com-
munications adopted the physical centralization of the stock or commodities 
exchange while acknowledging the differences that had to be maintained 
between markets dealing with movable and immovable assets. In 1899, 
Charles Paulet and Etienne Oudin, the former an author of a treatise on 
commodities markets and the latter a property owner, published a prelimi-
nary plan for a bourse immobilière, or property exchange. Citing the critical 
place that real estate affairs occupied in economic and everyday life, the 
authors sketched a plan for a centralized location intended “not, of course, 
to determine real estate prices,” as central exchanges did for other forms of 
property, “but simply to encompass all acts and operations bearing some 
relation to real estate.” An exchange would provide a center of calculation 
for organizing and coordinating information about the housing market, 
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“a meeting place, at once central, permanent, and professional . . . , to which 
anyone interested in real estate questions would be admitted for an annual 
fee.”41 This membership fee would be kept low, at twenty francs, in order to 
allow broad access, and the property sales and rental division—consisting 
of twenty offices, one for each district in the capital city—would provide 
free information to the general public. In this way, real estate investment 
could compete effectively with other forms of investment and specula-
tion, such as stocks and bonds, which benefited from their own centralized 
marketplaces.

The stock market provided the dominant model for marketplace organi-
zation as estate agents undertook to rationalize their advertising and infor-
mation networks and establish modern agencies. The agency of John Arthur 
et Tiffen presented projects for a Bourse des transactions immobilières, or 
Real Estate Transactions Exchange, to readers of its pioneering journal, the 
Grand journal officiel de la location et de la vente des terrains et immeubles, in 
1884. As the agency explained, the real estate crisis of the early 1880s had its 
roots in completely unorganized and ineffectual information management: 
“All stocks, state securities, shares and bonds in corporations, . . . any and 
all types of goods and commodities have central sites, exchanges, markets, 
where supply and demand meet. There is nothing similar for real estate; 
nothing is organized; everything is abandoned to accident, to chance cir-
cumstances, to random, fortuitous encounters.” Such problems were by no 
means limited to the sales market. Tenants were equally abandoned to their 
fates. Indeed, their incapacity to effectively navigate the housing market was 
a crucial factor in the difficulties plaguing investors in the property market. 
The agency proposed that its own offices serve as an innovative “central site, 
a market, an exchange, concentrating supply and demand for all real estate 
business, sales, rentals, and loans.” 42

Referring to an agency as an “exchange,” or bourse, was a frequent occur-
rence among estate agents of this period. The phrase evoked centralization, 
specialization, and the incessant encounter of supply and demand necessary 
to efficient market organization. Edmond Schwob described his agency, 
founded in 1879, as a “building exchange,” a central marketplace render-
ing distribution and consumption of properties an unproblematic question 
of choosing from a catalog.43 Agents emphasized that such bureaus were 
public sites that aimed for appealing display and encouraged casual brows-
ing, unlike the intimidating and silent offices of the notary. The Bourse 
des locations immobilières, or Rental Exchange, an agency founded by A. 
Chusin in 1874, established its offices in the prestigious Galerie Vivienne 
in the city’s second district, emphasizing that here a client would find “a 
perfectly arranged site, to which access is open for all.”44 Searching by desired 
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neighborhood, price range, or type of property, clients were supposed to be 
able to find what they were seeking at a glance. Owing particularly to their 
dual involvement in both the sales and rental markets, estate agents lauded 
their ability to decode the rapid transformations in the capital’s urban fab-
ric and replace confusion with efficient and transparent provisioning. Real 
estate publications vaunted their methodical presentations, which prevented 
useless expenditures of time and money. The Annonce Immobilière asserted, 
“One of the most serious disadvantages of the publicity tried thus far is the 
absolute lack of method, the total absence of organization,” and promised 
frustrated clients that their maps, regularized shorthand codes, floorplans, 
and expert counsel would demystify the increasingly complex spaces of the 
city.45 Importantly, the aid of an agent was alleged to easily replace, or at least 
reduce, the physical exploration of the city’s spaces, captured in repeated 
descriptions of exhausting climbs up stairwells and exasperating interviews 
with building concierges. With the assistance of dedicated professionals, the 
aimless wandering of streets and corridors would be a thing of the past.

Managing information was thus crucial to both assuring the competi-
tive edge of an individual agent and crafting arguments for the particular 
utility of the estate agent in the urban property market. Lacking the official 
status, professional networks, and social standing enjoyed by the notary, 
the estate agent had to be extremely enterprising when it came to tracking 
down properties and clients. The “current affairs” archival collections of 
the Bibliothèque Historique de la Ville de Paris, as well as private collec-
tions at the Archives de Paris, contain dozens of client solicitation letters sent 
by estate agents to property owners in an effort to drum up business for 
their agencies. These letters vaunted the experience and respectability of the 
agency, explained the social status, professional capacities, and business net-
works of its director, and occasionally listed the most recent property sales 
mediated by their agents before ending with the hope that the addressee 
would consider the agency when it came time to buy or sell.46 Others clearly 
thought this a time-consuming avenue. In 1887, the director of public works 
for the city of Paris received a request from an agent named Lescure who 
wished to obtain daily access to applications for building permits. While the 
municipality’s official publications already included summaries of the own-
ers, architects, and addresses of new buildings in the city, Lescure wanted 
“details on the division of apartments, the number of stories, and the size of 
the building,” which would allow him to locate likely new clients (or perhaps 
even broker an apartment without the owner’s permission).47 Finally, two of 
the most important tools at the disposal of estate agents remained publicity, 
and like the buyers and tenants they were aiming to assist, an agent’s own 
explorations of the city, undertaken in order to locate likely clients and sites 
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of business. As the authors of the Moniteur de la Location exclaimed in 1881, 
“My God! [Our method] is naively simple. Instead of choosing to wait for 
the tenant on our curule seat, we go and look for him wherever he might be 
found, in the street, in the cafe, in the reading room, the club, etc., etc.”48

Through these various methods, estate agents worked to establish them-
selves as information nodes that linked buyers and sellers, owners and ten-
ants, in order to render the capital’s property relations more rational. Indeed, 
through their advertising and self-promotion, agents were in the process of 
creating both commodities and consumers for their services. Not only did 
the confusing urban environment necessitate their expert guidance, but the 
conditions of the property and housing market—namely overproduction 
resulting from the construction boom—meant that property owners were 
advised to engage in competitive marketing. The firm of John Arthur et 
Tiffen stressed in 1884, “Tenants go to the most skillful, to those who know 
how to draw them in with well-crafted advertising, and they’re right to do 
so; apartments having become commercial goods, they ought to be offered 
like merchandise.”49 If tenants were to be pursued cunningly, so were buyers 
and sellers. To take an example from fiction, Frédérick Haverkamp, an estate 
agent created by author Jules Romains in the interwar period, establishes his 
agency in 1908 with the maxim to treat the client as he himself would like to 
be treated, “to impress upon him that his satisfaction is our priority, so that 
he has no reason to regret his troubles; that the first payment we expect from 
him is his respect.”50 Such a level of customer service requires consummate 
organization; Haverkamp transforms his methodical surveys of the city’s 
neighborhoods into a scientific filing system, and Romains goes so far as to 
reproduce a copy of the filing cards employed.51 As Haverkamp explains, 
“An agency is an information center. Hence, the particular importance that 
must be paid to filing. . . . The properties for sale are your merchandise. It’s 
your job to enable the buyer to circulate easily among them, as he would 
in the aisles of a department store.”52 The job of knitting these individual 
offices into a larger informational web that could best serve the interests of 
all agents was one of the goals of the professional associations that emerged 
to represent and support the specialized real estate agent.

Organizing Information and Professions

The organization of information entailed the greater coordination and regu-
lation of those professionals who possessed knowledge about this market. 
Organized real estate agents were among the most vocal supporters of more 
thorough forms of marketplace centralization. The first substantial profes-
sional organizations—the Company of Businessmen of the Seine and the 
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Professional Union of Estate Agents of France and Its Colonies—supported 
the principle of association itself as an avenue of market rationalization. 
Article 28 of the company’s founding statutes addressed dishonest competi-
tion, warning adherents, “in their relations with each other, the greatest 
brotherhood must always exist between them, and be maintained by the 
honesty of their methods.”53 In the interests of personal accountability and 
transparency, members were forbidden from establishing agencies that did 
not include their founder in their name. The association sought to establish 
the means by which reputable agents could distinguish themselves from the 
obscure crowds of operators that plagued what was fundamentally an open 
and unspecialized occupation. This effort to achieve distinction included 
prohibiting members from forming partnerships with individuals who did 
not fulfill the conditions for membership.

It is easy to understand why some agents might have desired this form of 
organization. The field was a highly competitive one, and a high degree of 
mistrust existed among agents. With no formal requirements for entry, the 
range of individuals who called themselves estate agents and scoured the streets 
of Paris for clients was quite broad, which contributed greatly to the public’s 
poor impression of the field. Bankruptcy dossiers from the end of the cen-
tury show that people came to the occupation after leaving their positions as 
tailors and dairymen. A 1906 letter sent from an estate agent to solicit clien-
tele for his property sales services was signed “Claude Moreau, ex-secretary of 
the Parisian Hairdresser’s Union.”54 Amidst this flotsam, the estate agent was 
consigned to ceaseless struggle for distinction and survival. Author Aurélian 
Scholl described the desperation of their situation in 1885: “Some estate agents 
succeed and swim in deep waters; but the majority wade, sometimes above, 
sometimes below the tide, trying to evade the current that drags so many poor 
devils to the dregs of Parisian life. . . . Above them a monopoly, around them 
relentless competition. Slacken for an hour, and misery is waiting to pounce.”55 
As protection against this competition, some agencies engaged in a kind of 
occupational policing, having their agents sign contracts that prohibited them 
from setting up rival bureaus within certain distances and spans of time.56

As a more commercially oriented grouping than the Company of 
Businessmen of the Seine, the Professional Union of Estate Agents sought 
more institutionalized networks of information sharing. The organization 
adopted a journal published by real estate broker Antoine Jauffret as its 
publicity organ in 1899. La France Immobilière announced that its goal, 
as the natural auxiliary of all real businessmen, was to increase business by 
improving efficiency for buyers and sellers while also allowing “the interme-
diary to expand his networks and offer his clients a larger amount of supply 
and demand.”57 By 1901, the organization had established what it called 



110  ●  Alexia M. Yates 

a bureau centralisateur, a service that offered to centralize the sales and pur-
chase demands of agents, enabling the two sides of the market to meet in 
exchange for a portion of the commission in the event that its intermedia-
tion resulted in a successful transaction. The journal steadily increased its 
length and the percentage of each issue dedicated to publicity for commer-
cial and residential property sales. In 1904, the bureau became a commercial 
enterprise distinct from the professional organization, and the commissions 
it generated increased from 742 francs in its first year to 71,166 francs in 
1907.58 Assuming agents were earning between 3 and 5 percent commis-
sion—the amount could vary widely and was subject to arbitrary reduction 
by the courts—this larger figure represented property sales worth between 
1.5 and 2.3 million francs. As a notice in 1908 reminded readers, such a ser-
vice required absolute honesty among its participants in order to function, 
in addition to the adherence of large numbers of agents. In fact, by 1911 the 
enterprise closed. The editors of La France Immobilière declared their inten-
tion to continue the service as an aspect of the professional organization, 
but warned members, “It can no longer be only fifty, but all of you who will 
contribute to make this work, for it’s all or none that must be involved in 
its services.”59 These enterprises and the syndicate more generally suffered 
from a lack of interest and commitment among members of the estate agent 
community. Membership remained low, and the journal, much declined in 
frequency, continued only owing to the determined labor of Jauffret.60

The most substantial forms of professional organization emerged in the 
wake of World War I in response to a greatly changed property market and 
the introduction of state intervention in the distribution of housing. The year 
1916 saw the introduction of legislation freezing rents in the capital and other 
large metropolitan areas, christening a diversity of rent and property catego-
ries that significantly complicated the housing market while halting invest-
ment in real property. Following the cessation of hostilities, a housing crisis 
in Paris occurred because of a combination of rent control legislation, high 
building costs, and increasing demand as both foreigners and domestic work-
ers moved to the city. Legislators once more turned their eye to the status of 
property as a commodity and introduced a 1919 law creating the infraction 
of illicit speculation in rents. This law attempted to apply the principles of 
previous legislation regarding wartime speculation on a variety of merchan-
dise to urban housing and to hold accountable any individuals deemed to be 
exaggerating rent levels beyond the “natural” limits determined by supply 
and demand.61

The legitimacy of applying these standards to the housing arena was 
doubtful to many. Legally speaking, renting was a civil act, not a com-
mercial one. Moreover, several of the elements necessary to constitute illicit 
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speculation in the commercial realm either did not exist or were difficult to 
quantify in the civil realm. As one legal observer summarized:

The truth is that there is no marketplace for rents, there is no Exchange 
that centralizes supply, there’s nothing that makes the play of supply 
and demand transparent. Different markets form from neighborhood to 
neighborhood, and different prices apply according to the needs of each 
client; the laws of supply and demand have a very small influence.62

In seeking to regulate the market for housing, then, legislators had to cre-
ate one, or at least something whose conditions were amenable to public 
intervention. The 1919 legislation sought to remedy the opaqueness and 
unevenness in the marketplace by including stipulations requiring property 
owners and managers to post notices of their available apartments on their 
buildings. While agents had been trying for decades to convince property 
owners and tenants alike of the limited usefulness of isolated “For Rent” or 
“For Sale” signs, the search for housing in the capital continued to depend 
in significant measure on individuals walking the streets seeking notices of 
availability.63 Simply removing a sign hung on a building facade could thus 
severely restrict information networks.

Indeed, organized tenants’ groups in the immediate postwar period were 
particularly concerned by the ability of property owners, in concert with 
estate agents, to dissemble the existence of available lodgings. For these 
groups and their political allies, the logic of the consumer marketplace 
translated easily to housing politics. Hiding vacancies was deemed one of 
the main ways by which owners could hoard merchandise to drive up its 
price. Accusations of conspiracies in the housing market were abundant. 
In May 1919, a Parisian representative in the Chamber of Deputies wrote, 
“There are no more ‘For Rent’ signs; it seems the Association of Property 
Owners has recommended that its members take in all their signs, in order 
to increase the price of rents.” Moreover, he continued, “it’s fruitless to walk 
the streets in search of lodgings; you’re obliged to undergo humiliating treat-
ment at the hands of expensive and cynical intermediaries who’ve generated 
a new industry in collusion with property owners and concierges.”64 In a let-
ter in early 1919 to the minister of justice, Paris’s prefect of police agreed that 
some owners were not posting their apartments when they became available, 
though he asserted that this was due not to an effort to inflate market prices, 
but rather to their fear of taking tenants who would not pay but would be 
difficult to evict under the conditions of new legislation.65

As with other commercial intermediaries dealing in necessary goods dur-
ing and after the war, estate agents were accused of exploiting circumstances 
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to manipulate markets at the expense of consumers. Tenant rights activist 
Maurice Maurin wrote in 1919 of “the scandalous and immoral collabora-
tion between building managers and apartment rental agencies,” whom he 
accused of angling to maintain artificially high rents.66 A newspaper article 
chronicling the search for housing in the capital expressed amazement that 
moving trucks blocked the streets despite the complete absence of “For Rent” 
signs. When the author asked a friend in the moving industry to explain this, 
he was informed that apartments were plentiful: “The clever ones who want 
housing—and whose wallets are sufficiently fat—go through certain agen-
cies and get what they want.”67 According to critics of the profession, the 
conditions of the postwar housing market had put estate agents in a position 
to exert domineering influence over distribution networks. The public’s des-
peration for housing helped reinforce this dynamic as individuals paid huge 
commissions for decent apartments and gladly offered “inscription fees” in 
exchange for the hope of being offered one of the apartments advertised by 
an agency in its alluring window display.68

Facing what they understood as the increasing monopolization of infor-
mation by estate agents that threatened to replace democratic, locally based 
signage networks with citywide communication via “publicity columns and 
shady rental bureaus,”69 housing activists called for the establishment of 
municipal rental offices. All property owners would be obliged to announce 
their vacancies immediately to these offices, located in each district of the 
city. In language that could easily have been that of a self-promoting real 
estate agent, Maurin described how the process of finding housing would be 
rendered more efficient:

No need to search through neighborhoods and streets, to climb story 
after story, to deal with the insolence of concierges and suffer their repug-
nant extortion. You want to live in a specific district, neighborhood, a 
given region? It’s easy. You go to the town hall, you consult a table or 
a special register, and you see immediately whether you can find some-
thing suitable in terms of price, size, floor, etc.70

Henri Sellier, housing reformer, urbanist, and member of the General 
Council of the Seine, proposed similar bureaus, confessing his astonishment 
that the housing market of the capital city did not already possess such an 
invaluable mechanism. While rationality had entered every other aspect of 
modern life, “the inhabitant of the immense agglomeration that is Greater 
Paris has no means at his disposal other than those of the Middle Ages when 
it comes to finding housing.” The absence of a centralized rental bureau 
was so irrational as to be nearly unthinkable, bringing to mind “a modern 
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city in which the inhabitants have no means of illumination other than 
candles.”71

It is in this context that estate agents founded their longest lasting profes-
sional association, the Association of Real Estate Agents of France.72 Presided 
over by Edmond Largier, an established real estate agent in Paris, its initial 
membership of sixty-three agents was drawn principally from the capital, 
but quickly expanded across the country. By 1923, it boasted 120 members, 
by 1925, 250, and by 1927, 400, of which the group’s annual report noted 
only around forty were from Paris. In 1928, membership reached more than 
500 agencies across France. As with the organizations already discussed, this 
body aimed to govern the behavior of its members and delineate a secure pro-
fessional identity for the occupation. While estate agents had long enjoyed 
a reputation for dubious business practices that was far from enviable, the 
field was, in the context of the postwar housing crisis, a target of particu-
larly virulent resentment and accusations. The first issue of the association’s 
journal remarked upon the frequency with which “ignorant individuals 
have accused our occupation of being one of the causes of the present hous-
ing crisis, because they think it’s in our interest to drive prices up.”73 The 
group was formed in particular response to legislative propositions, made 
by Parisian deputy Arthur Levasseur, that sought to centralize the process 
of housing distribution in large cities. In the context of proposals for new 
legislation governing rental agreements, Levasseur called for the creation of 
mandatory housing registries that would become the sole information net-
work for apartment and house rentals. He explicitly sought to replace rental 
agencies and emphasized, “No rental contract could be established outside 
the offices of this bureau.”74

The organizers of the Association of Real Estate Agents of France were 
outraged by this proposal for “the suppression pure and simple of rental 
agents and building managers!”75 Denying any complicity with efforts to 
manipulate the housing market, they stressed that they had abandoned the 
time-honored practice of receiving their rental commissions from property 
owners and instead received them from tenants (a move that would not, 
of course, absolve them of charges of exploiting desperate homeseekers).76 
Indeed, in the interests of protecting themselves from accusations of illicit 
speculation in rents, the association renewed emphasis on the role of the real 
estate agent as a simple indicator in the market, a publicity node that served 
merely to inform buyers and sellers without exerting any influence over 
prices.77 The closest Levasseur’s proposals came to realization was in 1926 
with the passage of a new law governing urban housing rentals. Articles 
25 and 26 of the law of April 1 reiterated the obligation for owners and 
managers to post vacancies publicly on the front of their buildings, as well 
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as the requirement to declare vacant lodgings at the city hall or, in cities 
where they existed, the municipal housing office.78 Moreover, it prohibited 
any form of private publicity for those apartments whose availability was 
not publicly posted and declared. Without obliging proprietors to negotiate 
solely through municipal information conduits, the law sought to main-
tain a duality in the marketplace, ensuring transparency that was supposed 
to prevent the unfair monopolization of housing information by privileged 
intermediaries. It seems, though, that enforcement of these regulations was 
virtually nonexistent.79

In the face of calls for their replacement by the disinterested networks of 
a state bureaucracy, real estate agents set about assuring the public that their 
field could unambiguously dedicate itself to the public good. Professional 
organization promised to improve their reputation by serving to distinguish 
competent, trustworthy professionals from the fly-by-night brokers operating 
with false advertising columns from shady courtyard offices. Membership 
in a professional association announced a committed and responsible com-
mercial identity while also creating the necessary framework to allow the 
policing of the field under the name of protecting the public. Moreover, it 
could serve as the basis for establishing mechanisms by which to order the 
marketplace through regulating information networks. Without ensuring 
that sharing information did not put an agent at risk of having his client 
stolen by a competing agent, there was little incentive for collaboration on 
any but a very localized scale between agents who knew and trusted one 
another. The failure of the Bureau Centralisateur had shown the difficulties 
of institutionalizing networks of mandate- and commission-sharing. But 
the association was convinced that the postwar situation would encourage a 
new perspective. Their journal observed in 1921, “The spirit of those former 
times was, let’s be frank, one of jealousy; the feeling that we see growing 
today among colleagues, of respect for the right of a fellow agent to the deal 
that he’s contracted, didn’t exist.”80 A report on relations among its members 
that the association presented to the first general assembly in 1921 stressed:

The exercise of our profession requires a broad interpretation of our inter-
ests, which might, at first glance, appear to be in conflict with those of 
other agents; we must, when it’s in the general interest, seek out col-
laboration, complement our efforts, ally ourselves in such a way that the 
proportion of transactions carried out by the members of our Association 
continually grows.81

As a particular element securing this openness of information, members were 
required to limit their collaboration with agents who were not part of the 
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association, sharing no listings or information of any kind with agents outside 
the organization. If such relations were absolutely necessary, compensation for 
nonmember agents ought to be limited to 25 percent of the commission.

The association sought to increase business by improving the impres-
sion the field made among potential clients and by promoting trust among 
members. Standardization practices, such as encouraging the use of form 
contracts and stipulating regular commission rates, also aimed to improve 
transparency and reliability, as well as generate increasing levels of busi-
ness. When it came to institutionalizing pathways of mutual cooperation, 
however, the actions of the association were both slow and limited in scope. 
It had little to say, for example, on one of the most important mechanisms 
for improving information sharing in the property marketplace: exclusive 
listings. Exclusive contracts are key preconditions to extensive networks of 
information sharing; agents are willing to publicize their affairs only when 
they stand little chance of losing the client to a competing agent. Exclusive 
contracts also contribute to lowering commission rates. Where agents do not 
face the risk of incurring costs and exerting time and energy on a deal that 
they may lose at any moment, they are willing to lower their fees, which in 
turn increases the likelihood that a client will seek their services. In fact, it 
appears that such contracts were employed where possible. A distance edu-
cation course in real estate sales produced by the Institut Foncier, a bureau 
operating in Nantes, recommended to agents, “Insist on having an exclusive 
contract for a certain period of time, so that you’ll be the only person able 
to undertake the transaction and a third party won’t be able to come along 
with a purchaser and complete the deal at precisely the moment when you 
were about to do the same.”82 And the association recommended, for exam-
ple, that exclusive contracts signed between a client and an agent should be 
respected, even by an agent that had previously contracted, nonexclusively, 
with the same client.83 Yet some members remained unconvinced of the 
utility of exclusive agreements, accusing these contracts of limiting freedom 
of trade and frustrating competition, not to mention impeding the free 
circulation of property.

The association did move quickly to secure its members discounted rates 
for collective publicity columns in large circulation newspapers such as Le 
Figaro and L’Ami du peuple. By 1929, it had successfully created a real estate 
section in the Journal des débats. On the other hand, suggestions that the 
association create its own advertising publication that grouped the sales and 
purchase offers of its members were repeatedly relegated for indeterminate 
“further study,” despite meeting with general approval.84 As for the possi-
bility of instituting a centralized exchange, the association let its views be 
known by reprinting the articles of Lucien Lagrave, a real estate expert who 
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wrote for Le Figaro and his own Revue de la propriété immobilière. Lagrave 
firmly denied the utility—or even the possibility—of a physically centralized 
property marketplace, suggesting instead that estate agents should standard-
ize and stabilize the market through reforms of a “psychological” rather than 
material nature.85 Lagrave insisted that a thoroughly regulated and profes-
sionalized corporation would best ensure investor confidence and achieve the 
conditions of regularity and reliability necessary for market coherency.86

The association evidently agreed that professional organization was the 
most important element in managing the informational inequalities of the 
market. It was not until 1935 that they created a “Real Estate Marketplace,” a 
twice-monthly occasion for agents to convene in Paris in their recently estab-
lished permanent headquarters in order to exchange information and, it was 
hoped, conduct transactions.87 As a prerequisite to establishing the infra-
structure of formalized information-sharing networks, the association dedi-
cated significant energy to lobbying for the establishment of official licensing 
requirements and the introduction of an occupational monopoly. Heir to sev-
eral such projects undertaken by the Company of Businessmen of the Seine 
and the Professional Union of Estate Agents in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, the association also took inspiration from the success 
of their American brethren in achieving state delimitation of entry to their 
profession.88 Largier reported that, owing to occupational licensing, the field 
of American real estate “has been entirely freed of parasites and its reputation 
much improved in the eyes of both its clientele and the public authorities.”89 
The association developed regulatory models throughout the interwar period 
based on a combination of moral and intellectual competency modeled spe-
cifically on regulatory practices in the United States.90 Regulation, however, 
consistently met with the disapproval of legal and commercial commentators 
owing to its infringement on the freedom of enterprise, and it faced consider-
able opposition from notaries hostile to the formalization of a field dedicated 
to property distribution.91 After an effort to achieve official regulation of the 
occupation in 1935 failed, Largier noted with some resignation that notaries 
were represented significantly in both the Chamber and the Senate, and “any 
project that injures the interests of notaries thus runs a high risk of generating 
such opposition that it won’t even make it to the stage of naming an offi-
cial reporter.”92 Lagging far behind their American counterparts, French real 
estate agents did not achieve a true professional charter and official param-
eters until the Hoguet Law of 1970.93

Conclusion

Throughout the early decades of the Third Republic, Parisian real estate 
agents struggled to lay claim to a form of professional expertise in improving 
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and managing the information networks of the capital’s property market. 
While sympathetic observers agreed that an agent was an invaluable catalyst, 
without whom the encounter of supply and demand was left to the whims 
of hazard, others were more reluctant to accept such claims of invaluable 
utility. The fictional Haverkamp’s wary client expressed a commonly held 
assumption: “the entirety of [your] job is to place two men together who 
could just as easily have come to an agreement on their own.”94 As agents 
formed their first national association in 1898, they portrayed themselves 
as the only solution to the chronic inefficiencies that characterized both 
property markets in general and the particular networks of the French prop-
erty distribution system. They worked to surmount the inherently localized 
nature of the property market with networks of fraternal collaboration. Yet 
their efforts to achieve market rationalization were not merely part of the 
specialized agent’s profession-boosting discourse. Scientifically organized 
advertising, innovative merchandizing, and professional organization to 
limit competition were critical contributors to the marketization of housing 
and property, establishing new models for understanding and effecting the 
distribution of real estate as a commodity. With their offices proposed as 
sites of neutral intermediation, their press vehicles working to standardize 
urban space and the information available on residential property, and their 
occupational organizations seeking to impose forms of cooperation that 
would improve the reliability of market encounters, estate agents provided 
new frameworks for the organization of competition among autonomous 
individuals and institutions.

Estate agents were embedded within broader changes in the Parisian 
property market in the last decades of the nineteenth century, changes that 
led many observers to call for reforms in the information networks that 
governed the distribution of both property and housing. The boom and bust 
in residential construction placed new weight on the information networks 
that structured housing distribution. As Jacquemont observed, not only did 
investors require reliable information on the need for and desirability of 
properties in local markets, but once developed or purchased, these proper-
ties required professional management and competitive marketing. Firms 
such as the Compagnie Foncière de France and the Rente Foncière stream-
lined their internal information systems in order to track maintenance costs 
and revenues from individual buildings while also contracting with profes-
sional estate agents and installing rental bureaus on the main floors of their 
new apartment buildings. At the same time, the generalization of stock mar-
ket participation and subsequent introduction of efforts to accommodate 
real property to the desires for liquidity and circulation provided by movable 
assets contributed to the persuasiveness of the stock market as a model for 
the organization of the property market. Yet both the immovable nature 
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of property and its legal framing were such that its physical centralization 
in a commodities exchange remained elusive. Postwar legislation on hous-
ing distribution epitomized these contradictions. Apartments, assimilated 
to merchandise that could be hoarded and speculated upon, were located 
within both a centralized distribution network in the form of municipal 
bureaus, and a diffuse, spatialized network that provided housing informa-
tion through streetfront advertising of availabilities.

Examining the actors and institutions that struggled to establish and 
manage information networks in the urban property market in this period 
highlights the imaginative labor and embodied skills that undergird market 
formation. Market encounters are the product of deliberate mediation by 
individuals operating from specific toolboxes to establish networks that aim 
to improve participants’ capacity for action. This examination also draws 
attention to both the historical reality and heuristic utility of failed paths 
on the route to marketization. Estate agents were repeatedly unsuccessful 
in achieving market monopolization in France. Indeed, defying the com-
monly held assumptions about the business cultures of the United States and 
France, efforts to achieve occupational monopolies and organize restraints 
on trade have been far less successful in the French than in the American 
case. Work to establish a rationalized market for real estate under the control 
of a narrowly defined group of experts is ongoing in France. In May 2009, 
in the context of another bust in the property and housing markets (this 
time on a global scale), several real estate groupings combined their efforts 
to introduce the first truly broad-based infrastructure for information shar-
ing on the model of the American MLS. Known as AMEPI (Association des 
mandats exclusifs des professionnels de l’immobilier, or the Association of 
Real Estate Professionals’ Exclusive Listings), this system seeks to improve 
the market share of real estate agents by augmenting the number of listings 
of any participating agency as well as by encouraging the diffusion of exclu-
sive listings. Unlike the MLS, however, the AMEPI is a purely professional 
tool; listings on its network are not available to the public.95 The politics of 
controlling market information remains very much at the heart of the pro-
fessionalizing project of French real estate agents.
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CHAPTER 6

Introducing Small Firms to International 
Markets: The Debates over 

the Commercial Museums in France 
and Germany, 1880–1910

Séverine Antigone Marin

On February 20, 1899, one could read in the Deutsche Export-
Zeitung the following story. A firm from Coburg specializing in 
basketwork had written to the paper to inquire about exporting 

its products to East India. The journal then made its own inquiries with 
the federal Ministry of the Interior, the Berlin Chamber of Commerce, and 
the Association of Berlin Manufacturers and Merchants. No answer came 
from the ministry, and the chamber of commerce explained that answering 
such queries was not part of its mission. The professional association was 
a bit more helpful and provided some statistics about German basketwork 
exports to East India in 1896 and 1897. The numbers, however, were quite 
discouraging, as was the accompanying comment: only the most sophisti-
cated products had a chance, and even these kinds of exports were rapidly 
vanishing.

The newspaper offered this story to illustrate the problem that it believed 
Germany faced—the lack of a commercial museum to provide manufactur-
ers with the necessary market and export information. Such institutions 
flourished throughout Europe and the world during the last twenty years of 
the nineteenth century because they were seen as the ideal way to provide 
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firms with access to all the economic information that was available on the 
planet. Not only was their geographical scope ambitious, but so was the 
depth of information that they provided. Such extensive coverage meant 
that these institutions had to receive state backing for at least part of their 
financing. This was not a problem, however, for the motivation of the states 
was strong. Crisis loomed over a large part of the industrialized world in the 
1880s and was interpreted as yet another consequence of overproduction, 
which was supposed to be solved with the conquest of new international 
markets, including colonies. There was also a widespread conviction that the 
economic competition on these international markets was no longer solely 
technological, but involved expertise in marketing, which depended heavily 
on the quality and quantity of commercial information about these markets 
available to businesses. Yet the traditional trade houses were deemed inca-
pable of dealing with this modern world in which privileged information 
on trade supposedly no longer existed. Finally, governments and peoples 
alike were convinced that the international status of a nation depended on 
its importance in international trade more than anything else. As a conse-
quence of this neomercantilism, as it became known, each firm, however 
small, had the patriotic duty to participate in the great national struggle and 
try to export as much as possible.

When the first commercial museums appeared in the early 1880s, they 
seemed to provide the perfect answer to all these considerations. Yet some 
thirty years later, the outlook of these museums was not very bright and the 
scale of expectations for them much reduced. This chapter argues that the 
presupposition that led to the creation of these institutions—the need to have 
more and better commercial information—was false. At the end of the nine-
teenth century, the problem was already the same as it is now, that is, how to 
put the considerable amounts of information available to practical use.

The historiography touches the question of commercial museums only 
a little. For the United States, one can read a chapter of Steven Conn’s 
book on American museums with great profit. For Germany, Hans-Peter 
Ullmann offers a thorough investigation of the Imperial Commercial Office 
(Reichshandelsstelle) project. For France, there are some articles about the 
Commercial Museum of Bordeaux, as well as some analyses that are part 
of more general histories of the Commercial Chamber of Paris.1 Besides the 
fact that the subject per se has not been treated, the different authors have all 
restricted themselves to national—in some cases even local—explanations: 
the beginnings of American imperialism, the relationships between the 
state and economic circles in France, and a supposed German “special path” 
(Sonderweg). By contrast, this chapter emphasizes the international dimen-
sion of these institutions, whose legitimacy was first and foremost based on 
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conceptions of global economic competition. The chapter draws on French 
and German archives because, apart from the merits of both national cases, 
each offers useful comparative and transnational insights. The French 
example enables a productive comparison with Belgium’s institutions and 
a particular perception of the German reality, whereas the German case 
reveals a distinctive debate about the success of Philadelphia’s commercial 
museum.

The Commercial Museums: A Novelty?

One of the most important arguments used by the advocates of commer-
cial museums was the need for export-oriented firms to adapt to the new 
conditions created by modern international trade. Embracing novelty was 
considered proof that one understood the new course of history, and in this 
evolutionist view, legacies of the past either were almost forgotten or served 
as a negative foil. Yet these “new” institutions were, in fact, connected with 
the past.

Exports Made Easier

One can trace the ancestors of the commercial museums to the traveling 
exhibitions in the 1820s that were organized in the German states to pro-
mote new technologies, or to the Conservatoire national des arts et métiers 
in France, which was founded in 1819 to enable Parisian manufacturers to 
catch up with the British technology and to teach them a higher sense of 
quality. In the 1880s, such ideas were still popular in France as a result of 
the economic crisis, whereas in Germany they had begun to fade, ultimately 
disappearing during the 1890s. Germans still took pride in the efforts that 
had been made at the beginning of the nineteenth century in Prussia and 
Wurttemberg—with Ferdinand Steinbeis—to expose local manufacturers 
to foreign technologies, but the celebration of this past was also a way to say 
that this period of apprenticeship was over. The 1893 Chicago World’s Fair 
had indeed proven that German technology was now at the leading edge 
of progress. Interestingly, it was at that time that the idea of a technologi-
cal catching-up gained popularity in Great Britain. By 1897, exhibitions of 
foreign manufactured objects were considered useless by many European 
experts, whereas British projects around a future Commercial Intelligence 
Department involved precisely such exhibitions. The reason for this dis-
crepancy was the fear that British industry experienced at the end of the 
nineteenth century, which was expressed in slogans like the “American dan-
ger” or “Made in Germany” and which generated a general call to catch 
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up with these new rivals.2 Whatever the time gap, however, the persistence 
of these ideas, albeit now with social Darwinist tones, showed that exper-
tise catch-up, whether technological or commercial, remained central to the 
debates about national economic achievements in an international context.

On the other hand, drastic changes had occurred in the way interna-
tional trade could be conducted. These developments concerned maritime 
and railway transportation as well as postal communications. First, there 
was regularity. Ships no longer departed only after being fully loaded, but 
according to a precise schedule. The most important consequence was that 
there was no longer any need of insider information about which ship would 
be the first to leave port. In addition, there was the increased frequency of 
transatlantic crossings, which in particular meant a more frequent informa-
tion cycle, encompassing the sending of a letter and receipt of its answer.3 
Second, there was an increased density in the means of communication. 
Throughout the whole industrialized world, it was easy for each firm to 
feel connected through roads, railways, and ships—all with potential mar-
kets. Finally, there was standardization. In particular, the creation of the 
Universal Postal Union put an end to all the complexities linked to the exis-
tence of numerous bilateral treaties and the variety of taxes and standards 
to be found in each country.4 Even national statistics were gradually stan-
dardized, causing some people to hope that statistics would become the new 
lingua franca of modern times.

All of these changes led the average manufacturer, who was growing 
increasingly more familiar with global geography largely because of the 
press, to think he could now remain in touch with potential clients all over 
the world on a regular basis. The modern businessman no longer traveled 
throughout the world but remained seated behind a desk and conducted his 
affairs via telegraph.

Commercial Knowledge and Museography

It is striking how strongly the name “commercial museum” was criticized 
and yet how long it remained the most frequently used term in contempo-
rary debates. At the time, some explained it as a convenient habit, whereas 
historians have pointed to the notion of sacrality that “museum” contained: 
“artists had their museums, as well as scientists and explorers, so the busi-
nessmen had to have their own too” as a way to demonstrate their respecta-
bility.5 Considering the debates around the term, however, one has to go 
further. The word museum was chosen because it conveyed two themes of 
the utmost importance in the nineteenth century: the quest for universal 
knowledge and the need to educate the citizenry.
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Universal knowledge was seen as the foundation upon which all mod-
ern science rested. Modernity provided the technological means to assemble 
an exhaustive collection of information, which explained why encyclopedic 
knowledge came to be considered quintessentially modern in the nineteenth 
century. World’s fairs represented the climax of this trend by exhibiting, in 
an orderly fashion, all the planet’s novelties, technological or social.

However, the commercial museums aimed to correct two major draw-
backs of the world’s fairs. First, their exhibitions would not be temporary, 
which hindered the possibility of learning, but instead at the constant dis-
posal of manufacturers and businessmen. Second, objects would be exhib-
ited not for prizes or publicity but rather to afford visitors an accurate 
representation of foreign competitors’ industrial production. Thus, the com-
mon concept of “universalism” that was employed for both world’s fairs and 
commercial museums acquired two different meanings. The world’s fairs, 
like fine arts museums, presented the universality of human genius. The 
universalism of commercial museums was not so glorious, aiming merely 
at showing the most diverse collections of manufactured objects. Still, with 
this ambition came an important problem. How was one museum, even 
a big one, to encompass the industrial world’s constantly expanding and 
changing range of goods? The solutions were not theoretical but practical.6 
Imported raw materials were offered pride of place. For the manufactured 
objects, commercial museums chose to select the most interesting objects, 
that is, those with a comparative advantage over national products on the 
international market, whether technological or commercial. In this way, the 
commercial museums promoted the very existence of a national industry 
and national economic community. In practice, however, the encyclopedic 
ambition of these projects was usually subordinated to the needs of local 
economic interests, which not only reduced each museum’s scope but also 
called into question the existence of a national industry and a national eco-
nomic community.

Education of the nation was the goal assigned to all museums over the 
course of the nineteenth century, and this mission came to be seen as essen-
tial. Such education was not only artistic, as the American example of the 
Smithsonian Institute showed. The end of the nineteenth century witnessed 
the creation of numerous museums that celebrated the progress of human-
kind and civilization. In Paris, for instance, there was the Musée d’économie 
sociale, which exhibited models of social regulation from different coun-
tries along with many other projects on education, health, and urbanism 
intended for civil servants, employers, and workers alike.7 This was precisely 
the public that the commercial museums wanted to address. What could be 
better than to make the workers understand that the quality of their work 
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was being challenged by accomplishments abroad? But the content of this 
education had yet to be defined. The museums of applied arts had set a 
somewhat questionable precedent. The opening of the South Kensington 
Museum in 1852 had been followed, between 1860 and 1880, by initia-
tives in Vienna, Hamburg, Stockholm, Budapest, and Berlin. Each time, 
economic motivations were put forward. In an era of triumphant free trade, 
their partisans emphasized the necessity of improving and therefore expand-
ing national manufactured output.8 As the evolution of the Union centrale 
des beaux-arts appliqués à l’industrie shows, however, the development of 
applied arts came at the expense of more strictly industrial goals. Created 
in 1864 as a producers’ association committed to making art affordable for 
the public through industrialization, it became, by the 1880s, a group of 
wealthy aesthetes trying to give craftsmen the status of artists.9

More broadly, the commercial museums were not the place to provide 
a technical education, though their proponents were reluctant to let go of 
the “catch up” watchword, as the recommendations of the Chamber of 
Paris demonstrated as late as 1889.10 Not only did technical schools already 
exist, but exhibitions in commercial museums insisted less on technological 
achievements and more on commercial successes, which meant an emphasis 
on marketing tools such as packaging and labeling, often considered a weak 
point of would-be exporters.

This emphasis raises another important question: why did these museums 
not develop any commercial training? This is all the more surprising because 
some commercial museums found their origins in collections developed for 
commercial schools. This was the case, for example, for the Commercial 
Museum of Brussels, whose collections originated in part from those of 
Antwerp’s Institut supérieur du commerce, which for the instruction of its 
students had collected samples initially sent by Belgian diplomats for the 
country’s manufacturers to examine.11 Furthermore, commercial education 
was spreading throughout the industrialized world in the last years of the 
century through the foundation of postsecondary business schools, and there 
were attempts by small commercial schools to build—for the benefit of their 
students—their own “commercial museums,” most of the time meager col-
lections of raw materials found in the colonies. The fact remains, however, 
that no commercial museum intended to hold conferences on the subject of 
international trade, and the example of the Commercial Museum of Vienna, 
which had developed an “export academy,” was not imitated. The reason 
appears to be that the public of the commercial museums were businessmen, 
not students. The “education” that the commercial museums offered con-
sisted of a plethora of foreign samples and practical information, but without 
any theory with which to make sense of the displays. After all, the museums’ 
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approach was consistent with the solely descriptive content of contemporary 
textbooks on international trade. It was up to the manufacturers visiting 
the museums to draw the necessary conclusions for their own businesses. 
The museums’ confidence in their audience’s ability to do so can be eas-
ily explained: it was members of the intended audience who, through their 
chambers of commerce, had promoted the creation of commercial museums 
in the first place because these businessmen had been convinced that they 
only lacked the requisite practical information, not business knowledge, to 
benefit more from international trade.

Building Commercial Museums

The chronology of the discussions around commercial museums followed a 
classic pattern. After the first period, in the 1880s, when different solutions 
were explored, depending on national traditions or imperatives, a basic trans-
national consensus emerged at the end of the following decade. Thus, there 
was a great variety of commercial museums, each a little different because of 
its geographic or temporal context, but these differences were secondary in 
comparison to the common features that all of these institutions shared.

First Rule of International Trade: Copy Thy Neighbor

Whatever the country, the ultimate justification for building a commercial 
museum was that the other countries already had one or had serious plans to 
establish one. The argument was made in one of two ways. The first was to 
hold up a model worthy of emulation, and the second was to draw up a list 
of all the commercial museums in the world.12 Each method had flaws, but 
both were popular. For the French, the Commercial Museum of Brussels, 
founded in 1882, proved particularly attractive, whereas the Germans 
insisted on the importance of the Commercial Museum of Vienna. This dif-
ference showed that communities of language were important in establish-
ing the most valuable model, even if that could not be the sole determinant. 
In fact, the Philadelphia Commercial Museum was an important point of 
reference for the Germans, and the French insisted upon the success of the 
Stuttgart Exportmusterlager, although the latter, whose name pointed to 
the exhibition of products designed for export, was not, strictly speaking, 
a commercial museum. In other words, the model was also determined by 
the most important commercial competitor, although this general rule had 
exceptions. The Germans, for example, were keen to celebrate the achieve-
ments of France’s Office national du commerce extérieur, even though they 
had nothing to fear from French competition. This last example showed 
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that the third criterion for choosing a model to emulate was the structure 
of the institution and how that fit into the program of the supporters of the 
commercial museums in each country.

On the other hand, lists were particularly useful to prove that the absence 
of a commercial museum was a dangerous anomaly in the modern world. 
If these museums were to be found in such remote places as Guadalajara 
or Belgrade, what were the Germans (or the French) waiting for and how 
could the national economy cope with such a disadvantage?13 In fact, lists 
contributed to confusion in the debates because they had to be long in order 
to look impressive, which meant that they had to encompass very different 
realities. The first problem had to do with the size of the institutions listed. 
It was true, for example, that France could boast the existence of sixteen 
commercial museums on its territory at the beginning of the 1890s, depend-
ing on who was counting.14 Of course, none of these was a match for the 
national commercial museums. They had been founded by municipalities, 
not even big ones, to help local businessmen adapt their production and 
marketing to international standards. Even at this local scale, successes were 
modest to nonexistent, not least because local businessmen did not neces-
sarily perceive common interests with the other businessmen in their com-
munity. The second difficulty arose from the tendency to list very different 
kinds of institutions in order to create a massive effect. For example, the 
Stuttgart Exportmusterlager exhibited only products made in Württemberg 
and was open only to foreign buyers in order to prevent imitation on the 
part of other German manufacturers. Its logic was thus completely differ-
ent from that of the commercial museum, and yet it appeared in every list 
on the subject because of its successes. Finally, the rhetorical device of lists 
led to exaggerated emphasis of seemingly original institutions because it 
aimed to demonstrate the great variety of existing solutions. For example, 
a French report on commercial museums in Europe detailed at length a 
German invention that used boats to organize itinerant commercial exhibi-
tions so as to be able to reach faraway but important markets. Such a novelty 
could only kindle the imagination and be read as further proof of the audac-
ity of the German business spirit; however, the reality was not as brilliant. 
These boats had been a project developed by the Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Angewandte Geographie, a society committed to the expansion of German 
foreign trade whose reputation was significant but whose means remained 
modest. That is why the exhibitions on the boats, far from being new, 
depended mostly on what had been already accomplished by some con-
suls who had created permanent exhibitions of German products in vari-
ous South American cities.15 This project was therefore insignificant, but 
it served as still more proof for the promoters of commercial museums that 
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audacity and imagination commanded the actions of foreign competitors 
and had to be emulated.

Looking for the Perfect Formula

To organize the collections of a commercial museum, one had to choose 
between two options, comprehensive coverage or specialization in colo-
nial products. The first choice was perfectly illustrated by the Commercial 
Museum of Brussels, which tried to organize the most complete exhibition 
of foreign products—to the point that it had to publish a flier to guide the 
visiting manufacturer through its vast collections. This choice was also made 
in Budapest and in the project for a Commercial Intelligence Department 
proposed by the British Board of Trade in 1898. But critics abounded. They 
focused on the rapid obsolescence of such collections, which could never be 
up to date, and on how these collections could never be complete enough. 
The difficulty lay not only in encompassing the wide variety of foreign 
industrial production, but also in providing information about these prod-
ucts. At a minimum for each exhibited object, the commercial museum had 
to provide the cost price, the retail price, the markets where it was sold, and 
details about its packaging. The task of collecting and labeling was formi-
dable, as were the costs of maintaining such exhibits, whereas interest in 
them was dubious at best. It was becoming easier and easier for a producer 
to get to know whatever product he needed for comparison by traveling, by 
reading the professional press, and also through the multiplication of pro-
fessional exhibitions. The latter, temporary, but far more numerous and fre-
quent, represented a real alternative to commercial museums, combining the 
ever-growing commercial needs for publicity with monitoring technological 
developments, both without the help of the state, as it was not a question of 
“catching up.”

Specialization offered an alternative that permitted exhibitions without 
huge initial costs. Not only raw products from the colonies were displayed, 
but also the industrial products that used these materials and the industrial 
products that the colonies imported. The promotion of trade within the 
empire was a favorite idea among colonialists, which helped explain why 
this formula could be found in the Commercial Museum of Bordeaux, 
the Commercial Museum of Haarlem, or, on a larger scale, the Imperial 
Institute of London. There was even a colonial exhibition in Vienna, which 
was all the more striking because this commercial museum had first tried 
to exhibit a comprehensive collection of industrial products. Only after sev-
eral years was a decision made there to offer a more specialized exhibition 
centered around decorative arts and ethnographic objects from the Near 
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and Far East. Finally, the case of the Philadelphia Commercial Museum 
is interesting because it combined both logics that governed the commer-
cial museums’ collections. It took over many objects left after the Chicago 
World’s Fair in an effort to provide a fairly accurate representation of the 
latest achievements in the industrial world, but the assistant director, Gustav 
Niederlein, who traveled extensively in Europe in 1894 and 1895 for the 
purpose of collecting, also showed a deep interest in everything related 
to the colonies. In particular, he requested samples of colonial products 
from the South Kensington Museum, the Imperial Institute, the Musée 
colonial in Paris, and an import-export company in Holland that worked 
with the Congo.16 This interest was linked not only to the desire, shared 
with Europeans, to benefit from the natural resources of these countries, 
but also to a more American idea to teach people about the multifariousness 
of the world at a time when diversity was gaining importance in the United 
States itself.

Whatever collections a commercial museum maintained, its center was 
the information office, located in large rooms with numerous clerks at the 
ready to search imposing files for answers for members of the public, who 
could make inquiries in person. The catalog of the Philadelphia museum in 
particular was applauded by several German authors.17 Much of this infor-
mation comprised official statistics and legislation. There were the official 
publications on customs duties, transportation and insurance rates, and 
official forms that were published by every country to regulate the importa-
tion of goods on its territory. Belonging to these official publications, one 
could also find public tendering procedures published by the various states 
as well as consular reports from around the world. The latter were valued 
because they often mirrored the strong and weak points of industry in the 
countries where their authors held a post. There were also private publi-
cations. The most valuable of these were the directories of import-export 
houses, for they contained the addresses of potential clients or intermediar-
ies. However, the most important information—about the creditworthiness 
of potential clients or suppliers—was not to be found in publications, but 
had to be asked about directly.

The growing importance of credit-rating agencies in this period did not 
mean that assessing creditworthiness was an easy task.18 Contemporaries 
recognized the need for more transparency in a context of increasingly 
impersonal exchanges, but this need had not obviated that for secrecy in 
the conduct of business, and it had also given birth to a number of agen-
cies, against which angry customers or victims of their inquiries often filed 
complaints.19 It is hard to know what difficulties, if any, the commer-
cial museums encountered when searching for information about credit. 
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However, it is curious to note that most of the contemporary commenta-
tors on commercial museums failed to underline the existence of informa-
tion about the creditworthiness of potential clients. They were often equally 
disdainful of the collections of economic and commercial literature, which 
all the museums had. But this attitude may be explained by the fact that 
these collections were probably as little used as those in the libraries of the 
chambers of commerce.

National governments played a special role in the collection of this mate-
rial because they provided all official data. A system of information exchange 
between countries had already been forming before the creation of commer-
cial museums, but these new institutions certainly sped up and improved the 
process. More crucial for the legitimacy of the commercial museums, however, 
was their ability to establish their own networks, which could take different 
forms but which were always based on the manufacturers and merchants 
themselves, both at home or abroad. This enabled the museums to refute 
critics who pointed out that much of the official information was already 
available in the libraries of the chambers of commerce gathering dust.

The network of the Philadelphia Commercial Museum was particu-
larly impressive, boasting 30,000 firms in the United States and 20,000 
in foreign countries. This network bore great resemblance to those devel-
oped by American credit-rating agencies, whose services the museum cer-
tainly made extensive use of. The extent to which this network was typically 
American cannot be determined from the sources, but other means were 
used elsewhere. In France, for example, the idea was to use the network cre-
ated by the French chambers of commerce abroad and to create “counselors 
for foreign trade,” an honorary title given to industrialists willing to help 
their countrymen with their experience through specific advice or through 
regular consultations.20 In Hungary, the important Commercial Museum 
of Budapest chose yet another path. It established several agencies in the 
Balkans—in Sarajevo, Belgrade, Bucharest, Sofia, Philippopolis, Rustchuk, 
Constantinople, and Thessaloniki. These agencies had to provide commer-
cial information about local trade, but they could also serve as commercial 
intermediaries for would-be Hungarian exporters. Their success remained 
modest, however, as the absence of imitation by other countries shows. More 
generally, any solution that bore a more national character was not imitated 
but widely cited. Its value lay in the evidence it offered about the determina-
tion of other nations to advance their foreign trade.

There were two ways for the museums to disseminate this informa-
tion, via correspondence and during client visits. Answers could be given 
immediately, but there was usually a delay of several days. Service was open 
to nationals and foreigners, though not always the latter, and there was 
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a system of subscription with certain privileges attached, such as regular 
information mailings. Another way to spread the information was via the 
museums’ publications, which were also exchanged for those of other muse-
ums. Whether weekly bulletins or monographs, they did not seem to add 
much to the printed information already available in sufficient quantity to 
scare off would-be exporters. More interesting was the solution to give infor-
mation to the daily press twice a week, like in France, but this material could 
only have a general character, which was rather unsatisfactory for practical 
decision making.

The success of these institutions is difficult to assess. Most of the authors 
who described them around 1900 were convinced of their usefulness but 
furnished only some numbers about visitors and letters received. For exam-
ple, the French Office national du commerce extérieur received seventy let-
ters daily on average just months after its creation in March 1898, and the 
Commercial Museum of Brussels received more than 40,000 visits that same 
year. By way of comparison, the Exportmusterlager of Stuttgart averaged 
thirty-three letters received and forty-six sent on a daily basis in 1903.21 For 
this last example, at least, we have the number of contracts signed thanks to 
this institution’s role as an intermediary, but such a figure—3,169—is not 
sufficient to draw a picture of this or any other institutions’ activities.22 We 
do not know the identity of the museum’s visitors, whether they were able 
to make use of the information provided, and if they established contacts 
for their exports. More importantly, perhaps, we do not know how many of 
these visitors were already engaged in the export trade and came only to add 
to their knowledge.

What Role Did the State Play?

The state provided money. This was true for every commercial museum, 
even though some were private institutions, for example, in the United States 
or the Netherlands, or were created by the chambers of commerce, most 
notably in Italy.23 These differences were not always the consequences of a 
long national tradition. Great Britain’s Imperial Institute and Commercial 
Intelligence Department were public institutions, for example, although the 
country usually favored private economic solutions. Indeed, national tradi-
tions were not important. What mattered was the current backing of the 
state, financial and political, as manifested, for example, by no less than 
President McKinley at the inauguration of the Philadelphia Commercial 
Museum. In fact, it would be misleading to separate public and private 
interests in this case because they worked hand in hand.
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The state also granted access to its diplomatic network. This had been 
made possible thanks to the reform of the consular system, which followed 
the same pattern in every country during the 1880s and 1890s, each govern-
ment keeping an eye on the innovations of the others. The economic rel-
evance of the consular reports was thus gradually improved, and the consuls 
tried harder to focus on the commercial possibilities that the district to which 
they had been posted presented to national producers back home, sharing 
advice on how best to market their goods. They tried to write more often 
too, because the process of publishing their annual report was so slow. From 
time to time, depending on the importance of their district, they also sent 
up-to-date analysis that could be published within weeks, if not days, in the 
official press. But manufacturers and exporters still deemed these improve-
ments insufficient. They wanted direct access to the consuls, unimpeded by 
the government, so that the latter would be able to answer precise questions. 
Many countries found a compromise, authorizing this access, but only to 
commercial museums as institutions. This was the case in France, Austria, 
Hungary, and the United States. German businessmen emphasized the lat-
ter example not only because of the importance of American competition 
for them, but also because the engagement of the U.S. federal government 
seemed to form a striking contrast with the attitude of their own. Whereas 
President McKinley admonished consular agents to fully cooperate with 
the Philadelphia Commercial Museum, the German federal government 
refused such collaboration. It wanted to maintain control over the content 
of exchanges between its consular agents and the business world; however, 
perhaps more importantly, it was also willing to safeguard the authority of 
semiofficial institutions like the chambers of commerce and the big pro-
fessional associations, which enjoyed a special relationship with the state. 
The Imperial German government’s opponents, promoters of a commer-
cial museum for the whole country, held up the success of the Philadelphia 
museum, less because of the promise of modern efficiency it offered (they 
did not mention the other great novelty of the time, the credit-rating agen-
cies, whose activities were so similar) than because of its implication that the 
state should ensure the democratization of commercial information to level 
the playing field in exports.

Regardless of differences among countries, the creation of commercial 
museums did not imply a change in the basic nature of the help that the 
state provided. In particular, the tasks of the consuls remained much the 
same, if more elaborated. They already sent samples of foreign products. In 
the 1890s, when they were in their home countries, they organized consulta-
tions inside chambers of commerce for would-be exporters. The continuity 
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of these efforts in favor of the commercial museums can be explained by 
the fact that, in all countries, only the state had the financial capacities and 
network to gather the required information. It is also true that, in some 
countries, the state was all the more willing to help because such aid was 
part of a tradition. This was the case in Belgium, for example, where in the 
1840s, the state took charge of the railway network’s construction. From 
this perspective, by helping the commercial museums, the state was just car-
rying on with the same policies—or at least the same policy logic—that had 
promoted the development of transportation and communication networks, 
including postal and telegraph services.

However, there was also the new idea, spread by social reformers in 
Europe and the United States, that the state should represent the common 
good in the face of competing economic interests.24 Thus, it had to provide, 
or at least guarantee, equal access to useful economic information for reasons 
of justice and democracy. The national dimension of commercial museums 
was thus essential and contrasted with the local or regional solidarities that 
so often prevailed in the industrial world. Furthermore, commercial muse-
ums provided open access to information that often was already known but 
only available to members of a professional association in a consequently 
limited scope.

An important justification for an increasing commitment of the state 
was economic efficiency with a philosophical twist. The size of interna-
tional markets seemed to force industrial interests to combine their efforts 
on a national scale because the time for sheer individualism was past. For 
example, some authors advocated that industrialists join together and send 
travelers to exotic markets in order to share expenses and allow more regular 
visits to these clients in the export country. Another popular idea of the 
time was that several manufacturers could jointly create big warehouses in 
major foreign markets in order to save money and be more efficient. In this 
context, the action of the state was not a political choice but a necessity born 
of modernity. Far from being explained by national traditions, its partici-
pation, from an evolutionist perspective, was the expression of a new his-
torical stage. This reading of modernity, which found its justification in the 
“organic growth”25 of foreign markets, made the “extinction” of the indi-
vidual exporter an inevitable consequence. From then on, each industrialist 
had an economic and patriotic duty to participate in the battle for export. 
To facilitate such activity, the state had to forbid interest groups from keep-
ing requisite information to themselves, thus ending their privileges and 
democratizing access to this essential product. The state had to make this 
information accessible to all the country’s business networks in the name of 
national interest. All industrialists of a country were expected to help each 
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other because they were supposed to share a common interest in the growth 
of their country’s exports. This did not suppress competition among them, 
but the intervention of the state was supposed to make this competition fair, 
in contrast to the wild competition of the liberal era.

Criticizing Direct Exportation

The expression “direct exportation” pointed to the elimination of import-
export houses and other intermediaries between the industrialists and their 
foreign clients. The growing availability of commercial information and the 
idea that modernity implied the triumph of producers over merchants made 
it a popular catchword at the turn of the twentieth century. Commercial 
intermediaries had to develop a defense against it and detail the nature of 
their contested expertise.

What Were the Uses of Commercial Information?

Commercial museums were subject to three major criticisms. The first was 
that there was too much information and not enough time to make sense 
of it all. Contrary to the clients of the credit-rating agencies, the would-be 
exporter who went to the commercial museum was supposed to be in the 
dark about his prospects, not even knowing where to sell his products 
abroad. He was looking for general information so that he could build a 
strategy, but he was on his own in this work. Critics of commercial muse-
ums pointed to the comparable underuse of the libraries in the chambers of 
commerce, but the testimony of the German commercial attaché in New 
York City, G. D. Waetzoldt, provides the clearest account of the difficulty 
business owners had assimilating already available knowledge. Describing 
his tour of the German chambers of commerce to give advice to would-be 
exporters, he recalled having but a few visitors in his office. Lack of time 
was most frequently put forward as an excuse for not coming to see him, 
and some believed that the modern businessman had time only for his news-
paper, which was supposed to be a universal medium that contained all 
the information he needed. Furthermore, Waetzoldt explained that the visi-
tors he received had only the slightest idea about the conditions entailed in 
exporting to the United States, and they usually asked questions that they 
could have easily found answers to in the consular reports.26 In light of this 
experience, one can raise doubts about the contents of the many letters that 
commercial museums received.

The second criticism addressed the value of the commercial informa-
tion on offer at the museums. Its quality and accuracy had always been 
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considered a major problem, and it was one of the reasons why many con-
temporaries believed that producers needed to switch over to direct exports 
without the help of intermediaries. Modernity implied ever more sophisti-
cated production that could be explained and sold only by specialists. Just as 
specialization was becoming a catchword for modernity, however, it seemed 
to some that insisting on giving government—via its consuls—an impor-
tant role in gathering economic and commercial information ran counter to 
this historical development. Ironically, those merchants accused of not being 
specialized enough were themselves turning the same criticism against the 
government. The Manchester merchants, for example, fiery opponents of 
the commercial museums, considered the information collected by the con-
suls of interest only “for the economist, the statistician,” but they thought it 
was never precise enough for commercial transactions.27

The third criticism concerned the notion of common interests among 
national economic circles. In fact, the state was criticized by some for help-
ing manufacturers at the expense of merchants. Not only was that unfair 
competition, but it did not boost national exports. What one side in the 
country gained, the other supposedly lost.28 Furthermore, there would be 
fewer people with enterprising minds because the industrialists received 
assistance from the state, whereas, because of this unfair competition, mer-
chants would not be able to benefit from their efforts to open new markets. 
In this view, there was no such thing as a national community of economic 
interests. Moreover, consuls were sometimes accused of presenting a nega-
tive image of national trade because, in their zeal to help improve national 
exports, they voiced general criticisms such as ignorance of foreign lan-
guages, which applied to some manufacturers but certainly not merchants. 
In fact, these arguments were voiced by merchants from different countries 
such as not only Great Britain but also France—including many members 
of the Paris Chamber of Commerce—and Germany.

Which Firms Should Export Where?

As surprising as it might sound, this question was rarely asked. In fact, only 
after the debates surrounding the commercial museums had slowed down 
did some academic works, around 1905, offer information on the subject. 
Most of these books concentrated on the geography of trade. Only Johannes 
H. Boeck tried to develop a profile of the export-oriented firm, which he 
did using two criteria, product type and size.29 For him, the main argument 
for a firm to invest in direct exportation was seen as its capacity to develop 
mass production. Small enterprises—heavily dependent on fashion, with a 
production of great variety and very little standardization—were not in a 
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good position to export by themselves. This relative originality of thought 
did not extend to his explanations, however, and the author relied on the 
familiar argument of a lack of competence in packaging or transport while 
overlooking another, more important problem. This type of production was 
very difficult to categorize following the tariff lists established by U.S. cus-
toms, for example, which meant an increase in the possibility of error and 
ensuing penalties.30 It was far safer to have a professional exporter deal with 
this formidable administration.

The advocates of direct exportation shared a popular idea at the time that 
the growth of international trade was necessarily extensive, that is, made 
possible only by the opening of new markets “overseas.” This attitude lent 
particular importance to the colonies, not only those belonging to one’s 
own country but all of them. In his study of the Philadelphia Commercial 
Museum, Steven Conn underlines how American manufacturers thought 
they could enjoy the benefits of European colonization without having to 
bear its financial and military costs. It is also remarkable to see the inter-
est that Italians and Belgians showed in establishing commercial agencies 
in Bombay, a move encouraged by Indian importers, one of whom, for 
example, also offered valuable advice to American manufacturers during the 
International Commercial Congress in Philadelphia in 1899.31

Gradually, however, a pattern emerged, above all in the academic litera-
ture, of distinguishing among three groups of markets. From a European 
point of view, the first group comprised countries from Western Europe, 
that is, England, France, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, Switzerland, 
and Italy. The density of their transportation networks, their long history 
of interstate trade, and the similarity of their economic structures provided 
a solid framework for the small manufacturer willing to take his chances. 
On the other hand, these countries were also so alike in their production 
and markets that it was difficult for a newcomer without great means to 
find a place for his products. The second group included the United States, 
Latin American countries, and Russia. Their structures were quite similar 
to those in the first group, making it relatively easy for a small manufacturer 
to export there; however, distance and some differences made it more expen-
sive. Finally, the third group, comprising the rest of the world, was consid-
ered inadvisable for small firms because of the complexity of dealing with 
the combination of distance, very different cultures, and trade restrictions 
desired by merchant lobbies, such as the Chinese in both their own country 
and in the Dutch East Indies.

These definitions were not rigid. For German businessmen, the 
Scandinavian countries belonged to the first group because of historic links, 
whereas doing business in Scandinavia was very different for the French, 
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Italians, and Austrians. By contrast, Austrians could deal with the Balkan 
market without difficulty; the Germans could, too, though to a lesser degree, 
but this was not true for the British. Classifying the Levant was also diffi-
cult. Did it belong to the second or third group? The answer depended on 
whether one considered the distance or the existence of Armenian or Greek 
merchant lobbies. Finally, not least because of the importance of German 
migration there, the United States was seen by many Germans as an exten-
sion of the European markets, as were several South American countries, an 
idea that proved illusory on a number of occasions.

The overseas countries seemed to be the most promising markets, but 
they were also the most difficult, all the more because most of the small 
and medium firms looked to exports only as a way to get rid of surpluses. 
The problem was that not only did they lack the means for such expansion 
but they were also reluctant to engage large sums of money for something 
that remained secondary to their overall business strategy. And there was no 
way, despite what the commercial museums seemed to promise, to engage 
in direct exportation cheaply. For example, the information about clients’ 
needs provided by the consuls and passed on by the museums was even 
more general than what an exporter could have offered. More importantly, 
satisfactory credit information for these overseas markets was not available, 
not even from the credit-rating agencies. Of course, the latter boasted—like 
the commercial museums—that their services were available worldwide, yet 
in these countries, they lacked the type of information network upon which 
they relied in the United States and Europe. Considering the expenses linked 
to the shipment of catalogs, samples, and products, the risk seemed far too 
great in relation to the potential benefits. That did not mean, however, that 
nobody risked it. On the contrary, attempts were made by enough firms 
to allow a market to develop that included, among other participants, the 
commercial newspapers that published the advertisements and the shippers 
who were paid without having to bear any commercial risk. Still, these dif-
ficulties showed that the justification of the commercial museums was quite 
flawed. The very markets that they claimed were most promising were the 
ones for which direct exportation was least advisable.

Enhancing the Status of Commercial Expertise

Understanding direct exportation as a goal for all companies—as much of 
the contemporary commercial and economic literature at the beginning of 
the twentieth century did—implied that exporters should be considered a 
dying breed. The argument against such merchants was threefold. First, they 
relied on confidential information and the possession of warehouses where 
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they could stock merchandise for potential clients; however, commercial 
information was becoming publicly available, and harbors had undergone 
major transformations to accommodate an exponential growth in traffic, 
in particular with the construction of big warehouses for rent right on the 
docks. Second, at the same time that the exporters’ advantages were vanish-
ing, it became clearer that these merchants suffered an additional serious 
drawback, lack of technical specialization. In a world in which technology 
was increasingly sophisticated and products were becoming more and more 
diverse, these merchants would never be able to properly explain the advan-
tage of a specific product over that of its competitor as well as the product’s 
own manufacturer could. Finally, exporters did not share the same interest 
in a particular product that its manufacturer did.

We have seen, however, the difficulties producers had when left alone 
with large quantities of information to make sense of. This circumstance 
explains why, in a country like Germany, where exports were assuming an 
ever more important place in national economic life, that an alternative both 
to exporters and commercial museums was developed. Exportmusterlager 
were created in major German commercial cities to allow manufacturers 
to negotiate directly with foreign clients. The most famous by far was in 
Stuttgart and exhibited the products of all the regional firms that paid a 
yearly subscription for the rental of an exhibition space so that clients did 
not have to tour around Württemberg to make up their mind and put in an 
order. As an exhibiting space, it offered the advantages of direct exportation 
without the burden of traveling to foreign countries in order to find new 
clients. More important, for a small fee, the Exportmusterlager could even 
provide expertise about payments, shipping, and customs duties. Such help 
was much more practical than what the commercial museums offered. In 
some cases, the Exportmusterlager could even conclude deals for its mem-
bers. Although these institutions caught the eye of foreign observers, they 
did not, even in the case of Stuttgart, reach the level of an important export 
house because, even in this case, the burden of adapting production to for-
eign markets had to be carried by firms that were not prepared to do so.

These disappointments notwithstanding, the exporters themselves built 
a case in favor of their interests in a way that was quite similar in France, 
Britain, and Germany. First, they tried to reverse the “historical” argument. 
The evolution of the economy favored specialization, they claimed, which 
meant that the producer had to concentrate on making the finest product, 
while the exporter should be left to handle all commercial aspects.32 Still, at 
a time when advertising was slowly coming out of its infancy, exporters did 
not pretend they were doing any marketing. Their competency was more 
technical. Besides commercial correspondence, it had to do with sending 
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out good salesmen knowledgeable in the language in which they canvassed 
as well as in the products for sale. Merchant houses had the means to hire 
the best employees in these areas and to have salesmen not afraid of can-
vassing markets for a new product because these men had other wares from 
which they could make a profit at the same time. In this sense, commercial 
expertise was at least as much human as technical.

Most important was that the world of exporters had not changed as fast 
as was generally claimed. First of all, their commercial networks, particu-
larly for the biggest places like Hamburg and New York, were still in place. 
For example, if European buyers were keen to bypass merchant houses in 
Hamburg by visiting regional Exportmusterlager (which, however, benefited 
only the most important regional firms), the Hamburg exporters retained 
Latin American, Asian, or South African buyers as customers who, if they 
were supposed to visit several places during their stay in Europe, would only 
also visit Paris and London. After all, in Hamburg they could find not only 
German products, but also all sorts of goods from different European coun-
tries. Another reason for trusting the exporters was that these were best able 
to provide their customers with long-term loans, unlike most manufacturers. 
This opportunity mattered in a world where overseas banking was not eas-
ily available everywhere. Finally, the exporters themselves proved adaptable, 
sometimes transforming themselves into agents, which allowed them to take 
fewer risks because they did not have to pay in advance for the merchandise 
they would sell later.

In spite of all the progress made, economic information remained scarce 
for the exotic markets that were deemed most promising. But it would be 
an error to insist too much on this scarcity of information because it would 
mean following the logic of the period, whose limits we have seen. More 
importantly, even for the other markets, it seems, one could not really hope 
to establish long-term trade relationships without using personal spokesmen 
in the form of commercial travelers or representatives. They collected more 
precise information; transformed general information that was to be found, 
for example, in consular reports into knowledge useful for the firm; and 
were able to establish a trusting relationship with their customers. In short, 
they contrasted with the anonymity of the information provided by com-
mercial museums and made it possible for a firm to create a network with 
which to do business.

Conclusion

It is difficult to assess the historical importance of the commercial muse-
ums. Some of their typical nineteenth-century features, like the permanent 
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exhibitions, disappeared quickly enough, but the idea of a central office 
for commercial information remained longer, even if their concrete mani-
festations soon lay dormant. On balance, their short lifespan represented a 
failure. The explanation for it lay therein that commercial museums were 
a product of nineteenth-century modernity, which confused information 
about markets with knowledge of them. From the eighteenth century 
onward, consuls, commercial attachés, and other experts had tried to pro-
vide information about what the foreign markets wanted, but their advice 
could only encompass categories of products. If the products of a manufac-
turer appeared to be a match, the next step was for him to send catalogs and 
hope that they would awaken the interest of potential buyers. If a contract 
was signed, one had to obtain the necessary information for shipping and 
receiving payment. The commercial museums represented the latest stage of 
this logic; however, the evolution of the traveling salesman and the progress 
of advertising showed that another logic was beginning to develop, one that 
insisted on educating potential buyers to become interested in products that 
were ever more differentiated.33 The new importance that attached to the 
particular product had consequences not only for sales techniques, but also 
for understanding markets by gathering information about them. Contrary 
to the commercial museums, credit-rating agencies—the other leading insti-
tution that provided commercial information—did not have the problem 
of adapting from a nineteenth- to a twentieth-century modernity because 
they were not trying to be universal. On the contrary, they focused on a very 
precise question, the creditworthiness of a potential business partner. Thus, 
they dealt with a problem of anonymity in the markets that appeared in the 
nineteenth century and only grew with the years.

Looking at credit-rating agencies offers another clue about the failure of 
commercial museums. What their advocates had overlooked was the devel-
opment of a market for commercial information whose growth during the 
twentieth century was impressive. It was not only the credit-rating agencies, 
but commercial newspapers and shipping intermediaries (services provided 
more and more by transportation companies like Hapag) that benefited from 
this increasing need for commercial information and the expertise to make 
sense of it. This need was better satisfied by private agencies linked by con-
tract to their clients than by a big public service—even in those cases where 
it was sponsored by private interests. Indeed, the idea of such an institution 
relied on two presuppositions that proved false. The first was that solidar-
ity existed among economic interests throughout the world that would be 
willing to exchange information in order to make the globe a more efficient 
market. That sounds naive today, but one has to remember that this period 
witnessed many international economic congresses in which businessmen 
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and scholars gathered in order to promote reforms of many kinds that would 
serve global economic interests, such as changes in the calendar. It was no 
coincidence that some of these meetings were held under the auspices of 
commercial museums.34 Participants had the feeling that they were working 
for the greater good, as opposed to taking sides in the conflicts born out of 
politics. That this aim proved elusive does not require further elucidation.

The second false idea was that the economic circles of one country shared 
the same interests when it came to international markets. To be more pre-
cise, the conviction was that, before the open rise of antagonistic interests 
such as the agrarian ones in Germany, for example, at a time when export-
ers were supposed to become a thing of the past, a community of interest 
existed among all the manufacturers willing to export. After all, if one takes 
the example of Germany, the several attempts to bring together the two 
major and rival economic associations seemed to indicate concern for over-
coming differences in the name of common interest in international trade, 
where all German manufacturers were confronted with foreign competitors 
but could boast the quality of “Made in Germany.” It is also true that, given 
the choice of selling German wares or foreign products of the same qual-
ity, the merchants of Hamburg often gave preference to the national ones 
because, far from being “cosmopolitan,” as the accusation often went, they 
depended on financial, social, and political networks within the country. 
Still, these elements should not hide a crucial reality. The image of national 
communities united in order to win the economic war that globalization 
seemed to represent had far more to do with rhetoric than reality.

Commercial museums were part of this nationalist rhetoric. They were 
promoted as an essential tool to help the country succeed in the global eco-
nomic competition. The paradox, typical of the nineteenth century, was 
that these museums also wanted to celebrate the universalism of this first 
era of globalization. The museums failed because international trade had 
less to do with nationalism and internationalism than with individuals and 
transnational networks.
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CHAPTER 7

Making the Ledgers Talk: 
Customer Control and the Origins 
of Retail Data Mining, 1920–1940

Josh Lauer

By the 1930s, American business had begun to take consumer research 
seriously. “Probably at no time in the last decade has actual knowledge 
of consumer buying habits been as vital to successful and profitable 

retailing as it is today,” a New York Times writer observed in 1931, report-
ing on new efforts to analyze customer sales data.1 Enterprising merchants 
had always sought to attune themselves to the whims of their customers; 
however, during the early decades of the twentieth century, new social-
scientific methods emerged as promising alternatives to informal observa-
tion and intuition. The concept of market research, separate from earlier 
cost-analysis studies of distribution and merchandising, took on special 
luster as American retailers sought to direct their promotional efforts with 
greater accuracy and predictability. By relying on “a ‘hunch’ and a ‘guess,’ ” 
the New York Times reporter noted, “stores in countless instances have adver-
tised merchandise, say on Thursday, when even trifling analysis would show 
its best consumer response on Tuesday.”2

Though the first quarter of the twentieth century is conventionally 
associated with the rise of monolithic mass markets and the quest for an 
idealized “average” consumer, this perspective is misleading. As Susan 
Strasser has noted, examples of market segmentation—that is, the identi-
fication of different consumer groups based on demographic or personal 
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characteristics—can be found during the 1910s, as companies such as 
Proctor & Gamble sought to promote new products to an ethnically diverse 
nation.3 During the 1920s, researchers from various industries—from adver-
tising and publishing to manufacturing and radio—subjected Americans to 
an onslaught of household surveys, questionnaires, interviews, and opinion 
polls designed to produce insights into their buying habits, brand and prod-
uct preferences, and psychological dispositions.4 At the same time, statistical 
information was recognized as a valuable resource for analyzing consum-
ers, especially income, occupational, and demographic data provided by 
the United States Census Bureau and the Department of Commerce, the 
latter of which published its own market research series beginning in 1929. 
Indeed, rather than approaching American consumers as an undifferenti-
ated mass, these forays into consumer research revealed important regional 
and socioeconomic distinctions.

Significantly, early consumer research initiatives collected either anony-
mous aggregate data (as with government statistics) or required the active 
engagement of self-selected samples (as in the case of surveys, polls, and 
interviews). Few, if any, connected consumer behavior to specific individuals 
in a way that permitted the behaviors of identifiable consumers to be tracked 
invisibly and unobtrusively over time. Such consumer surveillance, now 
pervasive, was facilitated by late twentieth-century information processing 
technologies, notably database computing, that automatically recorded the 
details of individual transactions, from credit card purchases to telephone 
calls. Such “transactional” data—information that consumers routinely 
give to retailers, financial institutions, and service providers in the act of 
making a purchase, opening or managing accounts, or using a product or 
service—could be converted into valuable intelligence for classifying the 
preferences, perceived values, and demographic characteristics of consum-
ers. Since the 1980s, transactional data has been a staple of direct market-
ing, relationship marketing, and market segmentation.5 More recently, the 
harvesting of consumer information has been integrated into the design 
of digital and web-based technologies and promoted under the banner of 
“interactivity.”6

Though early twentieth-century merchants did not have sophisticated 
databases at their disposal, the dream of tracking individual consumers and 
delivering perfectly tailored and timed promotional messages was already 
alive. During the 1920s, this dream found expression in the development 
of “customer control,” an early and ambitious attempt to harness transac-
tional data for the purpose of target marketing.7 This little-known market-
ing innovation occurred not in the research bureau of a major corporation 
or prestigious university, but in the obscure credit departments of large retail 
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stores. There, progressive credit managers experimented with new filing and 
punch card systems to mine the personal information and sales records in 
their voluminous credit files. By analyzing variables such as age, gender, 
marital status, occupation, and purchasing history, credit managers looked 
for spending patterns and formulated targeted promotions for narrow seg-
ments of the buying public. Customer control was rudimentary by contem-
porary  standards, but the logic of retail data mining and target marketing 
was the same. The history of customer control reveals the early stirrings of 
discriminatory marketing strategies and the systematic disaggregation of the 
American mass consumer during the 1920s and 1930s.

Credit Management and Technologies of Control

The development of mass retailing heralded a vast expansion of consumer 
credit in the United States between 1880 and 1920. Sprawling department 
stores, installment houses, and large specialty shops offered a new world of 
goods and liberal credit terms to laborers, office workers, and an aspirational 
managerial class.8 But while mass credit boosted sales and sped the turnover 
of merchandise, the authorization and management of each store’s credit 
accounts—often numbering in the thousands—was daunting. Unlike the 
local shopkeeper, who typically knew something about each of his or her 
neighborhood customers when making credit decisions, mass retailers dealt 
in volume and impersonality. In order to rationalize their credit protocols, 
many large retailers began to establish in-house credit departments during 
the 1890s and hired newly professionalized credit managers to oversee their 
operation. Eager to assert their legitimacy, these upstart business special-
ists adopted state-of-the art filing technologies to reconstitute and control 
the disappearing consumer body. Credit seekers were compelled to supply 
credit managers with detailed personal information in interviews and appli-
cations, and this information was entered into elaborate internal record-
keeping systems used to track accounts, establish credit limits, and verify 
identities. Until the 1920s, many retailers viewed their credit departments as 
a begrudged expense rather than a source of profit.9 This changed, however, 
as credit managers discovered—almost by accident—that the information 
housed in their departments could be mined for targeted sales campaigns.

Office filing equipment underwent dramatic changes at the turn of the 
twentieth century. Until this time, business records were preserved in ledger 
books, pigeonholes, spike files, and assorted boxes, all of which were limited 
in their capacity to compile, combine, and retrieve information. Records 
contained in ledger books, for example, were entered chronologically as the 
volume filled, thus requiring supplementary indices to locate information 
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scattered throughout multiple volumes. Likewise, documents housed in 
pigeonholes or bundled in boxes required time-consuming unpacking and 
rifling whenever information was needed. The introduction of card file 
systems during the late 1870s (pioneered by librarian Melvil Dewey) and 
vertical filing during the 1890s permitted more flexible and efficient record-
keeping with far-reaching implications. The resulting “filing revolution,” as 
JoAnne Yates has explained, not only accommodated the growing demands 
of business correspondence and corporate management, but also opened up 
vast reservoirs of underutilized or forgotten information. And, significantly, 
it allowed organizations to accumulate new forms of sales and marketing 
intelligence.10 These new filing systems, as Yates suggests, revolutionized 
the idea of information as something that could be easily stored, handled, 
located, and made useful in contexts previously too cumbersome or expensive 
to exploit. “It is not long ago,” the credit manager of Manhattan’s Franklin 
Simon department store remarked in 1920, “when not much attention was 
given to the systematic filing of records, but not so now.”11

Advances in filing technology permitted retailers to document the identi-
ties and activities of large populations with greater ease and precision. By the 
1910s, card file systems were standard in retail credit departments. Within 
such systems, individual consumers were represented by a single master card 
on which their full personal and financial information was transcribed. 
Though the format of such cards varied considerably among credit depart-
ments, all contained fields for the subject’s name, address, occupation, and 
income. Additional information was also recorded, such as the individual’s 
marital status, age, length of time at his or her current residence and job, 
status as a renter or homeowner, names and addresses of references, bank 
accounts, lists of credit accounts and balances with other merchants, and 
notes regarding the individual’s character or appearance. As the credit man-
ager’s gaze shifted away from the corporeal customer into the filing cabinet, 
“visualization” became the mantra of rational credit management. The new 
principle of visibility was linked to the introduction of “visible” card file 
technologies developed and marketed by Rand, Kardex, and Remington 
during the early decades of the twentieth century.12 “A science of credit con-
trol is being developed,” a writer for a company magazine published by Rand 
asserted. “In short, executives are demanding and getting a complete picture 
of activities as they occur.”13

From Prevention to Promotion: Credit as a Business Builder

Nineteenth-century mass retailers were wise to the fact that credit custom-
ers spent more in their stores than cash customers. Cash customers, it was 
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often pointed out, flitted from store to store and were no one’s customer. 
Though some merchants continued to resist credit, clinging to visions of a 
cash-only utopia, others embraced the intimacy of the creditor-debtor rela-
tionship. The latter viewed charge accounts as a means to insinuate them-
selves into the households of their customers, a position that—if handled 
adroitly—fostered good will and bonds of loyalty, if not actual fealty, to the 
store. While interviewing a New York retailer in 1889, an out-of-town jour-
nalist was shocked not only by the lengths to which the proprietor went to 
accommodate his fickle credit customers, but also his seemingly masochistic 
desire “to swell their number.” When the incredulous visitor could not grasp 
the point of such solicitude, the retailer revealed his motive:

Mercy! what a greeny you are. . . . [A] lady who has a bill at our store 
spends all the way from fifty per cent. to five hundred per cent. more 
than if she hadn’t. Not only does she buy every thing she wants at this 
store where she has a bill, passing all the rest every day, but she buys 
things she does not always want and can not always afford. You need not 
laugh; men do the same thing. We are glad to get men to run bills here 
as well as women.14

Working for such large retailers and installment houses, the credit manager 
initially performed a security function, interrogating applicants and scan-
ning the information environment for evidence of deceit. As early credit 
professionals continuously lamented, they were viewed rather resentfully 
by their employers as a necessary evil, a costly and unproductive expense 
that was merely tolerated as a preventative check.15 In general, early efforts 
to classify credit customers and monitor spending behavior were punitive, 
insofar that their primary purpose was to identify and exclude the worst 
risks. During the 1920s, however, as retailers sought to expand and intensify 
their sales, credit managers turned to customer behavior not only for warn-
ing signs but sales opportunities.

Seeking to gain the respect of their employers, credit managers began to 
assert their contributions as “business builders.” This new identity, which 
began to crystallize after World War I, reflected an increasingly service-
oriented role while taking credit applications and promoting the advantages 
of their establishment to new customers. A sharp economic downturn in 
1920–21 was an additional spur. Faced with contracting profits, credit man-
agers were urged to “get the sales point of view” and adopt “constructive 
credit” policies that placed customer service at the forefront.16 In their daily 
customer interactions, which so often touched upon delicate personal mat-
ters, the credit manager was in a unique position to cultivate grateful and 
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loyal patronage. While such intimacy also lay at the heart of the Pauline 
injunction to “owe no man anything”—debt, after all, placed borrowers in a 
compromised and weakened position—credit managers sought to turn this 
vice into a virtue. “The Credit Department,” a national association figure 
proclaimed, was “the tie that binds the customer to the store.”17

As an agent of salesmanship, the credit manager’s first responsibility was 
to solicit new customers. Newspaper advertising and mass mailings were 
common, but a more judicious approach involved direct mailing campaigns 
aimed at only the best prospects. No stones were left unturned in compil-
ing lists of potential customers. Credit managers scoured city directories 
and telephone books (both of which could be used to target individuals in 
desirable neighborhoods) as well as birth and marriage records, tax lists, 
building permits, automobile registrations, hunting licenses, and bank and 
college directories. The local newspaper was also a cheap and handy source 
of business leads. “Watch the newspapers for live items such as: ‘Mrs. Jones 
is going to Europe’; ‘John Smith elected to head Elks,’ [sic] or ‘Miss Evelyn 
Blank is home from Vassar.’”18 Engagements, weddings, birth announce-
ments, real estate transactions, and news concerning the social, political, 
business, or church activities of prominent community members were all 
eyed for angles to drum up new business. No publication was too marginal 
or sacrosanct. Credit managers looking to solicit new business even pored 
over the Congressional Record. Some stores also ran new customer contests 
among their employees to identify new prospects.

Among these myriad sources, one was particularly cherished: credit rat-
ing books. These volumes, descended from the commercial rating books 
published by R. G. Dun and the Bradstreet Company, contained the names 
and addresses of all adults in a given town or locality, followed by an alpha-
numeric code to indicate the creditworthiness of each. In many cases, these 
books also noted the occupation of each individual and the marital status 
of the women. Though the widespread use of telephones in credit bureaus 
diminished the prevalence of rating books by the 1920s (inquiries and 
reports were conveyed orally), where they did exist, merchants eagerly mined 
them. Credit managers compiled lists of individuals with good credit ratings 
in the books and, like “pre-approved” credit offers that flooded the credit 
card market in the 1970s, sent each a personally addressed letter indicat-
ing that the store had opened a charge account in his or her name. “Rating 
books issued by retail commercial agencies, if available, are especially valu-
able in that the names of the desired class of customer may be segregated,” a 
Washington, D.C., retailer explained.19 Merchants had recognized the sales 
potential of credit rating books as soon as they appeared in the late 1850s. 
Indeed, this “misuse” of the books had been one argument against their 
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publication by pioneering commercial reporting firms such as R. G. Dun 
and Bradstreet.

The transformation of credit information from an instrument of preven-
tion to one of promotion signaled a major development in the history of 
American business practice. Alert retailers had always scanned their ledgers 
for useful information about their existing customers. “Merchants are prone 
to regard their customers only in the mass; it is better to think of them as 
units, each of which is a little center of influence that may help to make or 
mar your fortune,” an unnamed “Tradesman” observed in 1889. He rec-
ommended that merchants use a “moderate-sized blank book” to record 
each customer’s name and address, his visits and sums spent, discounts, 
and “personal peculiarities.”20 Early attempts to produce transactional data, 
however, were laborious and required an iron will to maintain. Yet their 
potential value inspired continuous effort. At Wanamaker’s in Philadelphia, 
for example, managers tracked the activity of that department store’s credit 
customers by referring to the ledgers at regular intervals. This “plan,” in 
place by 1902, was designed to identify credit customers who had drifted 
away and who might be lured back to the store with a personalized appeal 
for their missed business.21 During the early 1920s, a business consultant 
urged credit managers to make their “ledgers talk” by analyzing the buying 
habits of the store’s customers and designing targeted promotions.22

Mass credit policies, with their generous customer service and elaborate 
authorization, billing, and collection procedures, were expensive to main-
tain. But as this consultant anticipated and credit managers soon discov-
ered, the systematic record-keeping necessitated by mass credit was its own 
reward. Not only did credit customers spend more than cash customers, 
they also produced vast reservoirs of valuable information in the process. For 
unlike cash customers, who came and went anonymously, credit customers 
submitted their entire personal and financial history to the credit manager 
in exchange for their trust. New bookkeeping devices developed during the 
early 1920s also allowed credit managers to track the financial behavior of 
individual customers with greater specificity. The Elliott-Fisher bookkeep-
ing machine, for example, enabled the “100% informed credit manager” 
to itemize all of the store’s transactions in detailed daily reports. “You not 
only can tell when purchases are made,” according to an advertisement for 
the system, “but the character of the goods bought, and how and when 
paid for—all without extra work.”23 “I think there is no place in a depart-
ment store where there is so much record of information that is of value 
as in the Credit Department of the store,” a Detroit sales executive noted 
in 1926. “It is sometimes difficult to get that information out, but once 
you have analyzed it and once you have been able to get that information, 
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it is illuminating.”24 The task of such extraction took on new urgency after 
the economic crash of 1929.

Customer Control

By early 1930, many credit managers began to turn to their accumulated 
files to study the buying behavior of customers already on their books. This 
new practice of systematic analysis became known as “customer control.” 
The basic premise underlying customer control was that a store’s established 
credit customers were its most valuable customers. Previously, credit pro-
motions focused on attracting new customers. As many merchants came 
to realize, however, it was far more difficult and expensive to secure new 
customers than it was simply to reclaim those it already had. Mailing lists of 
the store’s existing charge customers, the credit manager of Neiman-Marcus 
remarked, were “almost invaluable,” as they represented the “most fertile 
channels” for direct advertising.25 Credit managers thus searched their files 
for inactive accounts and sent these customers letters urging them to return 
to the store. In some cases, a special promotion was used as a pretense for 
the correspondence, but more frequently, retailers addressed the recipients as 
valuable customers who were missed. A San Francisco men’s clothing store 
sent its inactive customers the following letter, which appealed simultane-
ously to the moral distinction and social leveling of American credit:

Not all of us have our names in the Social Register—
 All of us, whether of high or low estate, are catalogued in the records 
of the merchants with whom we trade.
 The merchant’s faith in his customers is the life of his business. . . .
 You who have justified that faith have built for yourself a credit record 
of more value than the Social Register can ever convey.
 May we see you again—real soon?26

Letters of this kind could be remarkably effective. In 1929, for example, a 
Minneapolis store drummed up $10,000 in business over four months by 
simply sending letters to inactive charge customers, a handsome 38 percent 
return on the cost on the mailing.27

One of the first firms to demonstrate the efficacy of customer control 
was Chicago clothier Capper and Capper. In 1929, the store’s addressograph 
machine was modified to classify the buying habits of its existing credit cus-
tomers. A printed card was attached to a name plate for each customer, with 
the position of moveable tabs on the frame used to indicate in which depart-
ments (suits, coats, hats, men’s furnishings, and sports apparel) the customer 
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had made purchases and whether or not a purchase had been made during 
the previous season. Additional colored tabs indicated whether the customer 
lived within the store’s delivery range, bought expensive items, made pur-
chases at any of the store’s seven branch locations, or purchased during sales. 
Female customers were classified separately by marital status and the depart-
ments (men’s or women’s) in which they made purchases.28 Since women 
often shopped for the entire family, a pattern of buying exclusively in the 
men’s departments suggested that she might be persuaded to buy for herself 
as well in the women’s department. Conversely, if only buying for herself, 
she might be persuaded to make purchases for her husband. Using this sys-
tem to mail personalized letters to different classes of customers, Capper and 
Capper revived some 3,500 inactive accounts and more than doubled the 
number of its customers making purchases in more than one of the store’s 
departments during the first year.29

As the Great Depression curtailed consumer buying power, retailers 
looked to customer control as a way to extract greater sales volume from 
their tried and trusted customers. As a Bloomingdale’s executive remarked 
in 1931, the credit manager was moved into a “promotional rather than a 
critical capacity.”30 In 1932, business publisher Dartnell conducted a sur-
vey of 415 retailers and found that “the vast majority” had either already 
implemented a customer control system or were making plans to do so.31 
According to the report, credit-granting stores were at the forefront of the 
movement. A variety of customer control systems were put into use during 
the 1930s.32 Some were manual, such as visible index or loose-leaf systems, 
in which each customer’s sales activity was coded with check marks in small 
boxes on individual cards or sheets. Each box represented a different field, 
typically one of the store’s departments or the month or season. When a 
mailing campaign was planned, clerks reviewed the coded cards or sheets 
and compiled a list of customers meeting the selected criteria. Other sys-
tems, however, were mechanical. In addition to the addressograph system 
used by Capper and Capper and others, sophisticated punch card systems 
were developed. Punch cards not only permitted more detailed and elabo-
rate classification schemes, but the retrieval process was generally faster and 
more accurate than that of manual systems, as the punched holes transferred 
sales and customer information directly from the store’s ledgers. The manu-
facturer of one such system, Selectric, claimed that “an average office girl” 
could maintain cards for 20,000 customers and produce an entire customer 
list in just several hours.33

Though customer control was initially embraced as a means to revive 
inactive accounts, its broader applications were immediately apparent. While 
tracking the purchasing patterns of their customers, retailers were surprised 



162  ●  Josh Lauer 

to learn that most buyers concentrated their purchases in one or two of a 
store’s departments, ignoring the others altogether. Customer control thus 
turned to the problem of getting customers to spend both more heavily 
and more expansively. “The ideal system is to have every charge customer 
trading in all of the major departments of the store,” the credit manager of 
Denver’s Cottrell Clothing Company noted, “and the customer’s control 
system is an excellent guide to the purchasing habits of the customers.”34 
Customer control allowed retailers to identify departments that individual 
customers neglected and to design personalized letters encouraging them 
to visit these “forgotten” departments. In this way, customers who regu-
larly purchased hosiery from the store but never bought shoes might be sent 
promotional materials directing them to the advantages of the latter depart-
ment. In one case, an unnamed Chicago department store sent promotional 
letters to charge customers who had purchased in the women’s ready-to-wear 
departments but had never bought a coat. “While apparently you have never 
purchased coats from us, we would like to tell you about ‘Shagmoor’ coats. 
These coats are ideal for spring wear—they are dust-proof, rain-proof, and 
wrinkle-proof, making them particularly good for motoring.” Following the 
mailing, 300 customers from a list of more than 16,000 bought coats for the 
first time, amounting to sales in excess of $21,000.35 Information collected 
by customer control systems was used to produce increasingly personalized 
entreaties. “We notice from our records that you have made several pur-
chases in our Clothing Department but have not visited our Furnishings 
Department,” a letter used by Cottrell read, adding, “We are now showing 
some new numbers in Stetson hat [sic] which I am sure will look well with 
that suit you bought from us recently.”36 By encouraging their active cus-
tomers to buy in all of the store’s departments, they hoped to wrestle money 
out of the hands of competitors for the same customers.

Likewise, customer control systems allowed retailers to direct promo-
tional mailings to the primary buyer of the account, thus reaching more 
deeply into an entire family of customers. As already noted, many women 
did the majority of their family’s shopping, buying goods for themselves 
as well as their children and spouses. However, direct mailing campaigns 
were typically addressed to the account holder, often the woman’s husband. 
This presented a missed opportunity on two counts; the man to whom 
the mailing was addressed was not an active buyer, while the actual user 
of the account was ignored completely. Using customer control to classify 
each account by gender and marital status, promotional campaigns could 
be designed to reach husbands and wives, as well as the children through 
appeals to their mothers.37

Customer control could also be used to gather useful feedback from 
inactive customers. A list of such customers might be sent a letter that not 
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only invited their business, but also queried them as to the reason they had 
dropped off. In 1930, for example, a California clothing chain mailed its 
inactive customers a letter that provided an opportunity to indicate the rea-
son for their absence. “You see, some people think a Credit Man’s worries 
are all about the people who owe money, but that isn’t true,” the letter read. 
“His biggest worries are about the good customers who don’t use their credit 
accounts. That makes him scared. He wonders if something could possi-
bly have happened to offend them.”38 Indifference was usually the cause 
of inactivity, followed by moves out of the area and price considerations. 
But in some cases, as these letters revealed, an unresolved grievance kept an 
otherwise profitable customer away. By attending to such cases, customer 
control served an important public relations function. In this regard, such 
letters resembled the “customer research” questionnaire program developed 
at General Motors during the same time. In both cases, targeted mailings 
served the twin purposes of “information-gathering” exercise designed to 
incite customer feedback and public relations ploy to create a semblance of 
personal interest in the views of the individual consumer.39

Even satisfied customers were entreated in goodwill initiatives. “After 
a credit department has made every safe and sane effort to get you on 
the books it struggles valiantly to keep you there,” the credit manager of 
New York’s James McCreery department store told a reporter.40 A fawning 
letter of appreciation sent to the store’s best customers could do more in the 
long run than the most closely tailored promotional campaign. “You will 
probably be surprised to have a letter from our Credit Department,” one 
such letter opened. “Of course the reason a customer like you does not hear 
from us is that your account is never past due.” This congratulatory letter, 
according to a trade magazine story, was well received by the store’s custom-
ers. “John, what do you think of this bunk?,” one woman said to her hus-
band upon reading the letter. Deeply impressed, the husband replied, “Well, 
from now on buy all you can from the store and show them you appreciate 
the interest they have shown in recognizing your prompt-pay record with 
them.”41 Promotional campaigns developed through customer control sys-
tems also enabled retailers to assess the success of their promotional cam-
paigns with some degree of accuracy. Changes in sales activity and volume 
immediately following a direct mailing were noted, and the purchasing 
patterns of those who received promotions were analyzed.

As customer control became more sophisticated, retailers attempted to 
further differentiate their clientele by price line, taste, and average expendi-
tures. Customers with the means to buy expensive items were identified and 
addressed separately. “Obviously there is little use in inducing a customer 
to buy a $3,000 mink coat if an analysis of her credit purchases reveals that 
the top price of previous coat purchases averaged $50.00.”42 One retailer 
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demonstrated the usefulness of income segmentation while seeking to 
boost sales of fur coats. Among the store’s 40,000 charge customers, 10,000 
female customers who had never purchased a coat but had the resources to 
do so were mailed invitations to an exclusive one-day private sale. The event 
produced $25,000 in sales and was a smashing success.43 Additionally, price 
buyers (those who waited for sales) and quality buyers were classified sepa-
rately, permitting retailers to tailor different promotions for bargain hunters 
and full-price customers. Moreover, customer control allowed merchants to 
appeal to upper-income customers exclusively, in a way that did not leave 
them feeling that they were “being lumped with laborers, clerks, women and 
children and besought to buy, buy, buy.”44 At the same time, individuals in 
lower income brackets were tracked for promotional efforts. Customers who 
had recently completed installment purchases or budget plans, for instance, 
were regarded as good prospects. “This class of people,” the credit manager 
of a Davenport, Iowa, department store noted, “have respect for the credit 
obligations which they have assumed and are the type which will make the 
most desirable charge customers.”45

Customer control sought to reclaim, albeit by mechanical artifice, the 
personal equation that was lost in the development of impersonal mass 
retailing. Where once the neighborhood storekeeper had known all of his or 
her customers and could make recommendations to suit individual tastes, 
the modern department store was a selling machine that processed thou-
sands of transactions each day. “The individual customer disappeared in the 
great crowds that thronged the stores,” one proponent of customer control 
observed. “Little attempt has been made to analyze these crowds, to reduce 
them to the individual customer and know for certain whether or not profits 
came in equal proportion with numbers. The time for that is coming.”46 
Customer control offered a way to personalize mass retailing by appealing 
directly to the special interests and habits of individual customers. “Never 
before has it been so necessary that the credit department ‘know your cus-
tomer,’” one customer control advocate asserted. It was necessary, he added, 
“to know them well enough to promote new business through the contact 
their account affords to the credit department.”47

Breaking Up the Mass

Underlying the development of customer control was a more profound 
realization: not all customers were equally valuable. In 1930, Robert B. 
Gile, manufacturer of the Selectric system, conducted a nationwide sur-
vey of more than 100 department, specialty, and men’s clothing stores and 
reported that 40 percent of a store’s customers purchased 77 percent of its 
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merchandise.48 Several years later, another study indicated that 16 percent of 
charge customers bought 49 percent of a store’s merchandise.49 These stun-
ning findings not only reinforced the importance of courting one’s existing 
customers but also suggested that whole segments of the buying public were 
not worth the expense of engaging at all. Indeed, according to Gile, a full 60 
percent of a store’s patrons produced little or no profit. What Gile and his 
contemporaries intuited would come to be known as the Pareto principle, or 
80/20 rule, famously codified by management consultant Joseph M. Juran 
a decade later.50 Applied to retailing, Juran’s concept of “the vital few and 
trivial many” suggested that 20 percent of a store’s customers produced 80 
percent of its sales. By this logic, a retailer was wise to direct his promotional 
effort to the small but profitable segment of regular customers rather than 
the “trivial many.” Invoking a Dust Bowl metaphor, Gile claimed that so 
much wasted effort on useless land was akin to “dry farming.”51

Used to identify the most profitable segments of a store’s patronage, cus-
tomer control facilitated a more sweeping form of market discrimination with 
important ties to credit rating. The most valuable credit customers, after all, 
were those who demonstrated their ability and willingness to pay. In one case, 
a clothing company sought to revive a list of some 2,000 inactive customers 
by appealing directly to their superior credit status. “When we say you are a 
preferred credit risk, we mean just that,” the promotional letter explained. 
“A customer to whom we can point with pride, your record here entitles you 
to a splendid credit rating . . . .”52 In contrast, trouble accounts or individuals 
with poor credit ratings for whatever reason were by definition excluded. The 
exclusionary effects of customer control were illustrated by a Chicago men’s 
clothing store whose promotional campaigns addressed only its “very best 
paying customers,” roughly a third of its 20,000, with all those deemed “poor 
credit risk[s]” eliminated.53 Customer control developed in credit departments 
rather than sales or advertising departments precisely because it was there that 
the financial viability of each customer was known and from which inferences 
could be made. Within such systems, the credit and purchasing histories of 
individuals appeared together, one informing the other. As the author of a 
1933 business thesis indicated, “credit ratings, credit limit, overdue amounts, 
dates and amounts of installment payments, chronic conditions in connection 
with adjustments and returned goods, and similar information” enhanced the 
value of customer control records as sales tools.54 As the privilege of credit was 
diluted through ubiquity, customer control introduced a new and intensified 
form of target marketing and nascent customer relationship management that 
fostered bonds of loyalty by rewarding the profitable few.

Yet customer control was complex and required a level of organization 
and investment well beyond most retailers. Dismissing customer control as 
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“well nigh impossible for any but a group of true geniuses,” a St. Louis direct 
mail expert conceded, “It is unquestionably a wonderful thing to be able 
to write to a large portion of your 100,000 customers each month and say, 
‘Mrs. Smith, six weeks ago you purchased half a dozen pairs of silk stock-
ings from us, size 8 1/2, and we trust that they have been entirely satisfac-
tory and that we may have the pleasure of selling you some more during the 
next week when we have a special on two of our leading hosiery lines.’”55 By 
the late 1930s, customer control was touted as a powerful marketing tool. 
“A new technique is now being developed by certain progressive stores which 
makes a customer of theirs virtually a guinea-pig subject to the most elabo-
rate and ramified classification of customer data the modern punch card 
equipment permits.”56

Long before the introduction of database computing, early twentieth-
century credit managers demonstrated how personal and financial informa-
tion could be used to identify and segment consumer markets. As the credit 
manager of San Francisco’s Emporium department store observed in 1929, 
“Mass supervision of credits and collections has developed a machinery which 
is impersonal in its mechanism but is so devised and maintained as to have 
all the appearance to the customer of intimate personal contact.”57 Equally 
important, however, the history of customer control illustrates the power 
of transactional data, which would become a key commodity in the late 
twentieth-century information economy. It is therefore of little surprise that 
each of the three major American credit bureaus—Equifax, TransUnion, 
and Experian—currently offer a variety of consumer marketing and data 
analysis programs for business clients. The development of transactional 
data analysis, to which early credit departments (and later national bureaus) 
contributed, can thus be viewed as a notable chapter in the early history of 
consumer surveillance.

While the specter of mass society loomed in the minds of early twentieth-
century politicians and intellectuals, credit managers were already beginning 
to deconstruct it. In an age of mass consumption and mass advertising, cus-
tomer control was far ahead of its time. The forces of target marketing that 
broke up the American mass market during the late twentieth century began 
with the dissection of local retail buyers a half century earlier. Ironically, the 
seeds of segmentation and target marketing were sown in the drive to pro-
duce a stable, predictable American mass market—a shape-shifting entity 
whose close examination highlighted differences and similarities among its 
various constituent parts. The democratization of American mass consump-
tion during the first quarter of the twentieth century thus contained a now 
familiar countermovement toward tribalization, as consumers were already 
being sorted into income, demographic, and lifestyle enclaves.
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CHAPTER 8

Markets, Consumers, and the State: 
The Uses of Market Research in 

Government and the Public Sector 
in Britain, 1925–1955

Stefan Schwarzkopf

Business historians have developed a lively interest in the various roles 
that states played in the emergence of stable economic institutions. 
The state as an institutional actor helps enforce contractual commit-

ments, property rights, and regulatory frameworks. An additional role of 
the state, which comes into focus here, is as a provider of goods and services. 
Inasmuch as these goods and services—like transport, healthcare, infra-
structure, utilities, fuel, education, telecommunications, information, and 
entertainment—have to meet the needs of trade customers and citizens as 
their consumers, the state has to engage in information-gathering activities 
that help ascertain the specific needs of customers and citizens. In addition, 
it has to define ways to meet these needs in the most efficient and cost-
effective way in order to ensure a “fit” between policies and end-consumers 
so that market actors can link up efficiently with lower search costs and risks 
(opportunity costs).

In this chapter, I use the case of British government departments and 
public sector organizations in the interwar and immediate postwar years 
to show how market and consumer research methods developed in the 
realm of state and public administration. While most business historians 
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have searched for the origins of market and consumer research in the sphere 
of the market itself, for example in advertising agencies, retailing, media 
research, and industrial psychology,1 they have overlooked how both the 
British and the American states, in the words of Oz Frankel, “marched with 
great fanfare into the marketplace for knowledge.”2 In relation to this mar-
ketplace, I argue, the British state, government, and public sector in general 
increasingly took on managerial functions and therefore provided an impor-
tant breeding ground for the development of methods to observe markets 
and to measure and interpret consumer behavior.3

The British State and Market and Consumer Research

Between the 1920s and the 1940s, in particular, Britain witnessed a rise 
in the number and influence of public bodies, governmental departments, 
and quasi-autonomous nongovernmental organizations (so-called quangos) 
that regulated economic activities and provided vital goods and services. 
Following Theda Skocpol and Stephen Skowronek, Britain proved some-
what different in this respect from the United States, as it was characterized 
by strong civil service ministries and a parliamentary polity as opposed to the 
American “state of courts and parties.”4 Among such organizations were the 
Empire Marketing Board (1926–31), the Colonial Empire Marketing Board 
(1932–39), the Milk Marketing Board (1933–93), the London Passenger 
Transport Board (1933–48), the British Broadcasting Corporation (1927–), 
the Ministry of Information/Central Office of Information (1939–), the 
General Post Office (1660–1969), and the Stationary Office (1786–1996), 
all of which measured the activities of millions of British and foreign con-
sumers with regard to foodstuffs, entertainment, transport, information, 
and telecommunications. The market research departments of these pub-
lic bodies and government institutions did not confine their inquiries to 
the activities of home consumers, but often collected marketing-relevant 
information from across the British Empire. A state-driven market research 
“industry” emerged that recorded everything from fish consumption among 
Scottish working-class families and the uses of telegrams by middle-class 
housewives to seasonal fluctuations in milk prices in Canada and the sugar 
content of various types of Australian apples.

One of the most important moments in the management of public opin-
ion and mass communication in Britain was the founding of the Empire 
Marketing Board (EMB) in 1926. In an attempt to placate those who 
pressed for a tax preference system among the different nations that made 
up the Empire combined with a tariff barrier around Britain for non-Empire 
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goods, the EMB was set up to facilitate and promote inter-Empire trade and 
thus keep alive the vision of Britain as a free trade nation.5 The EMB had 
three principal aims: to support scientific research, to promote and engage in 
economic analysis, and to conduct publicity campaigns for Empire products 
in Britain. Its key aims were to link up Empire producers and consumers 
more efficiently, increase consumer demand in Britain for Empire-produced 
goods, economically stabilize the Empire, and thus make preferential tariffs 
unnecessary.

Scientific research took up the largest proportion of the EMB’s resources, 
for which it was promised a budget of £1 million. The board assisted over 
120 agricultural and medical research projects, and it regularly issued mar-
ket intelligence notes, pamphlets, economic surveys, and market analyses in 
order to assist Empire producers. As part of its publicity brief, a major aim 
of the EMB was to promote “Empire-buying” behavioral patterns among 
British consumers. On large-scale posters, in press and magazine advertise-
ments, in radio talks, in Empire Fruit exhibitions, through Empire Shopping 
Weeks, in dedicated Empire shops, through shop window display weeks, on 
school tours, and through around 100 educational films produced by its 
own film unit under John Grierson, the EMB told British consumers to buy 
Britain’s and its Empire’s products.

The board occupied a key position because its research and information 
campaigns lowered search costs for buyers and opportunity costs for sell-
ers. It gathered information and developed unique expertise in relation to 
distribution chains for food products, their pricing, and adequate promo-
tion to end-consumers. The board therefore acted as a marketing research 
unit for the Empire itself, and it set its focus on new product development, 
on researching retail and distribution methods, and on consumer research. 
As part of its emphasis on helping manufacturers, exporters, and importers 
understand global food markets in general and the British market in partic-
ular, the EMB supported extensive product research on canned fruit, dried 
fruit, and the canned fruit market. What is surprising is the enormous detail 
that the board provided to international producers, distributors, and sellers. 
The board’s Canned and Dried Fruit Notes and its Weekly Fruit Intelligence 
Notes recorded every imaginable fact about the world’s fruit market and 
Britain’s place within it from the number of cases of imported fruit per week 
to wholesale prices of English canned fruit; expected harvests of prunes, 
oranges, grapefruits, apricots, grapes, apples, bananas, tomatoes, spinach, 
and so on; the monthly export rates of canned fruits from the United States; 
and how much of these canned goods were imported into Britain. British 
wholesalers, buyers at grocery multiples, and shopkeepers who wanted to 



174  ●  Stefan Schwarzkopf

know exactly how many cases of pineapples were shipped from Malaya in 
the second week of July in any given year could find the figures in these 
publications, together with statistics on the development of pineapple prices 
over the year.6

Equally extensive research was conducted into banana breeding and the 
behavior and diseases of bananas in storage and transport; milk quality and 
the fluctuations of milk prices in various parts of the Empire, especially 
Britain, New Zealand, and Canada; and various aspects of nearly all other 
tradable agricultural commodities, such as rice, sugar, wool, hardwoods, 
fish, jute, coffee, tea, and tobacco.7 The case of rice is of particular interest 
with regard to the relationship between market knowledge and statecraft. 
Although it had been recognized that Britain relied heavily on food imports 
and that parts of the Empire like Ceylon could not produce enough rice to 
meet their own needs, other parts of the Empire, such as India and British 
Guiana, were important exporters of rice. Statistically, these exports made 
the British Empire a net exporter of rice during much of the 1920s and 
1930s. Thus, the Empire included both countries with a strong interest in 
higher world prices for rice as well as those that had an interest in lower 
prices, which would have helped to feed their populations, as was the case in 
Malaya and Hong Kong.8 Globally sourced market research data, therefore, 
were used to identify Empire countries that could produce foodstuffs that 
had to be imported from the United States, Europe, and South America, 
and to find retailing and distribution methods that prevented the decay of 
foodstuffs, for example, refrigeration. Research findings were then trans-
lated into marketing communications tools, such as posters and public exhi-
bitions. In its review of the 1934 Food Refrigeration Exhibition in London, 
The Listener, a BBC publication, underlined the political rationale behind 
the gathering of market-relevant data: “When you see that a small country 
like England has to have feeders all round the globe you know at a glance 
that her food situation is precarious. Protecting Britain’s food supply . . . 
points to the possibility of a higher standard of national security.”9

In order to help balance producer, distributor, and consumer interests 
within the Empire, the EMB used the entire range of market statistical 
and research tools, and it even produced marketing-relevant maps of vari-
ous parts of the Empire.10 These activities were driven not only by a posi-
tive vision of international trade, but also by profound skepticism about 
the efficiency of markets and by the realization that adverse information 
asymmetries, opportunity costs, and market failure were ubiquitous charac-
teristics of global markets. The board’s civil servants, agricultural research-
ers, and marketing specialists believed that in order to turn the Empire into 
an efficient internal market, more information was needed about products 
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and consumers. Consequently, nothing escaped their attention. A powerful 
Empire and a healthy people needed to know everything from the vitamin 
content of the mango to the average protein and fat content of soybeans in 
India and the weekly prices of unsalted Lithuanian butter.11

The Politics of Market Research

These issues were not at all marginal. At home, the question of milk—its 
quality, supply, price, and consumption—was highly politicized, and each 
party from the Conservatives to the Communists attempted to present itself 
as the one with the best solutions for the problem of excess production, 
volatile prices, and the need for increased consumption. In a 1937 pam-
phlet entitled Milk, the Communist Party of Great Britain attacked the 
Milk Marketing Board for “robbing the babies” by allowing price-fixing 
to happen among the big dairy combines and by mismanaging expensive 
advertising campaigns. In this and many similar pamphlets, the National 
Government of Conservatives and Labour was criticized for ignoring market 
research data on milk consumption and thus “injuring the consumer.”12

In addition, as Richard Hawkins and Howard Seftel have shown, 
the American fruit industries, like Hawaiian pineapples, Florida peach can-
ning, and the Californian raisin growers’ cooperatives, conquered increasing 
shares of the global market for fresh, dried, and canned fruits during the 
1920s and 1930s.13 They excelled in the branding of fruit, product design, 
and packaging and in global advertising campaigns for their products, 
thus leaving Australian apple producers and the Malayan pineapple indus-
try far behind. In 1939, the successor of the EMB, the Colonial Empire 
Marketing Board, supervised the “test marketing of an experimental con-
signment of canned pineapple fruit and juice from Zanzibar” in Britain, an 
exercise designed to take market share away from the American pineapple 
industry.14

The EMB was keen to use market, consumer, and product research to 
help Empire producers catch up; however, at the same time, both the EMB 
and the Intelligence Branch of the Imperial Economic Committee clearly 
focused a lot on what could be called descriptive rather then applied mar-
keting knowledge. In one of the numerous statistical publications appearing 
in the mid-1930s, readers learned that there were 10,781,000 apple trees in 
Australia, but that did not tell marketing departments much about how to 
create an attractive advertising campaign or how to design appealing cases, 
cans, bags, and fruit wrappers. Although there were over 50 million apple 
trees in the Empire in 1935, it was still a net importer of apples, and the 
United States was the world’s largest apple exporter.15
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In order to create a more consistent link between Empire producers 
and home consumers, the EMB therefore needed to better understand the 
British consumer. Under the guidance of a number of public relations and 
advertising executives who served on the publicity committee of the EMB, 
the board conducted research that allowed it to segment its target market 
by classifying national newspapers and magazines and by placing different 
styles of advertisements in each of the different classes. “Class A” papers (for 
example, The Times) received advertisements that focused on cultural and 
economic aspects of the Empire; “Class B” papers (for example, the Daily 
Mail) were supplied with advertisements that focused on specific commod-
ities that consumers should buy; “Class C” papers (for example, News of 
the World and John Bull) and “Class D” papers (women’s papers like Good 
Housekeeping) received dialogue-style or “gossipy” advertisements; “Class E” 
papers (targeting the working classes and Labour Party voters) were supplied 
with advertisements that made the case for the Empire from a working-class 
and employment point of view; whereas “Class F” papers (trade papers) car-
ried advertisements that persuaded storekeepers to stock the products for 
which demand had been created in the papers of classes B through E.16

The experts at the EMB thus performed basic operations such as market 
segmentation, targeting and positioning advertising messages, and coordi-
nating demand-oriented (“pull”) and supply-oriented (“push”) advertising. 
Behind what is often seen as a merely educative and “high-brow” poster 
campaign, machinery was at work that engaged a government department 
in consumer-research-oriented, integrated marketing communications dur-
ing the late 1920s and early 1930s. Not only did the EMB campaign coor-
dinate press and poster advertising, it also supported the poster campaign 
with specially themed booklets for which members of the public could write 
in. It organized exhibits at grocers’ exhibitions, trade fairs, fruit shows, and 
the annual Ideal Home Exhibition in London, and it built up a comprehen-
sive database of institutions such as schools and Women’s Institutes, which 
regularly received copies of EMB posters and pamphlets.17

The EMB’s publicity committee also engaged in very basic market 
research, as it analyzed the 200 to 300 letters that reached the EMB each 
month. From these letters and the retailer reports it gathered, the EMB 
gained an idea of which poster designs worked better with the public and 
how often designs had to be changed to keep the public interested.18 The 
board’s officers tried to estimate the attention value of the EMB poster 
designs by measuring the percentage of people passing a poster display in 
Piccadilly Circus who stopped and scrutinized it.19 In May 1928, the com-
mittee made efforts to establish the efficacy of its milk campaign by “keying” 
advertisements in the Daily Mail. Consumers who read the advertisements 
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were encouraged to send back a coupon with a unique number (“key”) to 
receive a booklet on milk. Based on this information about the campaign’s 
audience, the schedule of the 1928 milk campaign was revised and new 
appeals were created.20 In the same year, the advertising agency London 
Press Exchange (LPE) surveyed 1,000 retailers for the EMB with regard to 
whether the campaign had increased the sale of Empire goods. The survey 
found that it had only done so in higher class shops and among consumers 
with higher discretionary income. Accordingly, the publicity committee was 
advised by the LPE to increase demand “in the cheaper side of the trade.”21

The advertising industry brought not only important explicit knowledge 
about market research and the integration of communications tools to the 
EMB, but also implicit (tacit) knowledge of consumer behavior. In 1929, 
for instance, the publicity committee decided to discontinue press adver-
tising for a certain amount of time before the general election because it 
had been advised by its advertising agencies that publicity during election 
periods normally received much less attention while readers were engrossed 
by election news. Similar tacit knowledge about consumer behavior came 
to the fore when the EMB was advised to choose morning hours on the 
BBC for its publicity broadcasts, as this was usually the time when house-
wives listened to the radio.22 Other market research activities performed by 
the EMB included retail marketing surveys, which recorded retail trends 
and consumer demand for Empire products. The data thus obtained were 
deemed “of practical value to the overseas producer in enabling him to adjust 
production and marketing methods to existing conditions and to anticipate 
changes in demand.”23 Such experimental surveys were carried out for but-
ter in Midland towns and London, for cheese in London, and for the retail 
marketing of South African oranges in Liverpool.24

The London cheese survey was based on interviews with London shop-
keepers and greengrocers between June and November 1928. During these 
months, the investigators visited 500 shops across the city and studied the 
availability and prices of specific types of cheese. Although the ultimate 
interest of the investigators was the consumer, the absence of both retail 
audits and the concept of market share made it necessary to study what was 
sold over the counter as an approximation of existing consumer demand for 
different types of products. The investigators found, among other things, 
that the demand for colored cheese was higher in boroughs with a larger 
proportion of Irish and north country families and that both independent 
and multiple retailers welcomed the introduction of processed, branded, 
prepackaged cheese, because this type of product entailed “no waste or dete-
rioration, no risk of over-cutting, and no expenditure of time and labor on 
unpacking and stripping, while the product carried a fair and fixed margin 
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of profit. The small margin obtainable on bulk cheese was frequently eaten 
up by waste and over-cutting.”25

Researching the Telephone Consumer

After the adoption of Imperial Tariff, which buried the idea of British free 
trade, the Empire Marketing Board was dissolved in early 1933. The various 
members of its publicity committee and its entire film unit were now taken 
over by the General Post Office (GPO), a government department that ran 
the postal and telecommunications services in Britain. Stephen Tallents, 
who had been the very entrepreneurial and progressive secretary of the EMB 
between 1926 and 1933, was asked to revamp the GPO’s publicity unit. His 
task was to ensure that British consumers were aware of the Post Office’s 
range of services, which included not just the transportation and delivery of 
letters and parcels, but also the installation and provision of telephones, and 
telegrams, overnight mail, and money transfers. The GPO’s publicity unit 
was responsible for communicating price offerings and changes in service 
and for creating wider demand for postal and telephone services. With the 
help of advertising professionals, Tallents again ran advertising and pub-
lic relations campaigns, which included posters, leaflets, press advertise-
ments, and educational and documentary movies produced by the GPO 
film unit.26

The GPO publicity unit set up dedicated showrooms in London and 
other large cities, showcasing the product and service offerings of the Post 
Office. In these showrooms, the GPO ran basic forms of market research 
by showing consumers various makes of telephones in different colors in 
order to find out which models and colors were most popular.27 The GPO 
campaign of the mid-1930s thus offered consumers a glimpse at a service- 
and marketing-focused organization that had fully adopted the marketing 
industry’s raison d’ être. Tallents had already proclaimed this emphasis as 
early as 1926, when he reminded his staff at the EMB that they “must study 
the needs, tastes and difficulties of the consumer.”28 In accordance with this 
motto, the new GPO publicity machinery not only issued colorful, artistic, 
and widely praised poster designs, but it also tested and measured the effec-
tiveness of its advertising appeals with the same precision as other commer-
cial concerns during the 1930s. Regional reports on the effectiveness of the 
various marketing tools were studied regularly.29 In June 1935, it researched 
the responses of 2,000 consumers to a questionnaire asking them through 
which media they had learned about the Post Office’s telegraph services 
and recent rates reduction. The findings showed that most people had gath-
ered this knowledge from newspapers and radio broadcasts, which the GPO 
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used to adjust its media schedule.30 The GPO’s publicity committee also 
evaluated which type of advertisement in which medium garnered more 
inquiry forms, and it statistically analyzed the relationship between expen-
ditures on trade exhibits, direct mail campaigns, and related efforts, on the 
one hand, and their financial return through newly acquired customers, on 
the other.31

The aforementioned advertising and public relations experts who coop-
erated with the EMB and the GPO on their campaigns came from various 
London-based advertising agencies. Outstanding among these businesses 
for its professional input in the governmental and public sector was the 
W. S. Crawford agency.32 The increasing interlocking of expertise between 
government and the private sector in the fields of communication, propa-
ganda, and marketing became one of the most outstanding features of the 
1930s. Advertising agencies like Crawford’s benefited from this crossover. 
One of the EMB’s research officers, Herbert Broadley, for example, joined 
Crawford’s in 1933 and successfully built up a small food market research 
section at the agency.33

Concern for people as citizens and consumers also motivated vari-
ous government departments to treat consumer research more seriously.34 
Advertising agencies benefited directly from the transfer of marketing and 
statistical know-how from these departments when building up their own 
in-house research departments. Crawford’s early market research and pub-
licity work for the EMB, for example, drew heavily on an economic report 
written for the Ministry of Agriculture in 1927.35 Unlike any of its competi-
tors, this agency was under pressure to balance its claims to creative leader-
ship and artistic freedom with the increased interest among some clients in 
the opportunities afforded by large-scale statistical market investigations. 
It was only after his association with the EMB in 1927 that the agency’s 
founder and owner, William Crawford, became an exponent of market and 
consumer research.36 By the time his agency had published its first major 
market research handbook in 1938, a number of social studies on food, pov-
erty, and income had appeared in this field employing similar methods.37 
Later, Herbert Broadley also became the chairman of the research com-
mittee for the Institute of Practitioners in Advertising, acted as the deputy 
director of the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, and 
served as UNICEF representative for Britain.38

The story behind Crawford’s research survey published in 1938 as The 
People’s Food allows some insight into the propinquity between “com-
mercial” and governmental consumer research during the interwar years. 
From his advisory work for the Milk Marketing Board and the National 
Milk Publicity Council, Crawford knew John Boyd Orr, the eminent 
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nutrition scientist and later Nobel Peace Prize winner. Orr, who had access 
to Crawford’s research department during the 1930s, in turn contributed a 
chapter on nutrition to Crawford’s study. The survey also benefited from 
collaboration with members of the government’s Market Supply Committee, 
the Nutrition Committee, and the Ministry of Labour.39

When Broadley forwarded drafts of the study to the Ministry of Health, 
however, the minister, Kingsley Wood, advised his civil servants to ensure 
that Crawford’s final report would be “innocuous.” The Ministry had been 
much embarrassed by Orr’s earlier findings that some 8 million people in 
Britain could not afford optimum nutrition.40 When it turned out that 
Crawford’s study corroborated these views, the Ministry’s civil servants 
accused Crawford of being “propagandist” and espousing a peculiar kind of 
market socialism. One civil servant remarked that because the book had a 
purely commercial outlook, with the “man in the street” and the “woman in 
the home” in mind, it would be “as much of a boon to socialist candidates as 
it will be to producers and manufacturers.”41 The fact that market research 
on people’s food consumption could be part of both a commercial and a pro-
gressive social agenda was proven by the left-wing think tank Political and 
Economic Planning (PEP). In 1937 and 1938, PEP accused the government 
of not doing enough consumer and market research. Quoting a Crawford 
survey finding that 70 to 90 percent of the population ignored advertising 
with nutritional information, it called on government and food producers 
to conduct more market research and stop “trying to sell things in the dark” 
without sufficient knowledge of people’s needs.42

The example of the crossover between Crawford’s consumer research 
and the market research activities of various government departments shows 
how interwar governmental marketing activities were an important site for 
the professionalization of twentieth-century British marketing practices. 
Rather than contributing to a merely commercial restructuring of the bour-
geois public sphere—as Jürgen Habermas has claimed—market research in 
Britain emerged as the result of a coevolution of socially progressive research 
conducted by both public bodies and private advertising agencies.43

The BBC and London Underground

The gradual collusion between these two worlds in the interwar years can 
be studied using the example of the BBC Listener Research Department 
(renamed Audience Research in 1936). Its first director, Robert J. Silvey, had 
formed a market research department at the London Press Exchange adver-
tising agency.44 The BBC listener research unit again hired experts from 
the advertising industry in order to find out how average listeners reacted 
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to programs. To ascertain the number of listeners each program attracted, a 
national quota sample of 2,250 men and women was asked each day which 
programs they had listened to the previous day. The BBC also had a volun-
teer panel of 6,000 people whose opinions it regularly sought and analyzed. 
Other techniques it employed during the late 1930s included listener panels 
consisting of hundreds of people sending in reports over several months on 
what they had listened to; a “Barometer” of up to 22,000 people recording 
their listening on a week-by-week basis on log sheets; and random sampling 
in which direct queries were sent to license holders in order to ascertain their 
listening habits.

A statement from the 1939 BBC Handbook illustrates that British pub-
lic institutions developed a marketing perspective on the license-paying 
citizenry relatively early: “No one whose business it is to supply things to 
people—least of all those who supply entertainment—can afford to be igno-
rant about what people want.”45 Hilda Matheson, one of the key figures in 
BBC listener research in the 1930s, connected this marketing outlook to the 
requirements of a liberal democracy and argued that caring about listeners’ 
needs and demands allowed them in turn to identify with public institutions 
such as the BBC. This process was necessary to “make the modern state 
work.” Matheson also reminded people that market research should not 
misunderstand the “listening audience” as a grey mass of “average” listeners 
but as a “public of infinitely varying elements.”46 The realization that the 
allegedly homogenous masses consisted of different segments with a variety 
of habits and needs was a key moment in the emergence of market research 
as concept and practice.

Matheson’s views were echoed by William Beveridge, then director of the 
London School of Economics and later author of Social Insurance and Allied 
Services (the Beveridge Report), which served as the basis for the postwar 
welfare state and the creation of the National Health Service (NHS). In a 
1935 radio debate about the relationship between the BBC and its listeners, 
Beveridge stated, “The proposition that I have to advance is that the B.B.C. 
cares nothing for its listeners. I submit to you that this is a proposition which 
cannot be questioned or debated seriously—because it is self evident. . . . 
Does the B.B.C. study its listeners? Every single one of you knows that it 
does nothing of the sort. Nobody in this audience today, nobody in the 
B.B.C., knows how many listeners are listening, or if any listeners are listen-
ing. . . . The B.B.C. is the most devoted believer in one-way conversation 
that the world has ever seen.”47 Internal and external criticism such as this 
led to the formation of the BBC’s Audience Research Department in 1936.

It is important, of course, to keep in mind that the BBC was not the same 
as “the state” and was never state-owned. Nonetheless, it was created during 
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the 1920s as a public body that financed itself out of a general levy (license 
fee) and not as a commercial organization financed by advertising revenues. 
Its resource base and unique outlook on its target listeners as needing to be 
educated, informed, and entertained brought the BBC very close to the pub-
lic service model on which state and government institutions were based.

Another nonstate organization of this type that pioneered consumer sur-
veys from the 1930s through the 1950s was the London Passenger Transport 
Board (LPTB), London’s public transport authority. Under its director of 
publicity, Frank Pick, the LPTB engaged extensively both in advertising 
and public relations, as well as in consumer research. Members of the board’s 
publicity committee realized that it was difficult to find out precisely what 
impact a poster had on consumer satisfaction, passenger numbers, and visi-
tor numbers to specifically advertised destinations. Yet a clearer idea as to 
the precise impact of posters would have allowed the underground and bus 
services to sell advertising space in a more efficient way and use posters to 
respond better to passenger demands for information and entertainment.

In the absence of accurate and direct evidence, Pick asked somewhat 
disappointedly in 1936, “Is publicity of any use? If you ask, for example, 
whether a particular poster or notice has done any good you can never get an 
answer, or very rarely. The publicity department tries but it is not successful 
in producing evidence of the gains which flow from its efforts.”48 As a way of 
gauging the public’s response to Underground posters, the Transport Board 
opened an official poster shop in 1933 and sales figures of particular poster 
designs became a point of consideration for art commissioners at the LPTB: 
posters that sold well matched the public taste, and its designers were there-
fore often employed for further poster series. Thus, poster sales statistics 
allowed some crude form of consumer research during the 1930s.49

By the 1950s, direct consumer research became more common.50 In 
1951, London Underground issued a poster entitled Literary London that 
promoted the houses of Charles Dickens, John Keats, Thomas Carlyle, and 
Dr. Johnson as tourist destinations. The Underground’s publicity depart-
ment compared visitor figures between April and July 1951, when the poster 
was exhibited, with those used in the same period the year before. Since visi-
tor figures were up by 65.7 percent, this information was used to promote 
the efforts of the publicity department to potential advertisers.51 However, 
as Michael Saler and Claire Dobbin have shown, between the 1920s and the 
1950s, London Underground refused to engage in what its director of pub-
licity during the 1950s, Harold F. Hutchison, described as “playing down 
to the lowest common factor of what consumer research indicates as public 
taste.”52 Underground poster publicity deliberately tried to challenge public 
taste and present modern designs that attracted talk-of-the-town attention.
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The consumer research activities of the GPO, the EMB, the Milk 
Marketing Board, the BBC, and London Underground followed an ethos of 
engaging with people as independently minded citizens whose opinions and 
behavior mattered not only for the commercial success of an organization, 
but also because they constituted the building blocks of a new democracy. 
The consumer research activities of the EMB, for example, were never a mere 
tool of jingoist “Empire-building,” but driven by social scientists seriously 
concerned with the inefficiencies of markets that were supposed to provide 
the right type of food at the right quantity and right price for the British 
home population.53 The food marketing surveys produced by the research 
sections of the EMB provided estimates for the supply and consumption 
of foodstuffs in Britain that were later taken up again in the Ministry of 
Labour’s Cost of Living Index and in John Boyd Orr’s nutrition survey of 
1936–37. The latter, in turn, was supported by the government’s Advisory 
Committee on Nutrition.54

Government Research during World War II

At the outbreak of war in autumn 1939, the earlier work of the Economic 
Advisory Council and various other scientific research groups under the 
supervision of the Cabinet Office was continued in the form of a new socio-
logical research unit, the Wartime Social Survey, later renamed the Social 
Survey Department. The Government Social Survey became responsible 
for investigations with regard to home morale, the mobilization of men and 
women, people’s responses to government information campaigns, their 
food and fuel consumption, and their understanding and use of food and 
clothing coupons. David Caradog Jones, a pioneer social survey researcher, 
described the purpose of the Social Survey unit in terms of making “social 
administration more efficient,” and incidentally, also serving “the valuable 
democratic purpose of interesting the public in what the Government is 
doing.”55

During the 1940s and 1950s, Social Survey employed hundreds of 
social scientists and survey workers, who mostly relied on the then standard 
methods of random sampling (controlled for age, sex, income, occupation, 
social status, and so on) and survey questionnaires, whereby the latter were 
coded and tabulated by the statistical staff of specific ministries and depart-
ments.56 Reports carried out by Social Survey included studies on the public 
reception of Ministry of Information films (September 1941), studies for 
the Ministry of Food on national bread, milk, and egg consumption queues 
and the distribution of oranges (December 1941), a study for the Ministry 
of Information on the sizes of newspaper and cinema audiences for various 
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means of war-related publicity (January 1942 and July 1943), surveys on 
typical wartime meals (May–July 1942), studies into the public’s attitudes 
toward fuel rationing (May 1942–November 1943), and numerous studies on 
topics such as the people’s reaction to various propaganda campaigns, cook-
ing habits, milk consumption, consumer demand for brushes and brooms, 
cake consumption in private homes, the uses of bicycles, consumer attitudes 
about shop closing hours, attitudes toward proposed New Towns, public 
opinion about “colonial affairs,” cinema going, and more.57 This research 
ushered in a new type of investigative perspective that embraced the totality 
of consumers’ lifestyles, including their media use, income, food, and social 
class as well as their attitudes, interests, and opinions.58

Out of the work of the Social Survey unit from 1940 were born two con-
tinuously running surveys, the National Food Survey (NFS) and consumer 
expenditure surveys. The latter included surveys on consumer expenditures 
and behavior in areas that could not easily be covered by official statistics, 
including consumer expenditures on clothes dying and cleaning, clothes 
mending and alterations, shoe repairs, domestic property improvements, 
hairdressing, cosmetics, vacations, betting, and meals consumed in catering 
establishments (all between 1948 and 1950).59 The NFS, for its part, has 
become the longest-running continuous survey of household food consump-
tion and expenditure in the world. When set up in 1940 by the Ministry of 
Food to monitor the diet of urban working-class households, its focus was 
initially to ensure that the government had information on workers’ food 
consumption. This information was used in pricing and rationing policies 
and in finding the right “pitch” for food propaganda campaigns during the 
war. In 1950, the NFS was extended to become representative of house-
holds throughout the United Kingdom. During the postwar years, it studied 
around 15,000 households annually.60

The connections between governmental consumer surveys and the com-
mercial market research and opinion polling industries had always been 
close, yet they intensified even more during the war. From 1941, the Social 
Survey unit was run by Louis Moss, who before the war had been the man-
ager of the British Gallup Poll organization, the British Institute of Public 
Opinion Ltd. Consequently, Social Survey relied on commercially tried and 
tested consumer research methods, such as random sampling, survey ques-
tionnaires, and household panels (diary method), and the survey work was 
“farmed out” to commercial market research and advertising agencies like 
J. Walter Thompson (JWT) and the London Press Exchange (LPE). During 
the war and into the 1950s, it was the market research department of what 
was then Britain’s largest advertising agency, the LPE, under Mark Abrams, 
which conducted regular fuel and food surveys and surveys into people’s 
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understandings of the news.61 Both Mark Abrams and John Rodgers, the 
chairman of the British Market Research Bureau (BMRB), a subsidiary of 
JWT London, were involved in propaganda and media research. Abrams 
first worked at the Propaganda Research Unit of the BBC and later was at 
Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF). Rodgers was 
with the Commercial Relations Division (Board of Trade) and the Special 
Operations Executive (SOE). 62

In turn, members of the governmental and public research departments 
played an important role in the establishment of a professional and viable 
market research industry in Britain after World War II. In November 1946, 
when the Market Research Society was formed by twenty-three research-
ers in London, one-third of its first members came from public and gov-
ernmental organizations: the Association for Planning and Reconstruction, 
the British Export Trade Research Organisation (BETRO), the Ministry of 
Food, the Government Social Survey, and the BBC.63 These and other orga-
nizations also developed into lucrative clients for the young British market 
research industry. When Abram’s market research department at the LPE 
became an independent company called Research Services Ltd. after the 
war, its clients included the Social Survey Division of the Central Office of 
Information, the Ministry of Food, the War Office, the BBC, the British 
Transport Commission, the Dollar Exports Council, the East Midland Gas 
Board, Holborn Borough Council, the London Transport Executive, and 
the Peterlee Development Corporation.64

Abrams’s work, writings, and career embodied a characteristic attitude 
among mid-twentieth-century British market researchers. Like many other 
social researchers, he hoped that market and consumer research could help 
balance and steer the often diverging incentives provided by “free” mar-
ket forces and the welfare state. Referring to a specific survey on consumer 
demand for sweets and milk conducted in 1949–50, Abrams wrote, “For the 
administrators and economists of the Welfare State, that particular enquiry 
can be regarded as a real step forward. It showed how by the joint use of 
temporary uncontrolled markets and of social surveys the Government of a 
Welfare State can keep in touch with consumers’ wishes and base its control 
over consumption and production on something more than the slide-rule 
calculations of planners.”65

Conclusions

From the 1920s onward, market research staff in the civil service and public 
organizations worked toward a style of economic policy that relied on mar-
keting-based tools to overcome inefficiencies in the market. Before academic 
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research in economics caught up with the importance of information asym-
metries, public and governmental market researchers realized that these 
market inefficiencies stemmed from uncertainty and scarcity of informa-
tion. Although both the Milk Marketing Board and the Empire Marketing 
Board (later renamed Colonial Empire Marketing Board) focused mainly 
on supply management and price stabilization, some of their work, at least, 
clearly focused on the demand side. Like Keynes, the various marketing 
boards’ market researchers realized that uncertainty was the root of eco-
nomic instability. Government departments and other public bodies, there-
fore, had a duty to remove uncertainty and information asymmetry.

The example of British public and governmental market and consumer 
research activities before the 1950s allows historians to look at the roles of 
the state in the twentieth century in new ways. Particularly in the case of 
Britain, these roles were manifold and not only connected state activities to 
internal sociopolitical problems (social structures, poverty, prices, market 
information, public opinion), but also to the external situation of the state 
vis-à-vis export markets and colonies. As shown by Keith Middlemas, Frank 
Trentmann, Martin Daunton, Sandra den Otter, and others, the British 
state and the actors that created, sustained, and promoted its sphere of influ-
ence saw themselves as guardians of free trade and commerce with nations 
abroad and of a crisis-avoiding social equilibrium at home. For this reason, it 
became more and more accepted that the state needed to identify, organize, 
and distribute information in order to make the free flow of goods, people, 
finance, and services across national boundaries as efficient as possible.66

Because of Britain’s unique situation in global political-economic struc-
tures, there emerged during the interwar years a dense web of research depart-
ments staffed by civil servants, marketing researchers, and statisticians who 
amassed a wealth of data to steer the economies of the colonies and domin-
ions and stabilize the British home economy as the most important power 
base of British political institutions. Decision-makers in this web saw the 
colonies and dominions mostly as extractive economies and ignored export 
marketing opportunities for British goods in Australia, South America 
(especially Argentina), Europe, and even India. As a result, British govern-
mental departments became highly innovative in using market research for 
their activities on the internal market but failed at providing export market 
research information. Contemporaries noticed that the provision of the latter 
type of data was a particular strength of U.S. government institutions. The 
trade journal Advertiser’s Weekly, for example, complained about the lack of 
accessible market research data of the kind that was made public by the U.S. 
Department of Commerce. British manufacturers often had to pay their 
advertising agencies hefty sums to compile even basic information about 
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foreign markets.67 Both government and industries in Britain recognized 
this shortcoming and, in 1945, set up an Export Promotions Department 
at the Board of Trade (formerly the Department of Overseas Trade), the 
Dollar Exports Board, and the British Export Trade Research Organisation 
(BETRO). The latter organization, which financed itself out of contribu-
tions from large British companies and various government grants totaling 
some £134,000 by 1951, researched and pooled information for the benefit 
of exporting companies.68

Looking at the case of prewar and wartime surveys, it is abundantly clear 
that market and consumer research was not a birth child of the marketplace 
alone, but instead emerged as a set of instruments within the public sector 
and was often driven by governmental departments. Therefore, the history of 
market and consumer research in Britain cannot be written purely as a “busi-
ness history,” but needs to be understood within a much wider framework of 
politics and society. By enlarging the framework of analysis, business histori-
ans will be able to challenge popular assumptions about early twentieth-cen-
tury Britain as a (civil) society without a state. In contrast, Karl Polanyi’s and 
Alexander Gerschenkron’s theses about the vital role of the state in the pro-
cesses through which market economies expand and finally produce market 
(or market-based) societies are vindicated if one looks at the emergence and 
role of public and governmental market research in mid-twentieth-century 
Britain. As regards consumer and market research, British society knew no 
absent state, but instead had one of the most active and innovative states and 
public sectors during the first part of the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER 9

Mrs. Housewife and the Ad Men: 
Advertising, Market Research, and 

Mass Consumption in Postwar Britain*

Sean Nixon

This essay reflects on the ways in which market research in Britain 
helped to produce understandings of and information about the 
“mass market housewife” in the 1950s and 1960s. The figure of 

the mass market housewife was central to postwar advertising and mar-
ket research.1 Her preeminence as the lynchpin of domestic consumption 
owed much to the centrality of the household in the regime of mass con-
sumption that came to dominate both American and European societies 
from the 1920s and especially in the years after 1945. Victoria de Grazia has 
shown how new standards of elementary comfort—indoor toilets, running 
water, heat, electricity, and piped gas—first pioneered in the United States, 
helped to shape a “new household” that was itself central to the displacing of 
an older regime of bourgeois consumption in Europe. Within this new 
household, domestic consumption was the responsibility of women above 
all, and de Grazia sees what she calls “Mrs. Consumer” as the privileged 
agent of this new regime of mass consumption.2 Within a context shaped by 
broader changes in the world of work, including the relative decline of 
domestic service, the role of Mrs. Consumer was elaborated upon by the 
manufacturers of domestic technologies and commodities, by architects and 
government planners, and by evangelists in women’s magazines.3 Market 
research, however, was also crucial in the “assembling” of the modern housewife. 
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It played an important linking role within the various interventions into 
domestic living by helping to consolidate the figure of the average housewife 
as a knowable social type upon whom manufacturers and advertisers could 
act. It is the knowledge generated by market research about the housewife 
that this chapter sets out to explore. It does so through a case study of the 
market research used and generated by the London subsidiary office of 
J. Walter Thompson advertising. JWT London was the largest advertising 
agency in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s and was known as the “Mum” agency 
because of the amount of work it did for companies in the groceries sector that 
targeted the mass market housewife. The chapter focuses on how JWT sought 
to understand the ordinary housewife and her consumption habits.

In exploring JWT London’s approach to the mass market housewife, 
the chapter draws on recent sociological arguments about advertising and 
market research that have conceptualized these practices as technologies or 
sociotechnical devices for “making-up” the consumer, that is, devices for 
formatting and framing consumer dispositions. It draws, in particular, on 
the arguments of Michel Callon, as well as Nicholas Rose and Peter Miller.4 
For Callon and his coauthors, market competition, particularly within what 
he calls the “new economy” or the “service economy,” depends upon the 
“qualification” and “requalification” of products. These connected processes 
work to stabilize or temporarily fix the qualities or characteristics of goods 
and are typically performed by designers, advertisers, and marketing pro-
fessionals more broadly. (Re)qualification leads to the “singularization” of 
goods, that is, their differentiation from other goods in the wider field of 
comparable goods.5 Singularization, however, is not an end in itself, but is 
associated with the attempt to attach goods to those who might consume 
them. Callon and his coauthors propose that a distinctive dynamic of mar-
ket competition is at work here, as various “professionals of qualification” 
seek to establish the goods’ characteristics and entangle these with consum-
ers’ routines and habits. This process also involves the attempt to disen-
tangle consumers from competitors’ goods in order to free them for new 
attachments. Consumers play a key role for Callon in this process because 
they are active in the evaluation and qualification of goods. The evaluation 
of goods by consumers is not, however, the expression of an intrinsic capac-
ity to choose, but rather depends upon the existence of “socio-technical 
devices that support consumer evaluation.”6 These are devices and material 
forms like advertising, design, shelf display, and the ordering of retail spaces 
that endow consumers with consuming capacities. Such technologies help to 
make consumers up as subjects of consumption who can evaluate between 
different goods.7
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Miller and Rose develop similar formulations. In an influential essay, 
they foreground the role played by market research in shaping the relation-
ships between consumers and commodities. In particular, they document 
the influence of ideas of the human personality and techniques of group 
discussion derived from the psychological sciences to argue that these 
research techniques work to draw out and render instrumentalizable the 
inner motivations of consumers. In other words, they contend that market 
researchers sought to forge connections between consumers’ desires and spe-
cific goods by forcing these feelings into the open in the research encounter. 
Miller and Rose describe this process as “mobilizing the consumer”—that 
is, “affiliating . . . needs with particular products” and “simultaneously mak-
ing up the commodity and assembling the little rituals of everyday life that 
give that commodity meaning and value.”8 Out of this process, they argue, 
comes “an unprecedented and meticulous cartography of everyday life and 
consumption” through the technology of market research.9

Miller and Rose’s conception enables us to grasp the way research opens 
up the practical uses, symbolic dimensions, and emotional dynamics of 
everyday goods in the lives of consumers. In exploring the use made of 
market research by JWT London, however, this chapter also seeks to revise 
certain aspects of Miller and Rose’s essay, together with the approach devel-
oped by Callon, while continuing to draw on their broad insights. First, the 
chapter proposes a more differentiated sense of the various marketing and 
market research paradigms that advertising agencies used. Postwar market 
research in Britain was alive with controversies about the best way to mea-
sure markets, define consumers, and understand consumption. This dispu-
tation and struggle for professional leadership among differently constituted 
practitioners disappears in Miller and Rose’s essay and is not discussed by 
Callon in his general conception of the qualification of goods. Moreover, 
Miller and Rose occlude these intellectual and practical debates by privileg-
ing the influence of the psychological sciences on market research. In doing 
so, they come close to rehearsing an argument, evident both in contem-
porary postwar accounts of advertising and more recent scholarship, that 
postwar market research was subject to growing sophistication under the 
influence of the psychological sciences. The evidence developed here sug-
gests that an agency like JWT London used different ways of measuring 
markets, apprehending consumers, and understanding the use of goods by 
consumers. Their approach certainly included the application of forms of 
psychological knowledge, but the agency’s overall approach to consumers 
and consumer markets revealed that these were neither the only nor neces-
sarily the most important forms of research. In this regard, JWT London 
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was broadly typical of British advertising and market research. This circum-
stance should prompt us to qualify those claims that see Freudian thought as 
triggering some kind of “Copernican turn” in marketing in this period.10

Second, the chapter seeks to bring a more international and specifically 
transatlantic dimension to the understanding of postwar market research 
than is the case in either Miller and Rose’s essay or Callon’s various articles. 
One notable feature of postwar market research in Britain was the influence 
of commercial techniques first formulated in the United States, including 
applied psychological knowledge. Like many other aspects of advertising in 
the 1950s and 1960s, market research moved in an eastward direction across 
the Atlantic. U.S. advertising agencies and market research companies domi-
nated this movement, and their actions were underpinned by the investment 
of U.S. manufacturing companies in Britain and by the initiatives of govern-
ment departments on both sides of the Atlantic that sought to facilitate the 
transfer of commercial know-how from the United States to Britain. JWT 
London’s parent company was an important player in this world. Through 
its offices on both sides of the Atlantic, it helped to disseminate to Britain 
research methods and techniques first pioneered in the United States. These 
U.S.-derived techniques formed a visible presence within postwar British 
market research and constituted a key point of reference for British-based 
practitioners. Of course, this influence was not totalizing. Nor did it go 
unchallenged. Staff at JWT’s London office, like colleagues elsewhere in 
British advertising, selectively appropriated and reworked elements of U.S. 
market research, frequently combining it with more indigenous traditions of 
social research. Nonetheless, even as they rejected elements of “American” 
approaches to the consumer, they still had to reckon with the intellectual 
authority and commercial force of these methods in this period.

J. Walter Thompson and the Role of Market Research

JWT London presented itself to clients and the wider advertising industry 
as an exponent of well-researched advertising.11 This self-positioning echoed 
that of its parent company in the United States, where from the early part 
of the twentieth century, it had been known for its pioneering studies of 
consumer behavior and for the weight it placed on “scientific” studies of the 
consumer in the development of advertising. The London office of JWT 
followed the lead of its parent and made extensive use of market research. 
Although some of this research was undertaken by JWT London’s market-
ing department, the agency also used the services of a subsidiary company, 
the British Market Research Bureau (BMRB), to conduct market research 
for JWT London’s clients and for businesses that did not advertise with 
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the agency.12 By the 1950s, BMRB was one of the three largest research 
companies in the United Kingdom and employed 150 full-time staff.13 The 
research that the agency and BMRB conducted was broadly representative 
of the paradigms of consumer research being undertaken in Britain in the 
1950s and 1960s, including the use of official statistics and surveys pro-
duced by the agency.14 Two of the most important were retail audit research 
and consumer purchasing panels. Retail audit research used a representative 
panel of shops drawn from the Census of Distribution, and it collected weekly 
figures on the sale and resale of a selected range of goods. From these data, 
researchers could generate evidence on the current size of particular markets 
and track any trends in sales. Consumer purchasing panels (CPPs), which 
JWT had developed in the United States, typically consisted of some 2,000 
households that reported on a regular basis the various purchases they had 
made of selected branded goods. The CPPs produced data not only on the 
volume of purchases, but also on which households were buying the goods.

Across this range of research, markets and consumers were rarely defined 
as a homogeneous mass market, but rather demographic categories were 
used to classify consumers. The most important were the well-known demo-
graphic categories of class or occupational description.15 These classifica-
tions were complemented by attention to the importance of age as a key 
indicator of purchasing behavior and hence market description. Much of the 
impetus for this attention to age was driven by commercial interest in the 
growing youth market.16 Although JWT London was not heavily involved 
in selling to teenagers, its market research engaged with the idea of segment-
ing consumers by stages of the life cycle, and it used this technique to study 
the mass market housewife. Perhaps the most significant wider develop-
ment in market research with which JWT and BMRB engaged in the 1950s 
and 1960s was motivation research. This work had its immediate roots in 
American commerce. Its most celebrated exponent was the Austrian-born 
Ernest Dichter. His central ambition was to explain not what consumers 
bought but why they bought, and his approach offered a radically different 
paradigm for understanding and segmenting consumers. Dichter deployed 
in-depth interviews with consumers in order to understand the symbolic 
meaning of goods and the deeper psychological needs they might serve. 
His Freudian approach not only introduced a thicker idea of human sub-
jectivity into market research, it also worked to segment consumers less by 
social class or sex or age (though these categories were often still part of his 
consumer research) than by psychological disposition. Thus, in early research 
conducted in the late 1940s into the consumption of home appliances, 
Dichter developed a threefold classification of women: the “career woman” 
who disliked domesticity and hated housework; the “pure housewife” 
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who identified so strongly with her role as guardian of the home that she was 
anxious about the role played by home appliances and expressed hostility 
toward them because they undermined her role; and the “balanced woman” 
who was the most fulfilled emotionally because she knew she was capa-
ble of both housework and career.17 Later Dichter recast his conception of 
the “balanced woman” as the kind of women who could be encouraged to 
see housework as an arena of creativity in which she could “use at home all 
the faculties she would display in an outside career.”18

Ditcher’s conception of these psychological categories was informed by 
his own highly positive view of consumer society. He saw the whole process 
of market research as therapeutic for the consumer, not only useful for sell-
ing goods. In fact, Dichter was driven by a wholly positive conception of the 
private pleasures of consumption and saw his work as contributing to the 
unblocking of feelings of guilt about consumption within the population, 
which derived from the puritan culture of self-restraint.19 Ditcher argued 
that the central aim of advertising was to give the customer permission to 
“enjoy his life freely” and “to demonstrate that he is right in surrounding 
himself with products that enrich his life and give him pleasure.”20

His attention to the psychological segmentation of consumer types—
rather than his therapeutic model of consumption—gave Dichter’s work 
much of its appeal, although his approach was by no means uncontroversial 
in Britain. Dichter established an office in London in 1957, but the busi-
ness was slow to grow.21 By the early 1960s, his UK operation was only 
contributing between 3 and 5 percent of the parent company’s international 
turnover.22 Dichter complained to journalists that Britain remained the 
“most puritanical country in the world” and that British consumers were 
resistant to expressing themselves through goods despite growing affluence.23 
British market researchers and advertising agencies were also publicly critical 
of motivation research. The Institute of Practitioners in Advertising (IPA), in 
a publication for its members on the subject, cautioned against a doctrinal 
application of motivation research, suggesting that “motivation research . . . is 
part of a co-operative enterprise, not a separate entity governed by laws pecu-
liar to itself and proceeding to its own esoteric and isolated conclusions.”24 
As Mark Abrams, director of Research Services Ltd, suggested, market 
researchers had “no future as ‘engineers of consent,’ assembling and reshuf-
fling a known spectrum of unconscious desires.”25

JWT’s parent company was not the most psychodynamically orientated, 
although it did use forms of motivation research in the United States. In the 
United Kingdom in 1957, BMRB established a group under one of its senior 
researchers, Norman Philip, to look into the use of the technique. This group 
included the four psychologists employed by the company, among them 
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Pamela Vince, who had recently worked on the study of the child viewer 
and television led by Hilde Himmelweit for the Nuffield Foundation.26 
BMRB insiders claimed that JWT’s approach to psychological motivations 
was distanced from the more “flamboyant Freudian versions.”27 Moreover, 
senior figures within BMRB and JWT London were critical of the univer-
sal claims of motivation research. John Treasure, former head of BMRB 
and JWT London’s chairman, claimed that continuing cultural differences 
militated against the exclusive use of motivation research. As he put it, “it 
may well be that basic motivations are the same in all countries. However, 
national habits, traditions and attitudes still differ widely and are a vital 
factor in . . . marketing.”28 The pull of motivation research within JWT 
London was evident, however, when, three years after Treasure’s article, 
another senior staffer within the company circulated a memo that voiced 
concerns about the need to develop more research of this sort. As the memo 
noted, JWT London was “fantastically deficient about the basic information 
about consumers, about attitudes and motivations particularly.”29 This cir-
cumstance led to a recommendation that the London office should develop 
“new methods of defining the population in terms of personality groups 
and more refined user groups.”30 Dichter himself visited JWT London in 
1965 and met with four account teams, including those for Brillo and Persil, 
to see what assistance he could offer.31 During his visit, Dichter found an 
agency, as we have seen, not only with a number of trained psychologists and 
those interested in consumer motivations, but that was also committed to 
other kinds of qualitative consumer research and quantitative surveys. The 
pragmatic mixture of approaches to the problem of consumer behavior ran 
right back through most of JWT London’s postwar consumer studies and 
campaign planning, and it was strongly present in its research on ordinary 
women. It was notably evident in the agency’s work in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s for the Pin-up home perm account, to which I now turn.

Pin-up Home Perm

Pin-up home perm was launched by the American company Pepsodent in 
1946, although it was not promoted nationally in Britain until 1948. At the 
time of the first promotion, JWT London estimated, with data drawn from 
retail audits and consumer purchasing panels, that 73 percent of British 
women were potential buyers of home perms. This figure excluded those 
with naturally curly hair and those who preferred to leave their hair as it 
was. The number suggested a potential market of 11 million women for 
Pepsodent’s product. However, there was an immediate problem for JWT in 
that 9 million of these women were already obtaining shop perms. JWT’s 
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principle aim, then, was to convert as many shop permers to home permers 
as possible.32

In January 1950, the BMRB undertook research to ascertain the charac-
teristics of existing home perm users. It expressed the results in demographic 
terms, identifying the particular age and class grouping most likely to use 
a home perm. The research revealed the preponderance of young and 
youngish working-class women among consumers of the product. Thus, 
30 percent of home permers were under twenty-four years old, and 50 per-
cent were between twenty-five and thirty-nine. At the same time, 60 percent 
of all home perm users were from the lowest social class, named D in the 
study; 35 percent were from class C; and only 5 percent came from classes B 
or A. This research complemented earlier studies by BMRB that had sought 
to investigate women’s hair doing and shampooing habits. For example, an 
extensive set of qualitative interviews with 4,144 women about their hair 
care habits was undertaken in August and October 1948.33

This interest in women’s hair care practices was central to a further quali-
tative study undertaken in 1950. The research was conducted not by BMRB 
but by the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations (TIHR).34 Pepsodent 
approached TIHR to assist it in understanding more about the users of 
home perms, so the institute began a ten-month study on the Pin-up perm 
in January. The result was a pioneering study in which the institute offered 
a psychodynamically orientated approach to consumer behavior at a time 
when psychology had a limited presence in British market research. The 
scope and ambition of the report was evident in its methods and title. It 
used group discussion and nondirective interviews to explore the “attitudes 
of women towards their hair.”35

The report started from the observations that attaining a good appearance 
was central to fulfilling the adult feminine role and that achieving this result 
required the acquisition of particular skills and social judgements. The report 
noted that the contemporary ideal of good appearance included the valoriza-
tion of wavy or curly hair, which was associated with softness, naturalness, 
smoothness, and shininess. Straight hair, by contrast, was seen as mascu-
line or childish.36 Moreover, the report’s authors argued that curly or wavy 
hair expressed female sexual maturity. Besides detailing this cultural ideal, 
TIHR sought to reflect on women’s psychological relationships to their hair 
and hair doing. They argued that hair doing satisfied the obsessional needs 
of women and stemmed from a wish to control their untidy hair, that is, put 
it in order. At the same time, hair doing involved destructive and reparative 
tendencies. Washing hair was seen as a destructive act in which hair lost its 
shape, so this process was often postponed.37 However, the restoration of 
the hairstyle could, conversely, offer women pleasure—that of succeeding 
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with the shape. Other anxieties could also surface around hair care, includ-
ing aggressive feelings about the routine of hair drying, which the authors 
saw as a legacy of the child’s dependency on her mother in the early years of 
hair care. As they put it, “unconscious difficulties in the daughter-mother 
relationship persist in adult attitudes towards hair doing.”38

Complementing their exploration of the psychology of hair, the report’s 
authors detailed some of the sociological aspects of home perming. In so 
doing, they delved into the habits of use already associated with home 
perms. The most notable observation concerned the distinction between 
three kinds of home-perming culture that the researchers drew. The first 
of these revolved around what the report called “gatekeeper groups.” These 
centered on women who had certain hairdressing skills and assisted others 
in doing their hair. As the report noted, the “gatekeeper” role satisfied social 
and creative needs for these women. The second home-perming culture 
involved “solos,” women who had the same skills as “gatekeepers” but who 
had not collected a group around them. Finally, there was the “two-person 
relationship” in which friends or relations offered each other mutual support 
in the problem of home perming.39

Cutting across these different ways of doing home perms, the Tavistock 
Institute found recurring problems that worked to limit women’s use of 
Pin-up. Among these were guilt that came from asking shop hairdressers to 
cut one’s hair in preparation for the home perm (the hair had to be tapered 
for the perm to work properly), concerns about the unpleasant smell of the 
lotion, and the length of time taken to process the perm—including the 
preparation of curling the hair and waiting for the lotion to work. In addi-
tion, women expressed disappointment that home perms did not last as long 
as shop ones and also required more upkeep in the form of weekly washing 
and overnight curling to keep the hair in good shape.40

The TIHR’s report was discussed by JWT staff, the client, and Miss 
Hurstfield of TIHR at a meeting held at Park Royal, Pepsodent’s UK head 
office, on November 15, 1950. It was later circulated among the relevant 
staff within the advertising agency. The response of agency staff revealed 
some resistance to the approach adopted by Tavistock. Michael Stern, JWT 
representative on the account, for example, confessed that he could not find 
a “single new contribution” in the research, insisting that it said nothing 
that they had not already thought of or discovered “in a quantitative way 
using normal consumer research.”41 The small sample—and its psychologi-
cal focus—concerned Stern. As he put it, “by its very nature an enquiry 
of this sort can do no more than throw up ideas for further investigation 
and discussion, since, however deep the probing of the psychologists, the 
statistical inadequacy of a sample of 80 still prevents us from drawing any 
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definite conclusions.”42 Rather instrumentally, Stern proposed that the 
research should be used to support some of “our views previously rejected 
by the client,” notably the disadvantages of promoting overnight processing, 
and other than that “we should encourage the client to forget it the best he 
can.”43 A more positive response was offered by Mr. Silvester, Stern’s col-
league. While he too began by confirming that the report “brings us noth-
ing new—but does confirm our thinking on a number of points,” he went 
on to suggest that Tavistock’s finding about the deterrent effect of the time 
it took to do a home perm was a helpful observation, and he proposed that 
Pepsodent should try to speed up the process.44 What was also notable about 
Silvester’s comments was that he was drawn, like the Tavistock researchers, 
into the world of women’s hair care and all its paraphernalia and rituals. 
Thus, he proposed that the company should offer instructions on how to 
achieve the best results after the perm. This meant advising women on not 
only “shampooing, but also how to set their hair at night, the use of hairnets 
and the importance of general regular brushing etc.”45 Despite intellectual 
reservations about the research methods of the Tavistock Institute, then, at 
least one key member of the JWT team was drawn onto the terrain of the 
intimate rituals of hair doing documented by the report, even as he down-
played the psychological understandings that it privileged.

Brillo Pads

An interest in women’s domestic routines and the psychological dimensions 
of commodities was also evident in JWT’s work for Brillo, the U.S. soap pad 
manufacturer. JWT London began working on the Brillo account in 1958 
and was tasked with researching the appeal of Brillo’s “unique” steel wool 
cleaning pads impregnated with detergent. In a booklet produced by the 
agency for Brillo sales staff, JWT emphasized its interest in what it called 
“Mrs Brillo Consumer.” Mrs. Brillo Consumer represented the 15 million 
households in Britain that had shaped a “consumer revolution.” This was a 
revolution in domestic consumption expressed through the purchasing of 
electric and gas cookers, furniture, washing machines, fridges, and televi-
sion sets.46 Alongside this increased purchasing power came more leisure, 
including travel abroad. The result was “easier, more comfortable lives.” Into 
this world of what the booklet called the “new British home” entered Brillo, 
offering the housewife the possibility of new levels of hygiene and greater 
speed in the performance of domestic tasks. The report was notable for how 
it represented Mrs. Brillo Consumer. Using caricature, it counterposed her 
to the old housewife, the latter round and prematurely aged, weighed down 
by a heavy iron pan. Next to her, Mrs. Brillo Consumer embodied the new, 
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modern housewife: taller, slimmer, and neater— replete with a contempo-
rary perm and benefiting from having bright, shiny pans.

JWT’s research for the account built on this positioning of Mrs. Brillo 
Consumer and focused on the routines of domestic life that the pads were 
designed to alleviate. This led JWT to reflect on the problem of washing up 
and how it could understand the satisfactions and the drudgery of this task 
for housewives. JWT captured the fundamental problem in a 1965 memo: 
“washing up, when it comes to utensils, is a nasty chore and the primary 
need is for something which will get it done easier and faster and in the less 
objectionable way.” The agency realized that, in promoting Brillo to meet 
this function, it had to insert itself into domestic routine and take care not to 
overpromote the use of Brillo. As they put it, “once a week, on Sunday after 
the main meal, is the time for a real blast at the pots and pans. Ask them to 
do it everyday and, regardless of the miraculous qualities of the product, you 
are asking them to take on extra work.”47

With these reservations in mind, JWT sought to link the product with 
certain social and psychological aspects of washing the pots. This meant 
picking up on the pride women felt in having done the washing up and in 
achieving clean pots. Although evidence from research suggested that “pots 
and pans are not objects of admiration and many housewives don’t expect 
them to be shining,” it was felt that housewives did reveal pleasures, as well as 
practical satisfaction, from getting the pots washed. As JWT noted, “there is 
something in Dichter’s observation that washing up can be a source of some 
perverted enjoyment in anticipation of meals to come or whatever.”48

The symbolism of “shine” also surfaced in JWT’s deliberations, despite 
the view that most women did not expect their pots to glisten. Shine, JWT 
argued, was evidence of better cleaning and could be linked with hygiene 
to reinforce its value as a sought after property that Brillo could deliver. 
The copy strategy for 1965 certainly picked up on this thinking. Playing 
on consumer anxieties, JWT proposed to suggest that dull pans could be 
dangerous. As the memo noted, “[dull pans] are a threat to health. Only a 
pan so clean it shines can give the housewife the assurance that every par-
ticle of food has been removed.” The strategy, then, was to “sell the shine 
that only Brillo can deliver.”49 In a meeting with Dichter just prior to this 
strategy’s formulation, the account team reflected in a “brainstorming” ses-
sion on “surfaces.” Handwritten notes made by the team reveal some of the 
themes they were considering. Thus, there was the observation that certain 
surfaces “need nourishing and feeding”; “stainless steel gives you away, but 
aluminium doesn’t”; “some surfaces I can neglect, others betray me”; “the 
pleasure in polishing, the caress of material things”; and “wipe on, wipe off 
satisfaction.”50
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These impromptu attempts to map the psychological and symbolic 
dimensions stimulated by surfaces, including the surface of pans, offered 
ways for the agency to connect Brillo to the values and desires of its potential 
consumers—and added something to the washing up routines that other 
research conducted by the agency had also documented. This preoccupation 
with both the housewife’s domestic routine and rituals and her subjective 
investments in the performance of her domestic role was also evident in a 
major study conducted by BMRB for JWT in the mid-1960s. The report 
was called The New Housewife.

The New Housewife

The New Housewife study, based on research conducted in the autumn of 
1964 and the spring of 1965, represented an important synthesis of the cli-
ent-specific research that JWT London had been conducting since the late 
1940s on the “mass market housewife.” The research combined a strong class 
analysis of housewives with attention to life-cycle classifications and a devel-
oped sociology of family and kinship structures. The report was written by 
Mollie Tarrant, a consultant researcher for both JWT and BMRB. Tarrant 
was relatively well-known because she had been one of Mass Observation’s 
most active fieldworkers in World War II and was later the managing direc-
tor of Mass Observation, when it moved into the field of commercial market 
research in the 1950s.

The New Housewife began by noting that it had been prompted in part 
by the notable increase in the number of new housewives over the previous 
decade. This increase was caused by the general expansion of the population 
and by many women marrying younger.51 It further suggested that these 
young married women accounted for a significant proportion of consumer 
expenditure. The reason was clear:

These young women have set up home for the first time and face a life-
time of running it. They have new and wide responsibilities—for the 
daily diet, for the upkeep of the home and the miscellany of purchases 
that sustain it; for children, for the family’s health; for entertainment, 
and for many other things. Some of them, 48 percent of married women 
aged between 16–34, work outside as well as inside the home; and young 
women and young housewives, experimenting and adapting at each stage 
of their lives, are important arbiters of the future.52

In opening up the “attitudes and behaviour” of the “new housewife,” the 
report was concerned centrally with how established habits and ideas were 



Mrs. Housewife and the Ad Men  ●  205

changed or reworked by young women as they experienced transformations 
in their life situation through marriage and the setting up of their own home. 
In exploring these changes, the report signaled the explanatory value of the 
concept of stages in the life cycle. Life cycle was important, it contended, 
because “habits were trimmed to meet the demands of life situations,” and 
this “trimming” of habits had a significant bearing on consumption.53

As well as life cycle, the report sought to locate the new housewife in 
a broader social context in order to understand the ways in which social 
class might shape the housewife’s consuming habits. The report also sought, 
rather innovatively, to understand the community relations and kinship 
structure in which the new housewife lived. It suggested that these social 
relations, and the values bound up with them, were in a particularly fluid 
state, with the geographical and social mobility of the postwar years hav-
ing recast them. In particular, “increased social and consumer opportunity” 
was throwing up new challenges and opportunities for young housewives. 
One consequence for young working-class housewives was the possibility 
of a more middle-class lifestyle, as older patterns of working-class life were 
disrupted by the decline of the extended family and the availability of labor-
saving devices, both of which combined to bring middle-class and working-
class homes closer together.54

The report was especially interested in the changing form of working-class 
family and community life and the effect of these relationships on the take-up 
of new domestic habits and routines. These community and kinship ties were 
central to understanding, in particular, the role of tradition in inhibiting the 
acquisition of new habits at a stage of life when change was most likely. As 
the report suggested, “[our interest in social groups] underlines our interest in 
social interaction and social dependencies, since it is in situations like those of 
early marriage when group loyalties are confirmed or in the process of refor-
mation that we might expect a higher potential for change.”55 To this end, the 
report was interested in the continuing role of the young housewife’s mother 
in the transmission of “backward looking tendencies” and in containing 
the development of new habits and ideas.56 It sought to explore the mother/
daughter relationship by, first, drawing upon sociological understandings of 
the form of “matrilocality” evident in working-class communities, that is, 
the tendency of young working-class women to live close to their mothers. 
Noting that one-third of young housewives lived within walking distance 
from “Mum,” the report cited supporting evidence from Willmott & Young’s 
1958 book Family and Kinship in East London. Thus,

Peter Willmott and Michael Young have given detailed accounts of 
the way marriage often begins in the maternal home and is afterwards 
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sustained and highly influenced by mother-daughter relationships and 
close kinship ties. If “Mum” lives near or is easily reached, she has more 
opportunity to “teach” her, and geographical proximity is one obvious 
measure of potential influence.57

This influence could be both positive and negative for the report. Mum 
was there to offer advice and companionship, but there might also be con-
flicts with her over the young wife’s independence and performance of the 
housewife role. This influence was explored by documenting the “pattern 
of dependency” between mothers and daughter. The report suggested that 
there were ten distinct groupings among its sample that revealed marked 
patterns of divergence between women in their feelings and attitudes toward 
this dependency. These included “[r]ejecting mothers with dependent daugh-
ters” (11 percent): “they want their daughters to live further away, but the 
daughters want to be near so they can get advice quickly.” There were also 
“[m]utual rejectors” (8 percent), where “both Mum and daughter think the 
daughter should live further away so she can be independent;” and the “[m]
utually sociable or affectionate” (3 percent), who wanted to be near because 
they enjoyed each other’s company.58

The report drew from these classifications pointers toward how these 
familial ties might shape the openness of housewives to acquiring new hab-
its and routines. This theme was later explored by asking the same groups 
of women about their attitudes toward the housewife role and the broader 
idea of “home-centeredness,” that is, the wider view of domesticity and the 
organization of home life.59 Again, the aim was to show how these attitudes 
might shape purchasing decisions, especially of food and major household 
items. The report revealed evidence of an identification by many women 
with the homemaker role. This included the stated views of the majority 
that they liked housework, with two-fifths of the new housewives being 
what it called “housework enthusiasts.” The report was appropriately skepti-
cal of this finding, however, suggesting that “housewives qua housewives 
have reputations to maintain and can hardly be expected to undermine 
them.”60 It sought to disaggregate the responses of housewives to their social 
role and noted how, amidst the generalized enthusiasm for housewifery, 
some domestic tasks were less favored than others. These included cleaning, 
dusting, bed-making, and washing up, whereas cooking, preparing meals, 
and shopping (especially for clothes) were popular activities.61 Most strik-
ing, however, was the report’s claims about the way class differences shaped 
identification with and performance of the housewife role:

We have a very clear picture of the newly married working-class house-
wife’s enthusiasm for housework, of her relatively greater interest compared 
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with the middle-class housewife in all household jobs bar cooking and 
preparing meals, of her more emphatic involvement in and more conserva-
tive reactions to the whole idea of housework, and of her “better” training 
before marriage.62

The young housewives’ approach to homemaking typically followed that 
of their mothers, and there was a tendency to seek to replicate their parents’ 
example of running a home.

The report noted, however, that purchasing decisions concerning con-
venience products were shaped by two central preoccupations—whether 
the commodity added to the pleasures of already enjoyed tasks or whether 
it helped overcome some of the dislike of boring or distasteful jobs.63 An 
important ambition of the research here was to assess how well disposed 
housewives were to convenience products and domestic aids and whether 
they experienced these as a threat to their role and prestige as providers 
of a clean and comfortable house. Echoing Dichter’s U.S. study of thirty 
years earlier, the report produced a classification of housewives based on an 
attitude scale in order to draw out the degree of identification women had 
with the housewife role and, therefore, the extent to which they saw house-
hold aids as assisting them in that role or undermining their status.64 From 
this, it produced a general observation that most of its new housewives “felt 
that they had enlarged opportunities in domestic life” compared to their 
mothers. These were opportunities fostered by the availability of “frozen 
and convenience foods, more choice, the availability of washing machines, 
detergents and washing up liquids and the existence of better and more 
hygienic packaging.”65 The young women it interviewed, then, especially 
those in the early years of marriage, emerged from the report as strongly 
identifying with the image of the modern housewife and as seeing this role 
as a progressive development from the experiences of an earlier pre-affluence 
generation of women.

Conclusion

The New Housewife report’s long and detailed study of the sociology of young 
married women was a striking piece of research, given its attention to the 
community and kinship relations that shaped individual consumption. If 
such an approach acknowledged the family relationships and social depen-
dencies upon which the ideal of the individual consumer rested, its approach 
to the study of consumer behavior was entirely consistent in other ways with 
a dominant principle of postwar market research. This was the concern to 
detail and to capture new consumer habits. Like much contemporary sociol-
ogy, postwar market researchers were riveted by aspects of social and cultural 
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change, and they were principally interested in established patterns of life 
only inasmuch as they inhibited this change and formed blockages to new 
consumption.66 Certainly in their studies of the mass market housewife, 
JWT London and BMRB were concerned with attending to those points 
where commodity use met social change. Clearly, the pace of postwar social 
change, especially in relation to the transformation in class-cultural patterns 
of consumption, encouraged market researchers to look to innovations in 
the social use of goods.

Advertising agencies and their clients sought to understand these innova-
tions in order to promote the consumption of their products. In the case of 
JWT London, this was particularly true in relation to a whole range of gro-
ceries and domestic products that centered upon ordinary womanhood and 
contemporary ideals of femininity. Products like Pin-up and Brillo offered 
women new kinds of convenience, comfort, and cleanliness that were inte-
gral to the “revolution” in domestic consumption associated with the new, 
postwar household. They also generated new work for women. The mar-
ket research registered this aspect of women’s lives. It most often did so 
in neutral language and emphasized both the pleasures and the pains of 
housework, cooking, and the maintenance of a good appearance. The recog-
nition within market research of some of the social and psychological dilem-
mas thrown up by the world of domestic goods for women was part of its 
more general attempts to understand the world of mass consumption. This 
amounted to an analysis designed to capture the banal domestic routines 
and habits of consumers. It led market researchers into an immersion in the 
lives of ordinary women and threw up at times startling juxtapositions. In 
the case of JWT London, this meant scenarios in which advertising people 
working for an urbane, West End London agency (which JWT London was) 
grappled with the intimate details of ordinary women’s hair care, cooking, 
and pot washing.

This endeavor involved the deployment of a range of different ways of 
measuring consumer markets and apprehending consumers. Psychological 
models of the human personality and psychologically derived techniques 
of research undoubtedly offered researchers some of the most imaginative 
and insightful ways of exploring how consumers experienced the world 
of goods. Researchers at BMRB and staff at JWT became more open to 
these approaches as the 1960s progressed; however, these were not the only 
ways these practitioners understood the consumer and consumer markets. 
Sociological analysis, together with forms of economic measurement, was 
deployed in order to assist in the entanglement of consumers with specific 
goods. In fact, by exploring the pragmatic deployment of these divergent 
kinds of research practices, it is possible to see how market research sought 
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to facilitate the stitching of consumers into particular kinds of consumption 
practices. It did so, as we have seen, by seeking to understand the connec-
tions that existed between commodities and the habits, routines, and inner 
motivations of consumers. This was a process that involved both technical 
and representational practices in an attempt to manage the commercial rela-
tions between advertisers and consumers. These techniques were forged in 
a distinctive transatlantic commercial world in which market research tech-
niques developed in the United States found their way into Britain under the 
auspices of international advertising agencies like J. Walter Thompson and 
consultants like Ernest Dichter. These techniques were combined in Britain, 
however, with more homegrown approaches to the sociology, demography, 
and psychology of consumers and markets. Out of this mix emerged knowl-
edge of consumers that advertising people and market researchers felt was 
appropriate to the cultural peculiarities of the British. As with other aspects 
of the eastward movement of advertising practices and techniques, then, the 
transfer of this commercial knowledge proceeded through selective appro-
priation and hybridization rather than a simple “Americanization” of the 
world of British advertising.

The market research explored in this chapter undoubtedly sought to 
“make up” its target groups as certain kinds of consumers, indeed as cer-
tain kinds of women. The “mobilizing” of these consumer dispositions and 
attributes, however, was an act of forging connections among consumer 
practices, consumer desires, and specific commodities—not a constitution 
of these dispositions ex nihilo. If, as Miller and Rose suggest, consumers 
emerged as a highly problematic entity in postwar market research, this 
was at least partly because they brought to the moment of exchange and 
the use of goods sedimented dispositions and values together with a deeper 
range of subjective attributes. Market researchers were strongly drawn to 
these aspects of consumers’ subjectivities, and it was often the emotions 
and feelings of the consumer that advertising agencies themselves sought 
to arouse and stimulate. Although we might question some of the details 
of their analysis, particularly the versions of psychoanalysis they used, 
such an endeavour is one from which sociologists and historians of con-
sumer society might learn. Certainly, the attention by sociologists to the 
sociotechnical devices of consumption, productive though it is, works with 
a deliberately “thin” conception of the human material upon which the 
devices of the market work. Finding ways of researching the subjectivity of 
consumers—their conscious and unconscious feelings, the human relation-
ships in which they are set—would enrich our understanding of the world 
of goods and the human attributes, capacities, and relationships shaped in 
and through them.67
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CHAPTER 10

Subliminal Seduction: The Politics 
of Consumer Research in 

Post–World War II America

Kenneth Lipartito

On September 12, 1957, audiences at a Fort Lee, New Jersey, drive-in 
movie theater became the unwitting subjects of a psychological 
experiment. James Vicary, a forty-two-year-old marketing consul-

tant, convinced the theater owners to flicker images across the screen at 
one-three-thousandth of a second, faster than the eye could see. As patrons 
watched Kim Novak and William Holden cavorting in the film Picnic, the 
words “eat popcorn” and “drink Coca Cola” infiltrated their subconscious. 
When Vicary revealed the test to the public a few days later, he bragged that 
his hidden messages had induced a surge in popcorn and soft drink sales of 
50 and 18 percent, respectively. In little more than a year, Vicary predicted, 
cinemas across the nation would be using this new, unorthodox selling tech-
nique.1 Subliminal advertising, a term not found in the Reader’s Guide to 
Periodical Literature before 1957, rivaled reports of UFOs and communist 
spies for the top story of the year.2

Almost immediately came warnings of a dark new era of unfreedom. 
“Welcome to 1984,” wrote Norman Cousins in The Saturday Review. His anti-
subliminal diatribe, “Smudging the Subconscious,” appeared on October 5, 
just one day after another shock—the Soviet launch of Sputnik. Cousins 
demanded that subliminal technology be regulated, or better, eliminated. 
“[T]ake this invention and everything connected to it and attach it to the 
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center of the next nuclear explosive scheduled for testing,” he advised.3 Vance 
Packard, longtime critic of American consumerism, launched his exposé of 
advertising, The Hidden Persuaders, that same year. Subliminal methods of 
market persuasion, Packard reported, drew on the same nefarious techniques 
that were being used to brainwash American soldiers in Korea.

Fears of consumers programmed into Manchurian Candidates quickly 
spread anxiety about subliminal techniques beyond the marketplace. What 
worked in selling products might work in politics, as well, sending the 
electorate “goose-stepping to the polls.” “I was frightened by the further 
possibilities of subliminal suggestion,” wrote Rabbi Aaron Gewirtz to the 
New York Times. “Such a weapon in the hand of irresponsible or mali-
cious persons could result in the molding of our social and political atti-
tudes and beliefs to the point where democracy would be a mockery and 
freedom meaningless.”4 The rabbi’s words echoed across the socioeconomic 
spectrum. Mrs. Forest Radcliff of the United Church Women of Southern 
California saw subliminal advertising as a violation of God-given free will, 
“the fundamental principles on which our free society exists.”5 Secularists 
found much to object to, as well. Aldous Huxley condemned subliminal 
messaging as another example of technology run wild. In an interview with 
Mike Wallace’s appropriately titled series Survival and Freedom, he opined 
that subliminal methods made “nonsense of the whole democratic proce-
dure” because “democracy depends on the individual making an intelligent 
and rational choice.”6

Here, then, was an issue on which the right and left of 1950s America 
could agree. Whether one feared Nazi totalitarianism, Godless communism, 
amoral science, or unregulated corporate power, advertising to the uncon-
scious touched a raw nerve with Americans of many political positions. 
Subliminal advertising suddenly brought home the Cold War fear that free-
dom was under siege, but it connected the danger not just to communism 
or fascism. It brought it to the doorstep of American consumer society. Cold 
War liberals had proudly proclaimed that the market and pluralistic politics 
distinguished free world ideals of democracy and individualism from the 
unfree ideologies of the extreme right and left, but subliminal advertising 
shook their faith.

Confronting the Subliminal Menace

Despite calls to ban the practice, subliminal advertising attracted the inter-
est of marketing entrepreneurs and enterprising broadcasters over the next 
year. Popular Science Monthly offered for sale the “Precon TV Projector,” 
which made pictures with a rapidly pulsating light “intermixed with the 
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regular video signals” to create a message the viewer “feels” but does not 
see.7 James Vicary quickly pushed back against critics, declaring that his 
invention was protected by the “freedom to communicate” and threatening 
to take his case to the Supreme Court if anyone blocked his way.8 Given the 
public distaste for commercial advertising on television, some psychologists 
noted, perhaps subliminal messages were a step in the right direction. Being 
dimly perceived or not perceived at all, such messages would relieve the 
viewer of the need to turn off or tune out obnoxious “liminal” commercials.9 
Vicary agreed, pointing out the insufferable nature of so-called regular com-
mercial advertisements: “Just before John kisses Mary some sewer-clearing 
commercial interrupts the show.” “Sometimes I wonder,” he wrote, “how 
many people really watch TV commercials.”10

Advertisers, the source revenue for radio and television, had always suf-
fered from doubt as to whether their commercials reached the intended cus-
tomer. Subliminal techniques promised a way to assuage that doubt without 
massive data collection, probing psychological studies, or open-ended 
advertising budgets. Subliminal technology could “close the loop” between 
message, medium, and consumer—the holy grail of advertising since time 
immemorial. But a closed loop meant a closed mind that could neither see 
nor escape the message.

Prosubliminalists soon lost ground as political opposition geared up. 
Democratic Senator James Wright of Texas introduced a bill calling for a 
fine of $5,000 and thirty days in jail each time a broadcaster aired a sublimi-
nal message. Michigan Republican Charles Potter demanded that the FCC 
protect the public from subliminal propaganda “made to order for the estab-
lishment and maintenance of a totalitarian government.”11 As was often the 
case in the 1950s, a menace to democracy translated into subversion of the 
young. Utah Representative Dawson warned that subliminal advertising 
“might make beer drinkers out of unsuspecting teen-agers,” apparently a 
novel threat to the congressman.12

Lured by the promise of pinpoint advertising but wary of political fall-
out, television broadcasters treated subliminal technology with caution. The 
spread of television to the home had already raised new issues of privacy, 
decency, and protection of the family. What further criticism might sublimi-
nal advertising bring? National broadcasters soon made clear that they would 
rather play it safe. All three networks—NBC, ABC, and CBS—announced 
by December that they would not carry subliminal commercials.13

Still, the technology was just too tempting to resist. With opinion 
polls showing the public evenly divided on subliminal advertising, some 
risk-taking entrepreneurs moved forward.14 In January 1958, producer Hal 
Roach declared that he would use the technique in a feature-length film. 
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He would not sell products, however, but only subliminally heighten the 
emotions of the story. Appropriately enough, the picture was to be entitled 
E.S.P., and Roach engaged a member of the UCLA psychology department 
as a consultant. 15

When national broadcasters backed away, local stations stepped forward. 
Precon Process and Equipment Company delivered the necessary equipment 
for subliminal broadcasting to station KTLA of Los Angeles. Taking the politi-
cal uproar into account, the station promised to inform viewers when sublimi-
nal signals went out. At first, it would only broadcast neutral messages—drive 
safely and support the March of Dimes. Station managers hinted, however, 
that advertising would be added if the early tests panned out.16

Hoping to convince politicians that there was no danger, James Vicary 
broadcast a closed circuit test for the Federal Communications Commission 
in January 1958. As in the New Jersey movie theater, the message was “eat 
popcorn.” It flashed across the screen while the FCC commissioners and sev-
eral congressmen sat in attendance. This time the results were less impressive. 
No one rushed out for a snack, though Congressman Potter of Michigan 
was quoted as saying, “I think I want a hot dog.”17 Further television experi-
ments yielded disappointing results, as well. The Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation ran a test that same month, subliminally projecting the message, 
“telephone now.” Audience reaction was varied—that is, random. Roughly 
51 percent said they felt motivated to do something, though mostly it was to 
get up from the couch to eat. Only one viewer reported she had felt “com-
pelled” to do as directed. 18

Less than a year after subliminal advertising had stirred so much con-
troversy, the fad was on the wane. In March, KTLA canceled its plans, cit-
ing uncertainty of the FCC’s position and a heavy negative response from 
viewers.19 In June, the National Association of Broadcasters amended its 
television code to prohibit the transmission of information by subliminal 
means. 20 By the end of 1958, subliminal advertising was turning into a joke. 
Chevrolet promoted its new cars with a skit featuring Pat Boone and Dinah 
Shore singing a jingle with this verse:

Hey, have you heard the crazy new way
To send a message today?
It’s flashed on a screen, too quick to see
But still you get it subliminally.21

Subliminal advertising had promised to answer the great marketing 
question—how to capture the elusive consumer. Yet broadcasters and adver-
tisers turned and ran from what might seem the ultimate selling technology. 
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Fear of public backlash was part of the reason. But perhaps more important 
was doubt that it actually worked.

The Science of the Subliminal

Subliminal advertising gained credibility in part because it was linked to an 
older and much sounder scientific literature on subliminal perception. As 
early as 1884, studies had shown it possible to elicit measurable responses 
from people exposed to stimuli below the threshold of conscious percep-
tion.22 In 1917, Austrian neurologist Otto Poetzl used a tachistoscope—the 
same device that Vicary deployed in his Fort Lee tests—to flash landscape 
images at subjects for one-hundredth of a second. The next day he asked 
them about their dreams. Some reported details of the landscape slides, lead-
ing Poetzl to conclude that subliminal impressions had been recorded by their 
unconscious minds.23

Before World War II, scientists had answered the question, “do we per-
ceive subliminal stimuli” with a definite “yes.” What effect this had on 
behavior, however, was still in the realm of speculation and fiction. But in 
the 1940s and 1950s, research shifted from subliminal perception to sub-
liminal influence. Studies showed that subliminal messages could affect or 
reinforce states of mind, as when the words “angry” or “happy” were super-
imposed on images of neutral faces. In such experiments, subjects tended to 
ascribe the suggested emotion to the image. 24

Although the new research supported claims for subliminal effects, it 
also undercut theories that people could be controlled or commanded to 
do things they did not want to do. In fact, evidence pointed in the opposite 
direction. People were influenced subconsciously in the same manner and 
direction that they were consciously. Subjects responded to subliminal mes-
sages more strongly when they were already disposed in the direction of the 
message.25 They also reacted most profoundly to the most intense stimuli. 
Indeed, it seemed likely that measured effects were not truly subliminal in 
some cases. To researchers, “subliminal” functioned as a statistical concept—
the limit at which 50 percent of a group consciously perceived a stimulus and 
50 percent did not. This meant that for “strong” subliminal messages—the 
most effective ones—it was almost certain that some people had a liminal 
or conscious perception.26 Dropping the level of intensity down so low 
that no human could perceive the message led to outcomes no better than 
chance. In short, at the very moment when subliminal sales gurus like 
James Vicary were making their pitch to advertisers, research was showing 
that there was nothing special or particularly influential about subliminal 
perception.27
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Not surprisingly, then, efforts to repeat Vicary’s results failed. In 1958, 
the British Broadcasting Corporation flashed for one-twenty-fourth of a sec-
ond the message “Pirie breaks world record,” and then asked viewers to write 
if they had seen anything. The BBC received 430 postcards, 20 correct, 134 
partially correct, though a London newspaper had revealed the contents of 
the message the day after the broadcast, invalidating the results. A more 
exacting repeat of the experiment produced a disappointing outcome of 2 
correct and 15 partially correct responses. Laboratory experiments in care-
fully controlled environments fared even worse. When psychologists showed 
a group of subjects a bowl of rice subliminally named “Wonder Rice,” the 
experimental group did no better than the control group in identifying the 
product’s name.28 Another experiment flashing the word “beef” obtained 
equally insignificant results when the test subjects were asked to choose from 
a tray of beef and other sandwiches.29 Psychologists continued to experi-
ment, but the best study, conducted in 1970, was inconclusive. Tests over the 
years have sometimes generated statistically significant results, but then any 
experiment repeated enough times will yield the occasional statistical outlier 
in a classic “fooled by randomness” manner.30

If there was any doubt about the whole affair, it surely was settled in 
1962, when James Vicary admitted that his original study had been a fabri-
cation. There had been no increase in popcorn or drink sales that night in 
Fort Lee. It was all a hoax to revive the sagging fortunes of his research firm. 
His admission was widely reported in the trade press. 31

Here, one might imagine, the story ends. But it does not. “Subliminal” 
had so thoroughly pervaded the national vocabulary that it had become a 
permanent fixture in discussions of advertising and psychology. In 1963, a 
year after Vicary’s confession, newspapers were inserting the word into any 
story about indirect selling methods. An article in the New York Times, for 
example, reported that insurance companies at the New York World’s Fair 
had employed a “soft sell or subliminal approach,” with pavilions displaying 
a giant screen ticking off the increase in U.S. population second by second to 
remind visitors that insurance was the business of life and death. Subliminal 
had evolved into a substitute for metonymy and metaphor. In other cases, it 
was transformed to mean indirect, as when the Times termed “subliminal” 
the Traveler’s Insurance diorama at the fair displaying two million years of 
human history under the banner “man fights to protect what is his.”32

Between the mid-1960s and mid-1970s, there was a lull in reporting 
on subliminal advertising. Then, from 1975 through 1985, a spate of pro-
vocatively titled books appeared: Subliminal Seduction, Media Sexploitation, 
and The Clam-Plate Orgy. All were authored by Wilson Brian Key, who 
proclaimed that he had uncovered the hidden secret of how “Ad Media” 
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manipulated the public, almost always by infusing messages with subcon-
scious sexual references. Key focused not just on television and the movies 
but on virtually all advertisements, even printed ones, where it would seem 
impossible for a communication to be subliminal. Nonetheless, he found the 
word “sex” minutely inscribed on everything from ice cubes to Ritz Crackers, 
supposedly read and not read at the same time by the consumer.33

Subliminal now mutated into a way to describe how advertising played 
on the prurient interests of a “not so innocent” public. It was, Key pro-
claimed, a vast conspiracy of big corporations and big government to control 
minds.34 Returning to the themes of the Cold War, he wrote, “sublimi-
nal indoctrination may prove more dangerous than nuclear weapons. The 
substitution of cultural fantasies for realities on a massive, worldwide scale 
threatens everyone in this precarious period of human evolution.”35 Sealing 
the deal with circular logic, he scoffed at critics by noting, “advertising agen-
cies would not spend billions of dollars collectively on advertisements using 
such techniques if there were no basis for using them.”36

Key had clearly moved far from the original concept of subliminal adver-
tising. Nonetheless, his books revived interest in the subject. In 1978, police 
in an unnamed Midwestern city tried to apprehend a murderer by placing 
subliminal descriptions of the crime into frames of television news footage. 
A department store in Toronto broadcast subliminal messages to deter shop-
lifters.37 Opinion polls taken in 1983 showed that over three-fourths of the 
public knew about subliminal advertising; of those who knew, a large major-
ity (68 to 85 percent) believed that it was common and effective.38

Another lull followed the appearance of Key’s work before the issue resur-
faced once more, this time in relation to another product of commercial cul-
ture—rock music. Responding to reports that heavy metal bands embedded 
subliminal lyrics into their songs by recording sound backward, legislatures 
in Arkansas, Texas, and Canada moved to ban the practice, known as “back-
masking.”39 When two disaffected teenagers committed suicide in 1985, their 
parents sued the band Judas Priest, claiming that their song “Better by You, 
Better than Me” contained the hidden command “do it” in the lyrics. The 
young rock fans had been listening to their songs while consuming quantities 
of beer and marijuana in the hours leading up to their deaths. At the 1990 
trial, University of Michigan psychologist Howard Shervin concluded that 
subliminal messages could have contributed to the suicides. The band was 
acquitted when the trial judge found insufficient evidence that such messages 
could affect “conduct of this magnitude.” But he also wrote in his summary, 
“subliminals were there,” even if they were only unintentional.40

Claims for the powers of subliminal techniques have continued to appear 
in popular culture down to the present. In the 1990s, New Age entrepreneurs 
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offered for sale subliminal self-help audio and video tapes to expand mem-
ory, heighten sexual prowess, raise self-esteem, improve employee efficiency, 
and even overcome the trauma of sexual abuse. 41 In 2000, the Republican 
Party sought to associate the opposition with negative images by flashing 
the word “Democrat” on the screen in such a way that “rat” was highlight-
ed.42 And finally, in 2004, August Bullock, taking up where his mentor 
Wilson Brian Key had left off, wrote The Secret Sales Pitch: An Overview of 
Subliminal Advertising, which is still in print.

It is not hard to see that periodic outbursts of fear over things sublimi-
nal can be tied to moments of political and cultural anxiety. James Vicary 
appeared on the scene with the nation suffering Cold War fevers over brain-
washing, communist infiltration, UFOs, and nuclear war. The 1970s and 
early 1980s were marked by mistrust of business and government following 
the Vietnam War and Watergate. The back-masking controversy followed in 
the wake of a deep cultural division between the right and left on such mat-
ters as teenage sexuality, drug use, and the virtues of the free market.

Still, across the decades, in different contexts, one consistent refrain 
sounded in all the subliminal controversies—the threat to freedom in an 
American society that placed premier value on individual choice. As recent 
historical scholarship has argued, the politics of postwar America centered 
on citizen consumers. Freedom had become linked to the ability of individu-
als to express their sovereign wants in the marketplace and in the voting 
booth. In this context, subliminal persuasion was indeed a technology of 
unfreedom, for it could threaten individual choice in both places.43

Intellectuals, The Public, and Mass Media

Choice and freedom were linked in Cold War America through the work 
of liberal thinkers who sought to contrast a democratic America with 
fascist and communist nations. Radical ideologies, they argued, yielded 
neither material wealth nor personal freedom. A free American dedicated to 
individualism, however, enjoyed both consumer abundance and democratic 
institutions. Social science acted in service to American society by track-
ing and measuring individual attitudes and beliefs through opinion polls, 
focus groups, community studies, psychological tests, statistics, and surveys. 
It was in this context that subliminal advertising appeared so threatening. It 
put the tools of social science and psychology to the tasks of manipulating 
and controlling individuals.

The subliminal scare was part of a long debate about the persuasive power 
of the new science of advertising and the emerging technologies of mass 
media. In the early twentieth century, social scientists began to question 
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how rational people really were, finding that they could be influenced by 
emotion-laden symbols and carefully crafted messages. This measuring of 
the public and its beliefs was taken up by advertisers starting around World 
War I. They used some of the first opinion polls and conducted statisti-
cal analyses correlating buying habits with conditions of life. Newspapers, 
popular magazines, advertising agencies, manufacturers, and retailers par-
ticipated in this initial wave of market research. In the 1920s, professional 
pollsters such as Daniel Starch, George Gallup, Archibald Crossley, and 
Elmo Roper joined them. Pollsters offered expert advice to advertisers, pro-
ducers, radio broadcasters, newspapers, and others seeking to understand 
what the public wanted.44 Early marketing experts maintained that good 
data connected supply with demand in an efficient and rational manner.45 
But their studies also showed that people consumed goods for emotional 
reasons—to decrease their insecurity, or boost their sense of status, or simply 
to follow what friends and neighbors did. Armed with the tools of behav-
ioral science, advertisers refined their techniques of persuasion and increased 
the accuracy of their predictions.46 No one had demonstrated that advertis-
ing could control what people bought, but the idea of a science of persuasion 
had taken root.

The research on media and persuasion also addressed politics. Like the 
market, politics was seen as an arena of individual choice. In one case, citi-
zens cast votes for the candidates they preferred, and in the other, consumers 
voted with dollars for the goods they desired. Indeed, George Gallup and 
other pollsters moved into political polling only after they had developed 
their techniques in the study of consumers and markets. But whether study-
ing people as consumers or as voters, one had to account for the nonrational 
and emotional. Social scientists in the 1920s thus highlighted the alienation 
of rootless individuals in mass society, the breakdown of community in 
the urban era. As consumers and as citizens, they feared, modern men and 
women would be subject to manipulative influences, the powers of which 
had been starkly revealed in the emotion-laden propaganda of World War I. 
At the same time, social scientists believed that social control, properly exer-
cised by experts, could tamp down dangerous emotions and replace the lost 
community life and social harmony of the past with expertise drawn from 
the sciences of society.47 Thus, the techniques of social research and pub-
lic persuasion, while revealing dangers, also seemed to offer the solution to 
those dangers.

In the 1930s, social investigators had a chance to prove that they could 
benefit society when they served in the programs of the New Deal. They 
found work in the Department of Agriculture’s Division of Program Surveys, 
as well as in a number of other agencies. The Office of War Information 
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tracked public morale and labor attitudes and studied the opinions of offi-
cers and enlisted men. The Department of the Treasury launched effective 
mass campaigns to sell war bonds (in a manner similar to the bond drives 
of World War I). At the Department of Agriculture, Rensis Likert devel-
oped the efficient and low-cost probability sample technique for collecting 
data representative of larger populations before moving on to help found the 
University of Michigan’s Institute for Social Research in 1946.48

After World War II, investigators used these research techniques in a 
broader study of individual motivation to develop a general theory of persua-
sion. This focus on persuasion reflected the memory of fascist and communist 
propaganda in the 1930s and 1940s. Mussolini and Hitler had successfully 
deployed radio broadcasts and propaganda films to foment nationalism and 
create cults of the leader. Indeed, similar media techniques were used in 
Franklin Roosevelt’s fireside chats, if to different ends. From mass rallies in 
Nuremberg to bond drives across the United States, propaganda proved a 
powerful device for organizing and motivating large audiences.49 Theodor 
Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and other members of the Frankfurt School con-
cluded that alienation and anomie resulting from relentless capitalism and 
soulless modernity had warped people, making them susceptible to irra-
tional appeals. Popular indictments of the weak-willed masses appeared 
in books such as The Authoritarian Personality (1950). Respected scholars 
Seymour Martin Lipset and Richard Hofstadter condemned working-class 
authoritarianism and populist paranoia, arguing that the population of the 
United States was hardly immune to mass media manipulation.50 If persua-
sion were not carefully monitored, postwar citizen consumers might be led 
down the path of authoritarian politics, into a maze of mindless consump-
tion, or both.51

Although wartime experiences and early postwar writings had primed 
social thinkers to fear the power of persuasion, a spate of new research on 
advertising and media surprisingly suggested that perhaps there was nothing 
to fear after all. A group of liberal American sociologists argued that people 
were more resistant to propaganda and less easily manipulated than com-
monly thought. The entire premise of behavioral psychology, which viewed 
individuals as empty vessels reacting to stimuli, came under scrutiny, as did 
assumptions of rootlessness and alienation under capitalism. The central 
figure in this rethinking was Paul Lazarsfeld.

Born in Vienna in 1901, Lazarsfeld had moved to America before the 
Anschluss, traveling the country on a Rockefeller grant and working for the 
Federal Emergency Relief Administration between 1933 and 1935. After a 
stint at the National Youth Administration, he set up a research center at the 
University of Newark (now Rutgers, Newark). Forming a connection with 
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public opinion specialist Hadley Cantril at Princeton, Lazarsfeld managed 
the Rockefeller-funded Princeton Radio Project, which studied the social 
impact of that relatively new medium. The project housed a veritable “who’s 
who” of mid-twentieth-century media studies: Cantril, Theodor Adorno, 
psychologist Gordon Allport, and future CBS president Frank Stanton.52

Lazarsfeld was uniquely situated to manage this research. In Vienna, he 
had undertaken one of the first attempts to measure radio-listening audi-
ences. His participation in the classic community study Die Arbeitslosen 
von Marienthal (1932) had also introduced him to the devastation wrought 
on working-class culture by the Great Depression. His own works of social 
inquiry borrowed techniques from market research to investigate why 
workers chose the political alliances they did. It was a question, Lazarsfeld 
admitted, asked with an eye toward developing more appealing promotional 
materials for the socialists in the same manner that advertisers tested cam-
paigns for products. Eventually, Lazarsfeld moved his research shop to New 
York and secured an appointment at Columbia University, where he contin-
ued for the rest of his career. 53

Through the 1950s, the focus of Lazarsfeld’s work was on politics and 
media, using both field and quantitative methods, but framed by action 
theory (in German, Handlungstheorie), which had close connections to the 
methods and questions of market research. In Lazarsfeld’s view, one “could 
hardly find better material than [advertising] to develop systematic knowl-
edge,” since the analysis of consumer actions “goes far beyond its commer-
cial implications into general problems of human behavior.”54 The action 
framework was equally valid for politics. Voting and buying could both be 
conceived of as short-term strategic decisions responding to innate prefer-
ences and immediate environment.55 In contrast to the behavioral approach 
advocated by psychologists such as Edward Bernays and John Watson a gen-
eration before, action theory gave much more attention to objectives, mean-
ings, and social situations. It connected people’s decisions to the way they 
thought and reasoned.

In 1955, Lazarsfeld and coauthor Elihu Katz published Personal Influence: 
The Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications. A culmina-
tion of decades of research on media and mind, it made a strikingly different 
case from the common wisdom on what influenced the public. Research in 
the 1930s and 1940s had warned of “media effects,” seeing people as passive 
subjects of powerful media technologies; Lazarsfeld and Katz argued that 
media influence was less direct, its persuasion less manipulative than earlier 
critics had feared. Friends, neighbors, family, and trusted community lead-
ers spread information and provided validation and credibility for messages, 
which were actively discussed and debated by citizens, not passively received. 
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Media critics, Katz and Lazarsfeld argued, “had in mind . . . an atomistic 
mass of millions of readers, listeners, and movie-goers prepared to receive 
the Message . . . and [saw] every Message as a direct and powerful stimulus 
to action which would elicit immediate response.” This could only be true 
in a society “characterized by an amorphous social organization and a pau-
city of interpersonal relations.”56 Such a society had long been decried by 
modernity’s detractors, but Katz and Lazarsfeld found that people still lived 
in communities, still placed their faith in institutions, and still belonged to 
groups (though not clearly defined classes, as Marxists argued). “No longer 
can mass media research be content with a random sample of disconnected 
individuals as respondents . . . Respondents must be studied within the con-
text of the group or groups to which they belong. . . .”57

Lazarsfeld and Katz drew on the findings of human relations expert 
Elton Mayo from the 1920s and 1930s. In his famous “Hawthorne Studies,” 
undertaken at Western Electric, Mayo had discovered that workers were not 
isolated individuals ground down by the speed and pace of industrial work. 
Rather, he uncovered at the Hawthorne plant in Chicago a hidden world of 
social order and meaning among the workers. Managers desiring to influ-
ence worker performance had to operate through this shop-floor culture and 
attune their incentives to its norms and values. Lazarsfeld and Katz took this 
insight a step further, arguing—against the beliefs of their peers—that pri-
mary groups still mattered in the mid-twentieth century. They moved the 
discussion from the site of work and production to the home, community, 
and site of consumption.58 Like Mayo, they found that group relationships 
and a gemeinschaftliche or collective sort of culture adhered even in a modern 
society. 59

Personal Influence eschewed the sort of structural analysis that engaged 
the Frankfurt School. It argued against the position that industrial life was 
inherently alienating, consumption inevitably unfulfilling. Consumption 
need not be empty or inauthentic if individuals had the ability to sort infor-
mation and make their own choices.60

Although Lazarsfeld had determined that neither politics nor consump-
tion were under imminent threat from mass propaganda, there was still 
room for improvement. Should individuals find their wants frustrated and 
desires unfulfilled, they might once again succumb to irrational appeals and 
radical ideologies. In line with other postwar liberals, Lazarsfeld believed 
that the methods of social research could prevent such an outcome through 
their wise application in managing social problems and curing social ills.61 
As Mayo used what he learned in the bank wiring room to promote a human 
relations approach to labor management, so now would social scientists use 
insights about communications to improve the efficiency of consumption.
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Corporations, Consumption, and Market Surveillance

Consumption became a major focus of post–World War II social inquiry, 
as Keynesian economic theory emphasized the consumer as the engine of 
growth. While the macroeconomy might be largely in the hands of govern-
ment, business itself had direct, day-to-day contact with consumers and, 
therefore, the sites of sales and purchases. Adopting the new techniques for 
understanding communications and behavior, firms could claim to be doing 
their part in keeping up consumer demand with enticing appeals and cheery, 
optimistic sales campaigns that boosted consumer confidence. Seen this 
way, advertising and commercial messages took on positive roles in society.

“A satisfied people is a stagnant people,” declared Du Pont executive J. W. 
McCoy in 1949. Job one was the cultivation of demand, a responsibility of 
businessmen, who constituted the “trained professional army of peace that 
fights for a higher standard of living against want.”62 Auxiliaries in this army 
included sociologists and anthropologists, who moved between business, 
government, and university.63 Du Pont, for example, employed sociologist 
John Dollard to study scripts for the company-sponsored television drama 
Cavalcade, seeking to uncover how the “dramatic effects of stories worked 
in the minds of viewers.” Depending on the script and its “reward scope,” 
the company would produce appropriate advertisements for the episode’s 
target audience. Thus, the story “How to Raise a Boy,” set in a rural locale, 
offered possibilities “among farmers and the groups which are interested in 
the agricultural community.” Du Pont’s advertising agency worked with the 
Grasselli Division, which made fertilizers and plant foods, placing adver-
tisements for the upcoming episode in other media—Better Farming, Milk 
News Weekly—and hosting screenings before 4-H Clubs, Future Farmers 
of America, and the USDA. People might well get their information from 
groups and respond to opinion makers, but there was no reason a firm could 
not tap those outlets to enhance mass media persuasion, as well. 64

Using “depth psychology,” freelance consultant Ernest Dichter asserted 
that he could teach advertisers and marketing managers how to read the pub-
lic, and could show them how to design products, packages, and advertis-
ing displays that appealed to hidden consumer wants and desires. Although 
he eschewed quantitative analysis, Dichter followed his former statistics 
teacher Lazarsfeld in regarding all social phenomena as amenable to the 
same research methods. “Buying [is] one of the major activities in modern 
life . . .” Dichter wrote, “which allows to a very high degree the expression of 
individual preferences . . . very often representative for [the consumer’s] whole 
personality.” Or as he pithily summed up, “tell me how you buy and I will 
tell you who you are,” a rhetorical formulation he would rework numerous 
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times in his career.65 The reverse was presumably also true. Once someone 
was thoroughly studied, it would be easy to figure out what they wanted. 
Dichter’s motivational research lab used visual stimuli and role playing so 
that the respondent revealed “his real emotions and feelings,” which deter-
mined his preferences. 66

Although Dichter emphasized individual psychology in vaguely Freudian 
terms, his work nonetheless spoke directly to the concerns about social 
structure and social integration that stood behind Lazarsfeld’s synthesis 
on persuasion. Motivational research sought to understand the hows and 
whys of consumption in the context of everyday American life—the super-
market, the suburban household—where it acquired meaning. Dichter, like 
Lazarsfeld, Dollard, and other postwar liberals, emphasized the healthy 
integration of individuals within their social roles, not the alienation and 
loneliness of one-dimensional men and women. Good advertising based on 
scientific market research would serve “to reduce the amount of thought, 
effort, [and] waste[d] motion” in order to lighten the “emotionally exhaust-
ing process of choice and shopping.”67 In the same manner that human 
relations experts had lessened labor conflict in the age of production, so 
would marketing experts soften tensions and smooth anxieties in the age of 
consumption.

This therapeutic view of consumption reflected Dichter and the others’ 
belief that people faced life choices fraught with anxiety. Modern men and 
women “need to feel that they have roots and stability in a dynamic and 
dangerous world,” Dichter wrote.68 The problem facing consumers was less 
making choices than being convinced they had made good ones. Men read 
more advertisements after a big purchase like a car than before.69 Women, 
“liv[ing] in an era of unprecedented change” confronted the “exciting—
although occasionally frightening—feeling of being a part of the march 
of progress.” Her mental position, Dichter advised, should be “reflected in 
store displays, product designs and advertising.”70

The looming danger that social scientists perceived in the 1950s was that 
unresolved emotions and hidden aggressions would foster the authoritarian 
personality. Psychological conflicts, uncertainty, and the chaos of ordinary 
life would lead people into the hands of demagogues who offered comfort-
ing but dangerous political ideologies. With Joseph McCarthy dominating 
the airwaves, it was not hard to see such dangers. Dichter wrote as though 
Americans lived on a razor’s edge of joyful consumption, at any moment 
about to fall into the depths of fear and alienation. People needed a “well 
organized, clearly spelled out world. . . . Every little brick which is at the right 
place in this world, is a parcel of their feeling of security. Change the place 
of one brick, and they feel threatened.”71
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Social theories of persuasion and motivation told advertisers how to make 
consumption a fulfilling and elevating experience. It was not just a matter 
of getting people to buy more, though Keynesian economic policy certainly 
required that. It was getting them to choose goods that produced psycho-
logical as well as material satisfactions. The economic need for confident 
consumers met the psychological need for satisfying consumption. Through 
the goods they purchased and the meanings they attached to those goods, 
people would actualize their highest potential.

The emphasis on persuasion thus required, indeed justified, closer sur-
veillance of the consumer. Ignorance yielded poor messages that missed the 
deeper meanings of products. Dichter frequently described his technique 
as offering “x-ray insight” into the real motivations, the true feelings of 
the buying public.72 New methods of social research and new technologies 
made it possible to train a powerful lens on consumers. With the expansion 
of media, business acquired the potential to, as a Du Pont marketing execu-
tive put it, “draw a true bead on the heart of the consuming public.”73

Since the 1920s, market researchers had recognized that mass media 
both enabled the wider dissemination of messages and served as a gate-
way into the public mind. Radio, for example, permitted sellers to better 
predict the relationship between money spent on advertising campaigns 
and the resulting messages received by the public. Taking advantage of 
the relatively high diffusion of telephones in the United States, polling 
experts conducted audience surveys immediately following broadcasts. 
They asked respondents what advertisements they had heard and what they 
remembered about the products advertised. By the 1950s, such techniques 
were being applied to television audiences in an even more efficient man-
ner.74 Probability sampling and the near universal diffusion of telephones 
reduced the size and cost of a valid sample, while direct dialing made it 
possible to mechanize the process of calling. Sociologists and psychologists 
closed the loop by penetrating the mind of the viewer, feeding back to adver-
tisers and marketers the information they needed to design effective cam-
paigns and sponsor attractive programs—giving them more bang for the 
advertising buck.75

The Seduction of the Subliminal

In the optimistic 1950s, good sales techniques and methodologically similar 
social research were seen as offering the scientific expertise necessary to pro-
tect democracy, promote individualism, and keep the economy percolating. 
But like nuclear weapons, the thing that kept Americans safe and free could 
also destroy them or demand unquestioning obedience. Were motivational 
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researchers like Dichter merely helping producers give consumers what 
they wanted? Or were they tilting the playing field so that producers had 
the power to negate consumer choice? The point of marketing techniques 
that probed the unconscious mind, after all, was to get below the surface 
to something the consumer was unaware of. Meeting unexpressed wants 
might be the highest form of service, or it might simply be a way to foist 
on people goods they did not need. Critics from different political posi-
tions such as William Whyte, Andrew Hacker, Vance Packard, C. Wright 
Mills, Joseph Wood Krutch, and Frederick Hayek condemned the methods 
of mainstream social scientists as serving up “predictable man.” Probing the 
minds of workers and consumers did not make them free; it rendered them 
pliable and accepting of the status quo.76

Subliminal advertising arrived on the scene in the middle of this debate. 
Herein lay the source of all the anxiety over this one highly questionable, 
indeed likely fraudulent, technique. It stepped beyond the legitimate state of 
the art in ways that excited the deepest fears of an American society uncer-
tain about the fate of freedom and individuality in the modern world. By 
promising a way to reach directly into the consumer’s mind, it upended 
the claims made about the virtues of social investigation applied to mar-
keting and advertising. Optimists like Lazarsfeld and Dichter had argued 
that persuasion worked through the social system to promote healthy and 
functional consumption. Subliminal advertising, pessimists now countered, 
showed clearly that what producers really wanted was a way to circumvent 
social groups and psychological meanings to make consumers predictable 
and controllable. It might have been a myth that people could be reached 
subliminally, but it was too powerful a myth to ignore.

Market research once deemed legitimate now had to contend with the 
“ghost” of subliminal advertising. “Many seem to think that there is a strong 
link associating motivation research with subliminal advertising,” noted 
Bertrand Klass of the Market Planning Corporation. Claims that motiva-
tional research “is capable of reaching into the unconscious for more com-
plete explanations of human behavior,” Klass pointed out, quickly turned 
to fear that it could “reach into one’s unconscious mind to influence his 
behavior.” 77 The relationship between subliminal methods and the then 
new medium of television was especially troubling. As Ernest Dichter, wrote 
“When the public tunes in to a half hour television show it does so because 
the show itself has a very specific appeal and offers specific gratification. We 
want to capitalize on this psychologically ‘captive’ audience.”78 A captive 
audience responding to cleverly formulated emotional appeals was, in the 
public mind, very close to a captive audience under the control of hidden 
subliminal messages.79
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The debate about subliminal advertising revealed a deep unease over 
the state of America’s market-driven, consumer democracy. Postwar liber-
als like Paul Lazarsfeld had made strong claims that persuasion was not 
nearly as powerful, propaganda not nearly so effective as more radical critics 
such as the Frankfurt School had argued. But such claims seemed much 
weaker when new technologies were on offer to reach directly into the mind 
to control behavior and desire. It no longer seemed so safe to assume that 
American-style capitalism could supply a healthy way to actualize human 
potential through consumption, as optimists such as Ernest Dichter had 
maintained. Expert knowledge, vital to the effective working of a functional 
liberal social order, was being tarnished by ghost images of thought control 
and brainwashing. Subliminal advertising, true or not, had introduced new 
doubts that social science was merely the selfless servant of mankind or that 
communications and consumption could reinforce, rather than undermine, 
the liberal democratic order.
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CHAPTER 11

Gender Realignment: The Design 
and Marketing of Gas Stations 

for Women*

Greg Donofrio

In the late 1970s, Max Yavno captured a nighttime scene of a young 
woman refueling a car, bent slightly forward at the waist, her left arm 
akimbo in the gas-pumping equivalent of classical art’s contrapposto 

pose. A commercial photographer who turned to artistic work near the end 
of his life, Yavno was known to have a special affinity for female models, a 
keen interest in women’s styles and trends.1 He carefully chose the subject 
and her retail setting to communicate a distinct assertion: women were now 
pumping their own gas.

Yavno’s photograph, Self-Service, 1980, documents a new commercial 
landscape, a recent marketing innovation, and an American cultural phe-
nomenon.2 All were widely acknowledged at the time but have since become 
largely taken for granted (figure 11.1). Self-service gas stations are now ubiq-
uitous in most places in the United States.3 Yet, when Yavno framed his 
photograph, pumping one’s own gas represented a radical departure from 
the service-oriented marketing that had long been considered integral to a 
station’s brand, reputation, and sales strategy. Asked in 1970 to comment 
on the growing self-serve phenomenon, president of American Oil Blaine 
Yarrington stated: “I really don’t believe there is a large segment of the con-
suming public that desires to put in their own gasoline and oil.”4 Major oil 
companies that operated tens or hundreds of brand-name gasoline stations 
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across the nation were physically, economically, and psychologically com-
mitted to the status quo. They envisioned consumers who demanded assis-
tance with windshield washing, oil checking, and other services promoted 
in station advertising.5

Executives who clung to the full-service paradigm in the 1970s were 
guilty of what academic marketing specialists referred to as the oil indus-
try’s “marketing myopia,” a nearsighted attention to selling gasoline and the 
traditional line of automotive products. The influential Harvard Business 
School Professor Theodore Levitt argued that effective marketing looked 
“downstream” from the oil fields, beyond the immediate goals of the pro-
ducer and retailer, to focus on the needs and desires of consumers.6 This 
included the entire constellation of details that influenced the customer’s 
perception of, and experience at, gas stations.

Yavno’s photograph recorded the new gas station experience, providing 
evidence of what Good Housekeeping confirmed for its predominantly female 
readership in 1978: “Pumping your own gasoline at the service station is 
the ‘in’ thing to do.”7 It was easy, economical, acceptable, and perhaps even 
fashionable. Other national news sources were less sanguine in their assess-
ment of self-service as a marketing innovation whose popularity transformed 

Figure 11.1 Self-Service, 1980, by Max Yavno
Source: Gift of Albert A. Dorskind, Class of 1943. Photography courtesy of the Herbert F. 
Johnson Museum of Art, Cornell University.
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the design of gas stations and the experience of patronizing one. In 1977, 
beneath a captioned photograph of two “girls playing fill-it-yourself,” Time 
magazine reported on the new era of the “No-Service Station,” lamenting 
that motorists could no longer expect to be greeted by a helpful employee 
who would fill the tank and wipe the windshield.8 Self-service was “becom-
ing a way of life for more and more Americans,” wrote U.S. News and World 
Report in the autumn of 1975.9

In contrast to executives like Yarrington who initially resisted the new 
trend were media analysis and independent station owners who traced the 
inspiration for self-service gas sales back to the modern “supermarket sales 
method.”10 Self-service grocery stores were first pioneered in 1916 by the 
Piggy Wiggly chain of Memphis, Tennessee. The concept was subsequently 
refined and expanded into supermarkets around Los Angeles in the late 
1920s, which were then widely disseminated throughout the country by 
the 1950s.11 Comparing the new self-service gas stations to more established 
supermarkets was logical in that they shared similar economic and opera-
tional characteristics.12 However, shopping for food was traditionally con-
sidered a female-gendered activity, and it was marketed accordingly.13 From 
the perspective of traditional gender associations, supermarkets and gas sta-
tions could hardly have been more dissimilar.

The transition from full- to self-service gasoline sales required substantial 
modifications to the designs of stations, pumps, and marketing strategies. 
Behind each of these design decisions was an array of assumptions about 
gas stations as facilities zoned by gender where certain spaces, tasks, and 
products were traditionally associated with either masculinity or feminin-
ity. Beginning in the late 1960s and continuing throughout the 1970s, an 
almost exclusively male oil industry openly debated a series of gender-based 
questions with serious implications for how it would implement the transi-
tion to self-service gasoline marketing. Was a woman willing to pump her 
own gas? Was she technically capable of doing so? How could gas be mar-
keted without service, especially to women?

This chapter examines how changing gender ideals shaped the design 
and marketing of self-service gas stations. The oil industry produced, rein-
forced, and often intentionally manipulated gender ideologies through gas 
station design and petroleum industry advertising and marketing.14 Gender 
is understood throughout this analysis as a cultural construct that influ-
ences the structure of social and economic relationships and the associations 
people have to physical places and artifacts. Borrowing from historians Nina 
Lerman, Arwen Mohun, and Ruth Oldenziel, gender is broadly defined here 
“as a set of ideas about maleness and femaleness and the shifting bound-
aries between them.”15 Indeed, because gender is malleable, historically 
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contingent, and socially constructed, it is an effective tool for influencing 
markets, with very real material and economic consequences for both men 
and women.

The primary subjects of this chapter are the marketing and design of self-
service gas stations built in the United States from the mid-1960s through 
the end of the 1970s. Because the gender ideals that influenced the design 
and marketing of these stations developed over many decades, however, this 
analysis begins much earlier, before World War I, when the petroleum indus-
try first recognized women as a powerful block of consumers. Developing 
strategies to attract this hitherto unacknowledged market segment presented 
a new set of challenges.

The realization that a growing number of women were driving cars in 
the first two decades of the twentieth century both surprised and con-
fused the oil industry. There was initially no data to suggest how to make 
gasoline or automobile service attractive to women. The predominantly 
male oil industry assumed cars were driven by men who all shared at least 
some degree of two supposedly masculine traits: knowledge of mechanics 
and a universal appreciation for engine performance. Thus, most market-
ing strategies emphasized quality fuels and expert service. Based on deeply 
embedded American cultural values and notions of femininity, however, 
oilmen concluded that women did not share these traits or desires. Oilmen 
were not unique in their assumption that the proper place for women was 
in the home, where her scope of expertise was limited to cooking, clean-
ing, child care, and other household duties.16 These gender norms remained 
largely intact until the feminist movement of the late 1960s and early 
1970s, just as self-service was becoming the predominant mode of gasoline 
marketing.

Oilmen looked to a variety of personal and institutional sources of infor-
mation when designing strategies for marketing to women. In the first half 
of the twentieth century, independent station owners often relied on their 
own gendered intuitions about the fundamental nature of women. Or they 
turned to their wives for advice, as they were encouraged to do by industry 
periodicals. Following World War II, publishers, advertising companies, and 
market-research firms increasingly promoted their services as experts about 
what women thought, feared, and desired. As the petroleum industry gradu-
ally consumed these data and services at various levels from the corporate 
executive to the station owner, assumptions about feminine dexterity, style, 
and comfort were built into the physical artifacts and cultural milieu of 
the gas station. The seemingly objective and methodologically sophisticated 
postwar market research supplemented, but never fully replaced, the earlier 
sources of informal knowledge and personal intuition.
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Women also worked alongside men at gas stations throughout the twen-
tieth century as mechanics and pump attendants, and in various other 
capacities. In light of this fact, it seems odd, in retrospect, that the oil indus-
try feared women would be unable to operate self-service pumps. However, 
men and women were assigned to different jobs under changing circum-
stances. This was another important way in which femininity and mascu-
linity were socially constructed—through actions, design, and marketing. 
The questions surrounding the adoption of self-service in the 1970s were a 
continuation of decades-long debates about the gendered basis of technical 
competence, comfort, and consumption.

The Power of the Purse

The buying power of women consumers gradually came to the attention of 
gasoline retailers in the late 1920s. Readers of Petroleum Age were exhorted 
to “Look out for the Woman Customer—She may Rule the Market,” noting 
that over a million automobiles were registered in women’s names and that 
half of all families with a car had a woman driver.17 However, marketing to 
women was considered a waste by many male station owners, who assumed 
that women were unlikely to purchase gasoline and were incapable of mak-
ing decisions about automobile service. The first of these assumptions was 
gradually dispelled by market research conducted in the decades before 
World War II. One of these early studies, initiated in the late 1920s by a 
national oil company, concluded that women were the direct buyers—or 
influenced the selection—of at least half of all gas and oil purchased at 
service stations.18 According to one oil-merchandising expert writing for 
Petroleum Age in the late 1920s, it was a woman’s “natural instinct to be a 
shopper”; the only question that remained was how to anticipate her particu-
lar automotive-service needs and desires.19

Marketing experts drew the buying power of women into sharper focus 
after World War II using more analytical research techniques. By survey-
ing over “300 authorities,” such as women’s clubs and department stores, 
researchers from the Hearst Corporation’s Magazines Marketing Division 
were able to “crystallize authoritative opinion of women’s influence” in more 
than 200 product categories, including gas and oil. Hearst confirmed that 
women influenced the purchase of 56 percent of gas and oil and as much as 
75 percent of automobiles. This was particularly true in the suburbs, where 
men often commuted to work by train or bus, leaving the family car at home 
for women to use for maintaining the household.20

As much as men in the oil industry came to view women as an economic 
opportunity for service station owners, however, these men also looked upon 
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women as an “enigma,” a capricious sort of puzzle. “The problem of how to 
treat women motorists becomes more acute year after year,” the marketing 
department of Petroleum Week advised the journal’s readers in 1959, noting 
that the number of female motorists swelled from 15 million to 35 million 
in the past decade.21 On the one hand, the problem was that little useful 
data had been collected to suggest what women wanted. As late as 1959, 
Petroleum Week could claim that no major oil company had ever conducted 
a separate study of female service-station consumers. On the other hand, 
marketers increasingly described women themselves as problematic custom-
ers, a segment of consumers who were fundamentally different than men. 
“Men have always tried to appeal to women,” its writers joked. “But oil mar-
keters haven’t quite agreed on how to appeal to women drivers—or even how 
much effort and money they should spend in trying.” Marketers preferred 
to envision the public as a monolithic block of shoppers with consistent 
patterns of consumption on which national marketing campaigns could be 
based. They were frustrated by women, whom they considered “intimately 
personal,” “emotional,” and “less predictable than men.”22 Marketing men 
at Chevron were only able to come up with advertisements, promotional 
strategies, and survey instruments that they hoped would “get to a woman’s 
psyche.”23

The oil industry talked about wanting to know the “buying habits and 
idiosyncrasies of women motorists,” so that it could “cater to the whims 
and fancies” of its female customers. But such language suggested that mar-
keting men considered women fickle and, therefore, beyond the point of 
systematic understanding.24 Still, they had to try. As the president of Coast 
Oil in San Jose, California, readily admitted, “women run men,” and this 
personal insight was the key to his business strategy. “Women handle the 
purse strings,” Richards said, “and everything we do is for them.”25

 “New Money” and the “Calls of Nature”

To attract female consumers, gas retailers had to overcome a dual obstacle: 
advertising media that strongly associated service stations with masculinity, 
and marketers worried that the technical jargon, smells, and residues sur-
rounding these places offended women. Service stations were “a man’s world 
of grease, gas, and gears,” according to one woman’s testimonial captured in 
a Chevron television advertisement from the 1960s.26 The petroleum indus-
try developed a series of station enhancements, operational procedures, and 
marketing approaches to make women feel welcome and comfortable in this 
foreign environment. In doing so, the men behind these decisions relied on 
their own perspectives of what was important to women. Recurring themes 
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included domesticity, cleanliness, and aesthetics, all of which were first 
brought together in the form of a toilet.

Blanche Stuart Scott had solved what she referred to in 1910 as the “prob-
lem of a toidy break” by having a blacksmith in Wyoming drill a hole in 
the floorboard of her Willys-Overland. The opening accommodated a rubber 
hose attached to a stomach pump purchased at a drug store, forming a con-
traption into which she and her female copilot could urinate while driving. 
Scott was halfway through what would become only the second cross-country 
automobile endurance test completed by a woman. Her invention was neces-
sary because every time she and her copilot stopped by the side of the road to 
relieve themselves, the mostly male press entourage would gather to see if they 
needed assistance with the car.27 Discretion was difficult under these circum-
stances. Toilets were few and far between on the road in those days, when gas 
stations consisted of no more than a pump at the edge of the street.

One of the first articles to extol the marketing benefits of a proper wom-
en’s restroom, written in 1920, struck a number of gendered tones that would 
resonate throughout the remainder of the century. First, it established that 
men were “mostly off on women’s likes and dislikes.” Second, the writer 
observed that many station owners considered women “a nuisance” because 
they were by nature “totally unmechanical.” As a result, their trips to ser-
vice stations were often only for small, unprofitable adjustments, not major 
repairs. Third and most importantly, the male author openly conceded that, 
while all women were not identical, they nevertheless shared enough similari-
ties to suggest an effective marketing approach. He concluded, “A woman 
must always be handled psychologically.” Garagemen were encouraged to 
leverage women’s “sentimentality in little ways,” making small physical mod-
ifications and operational gestures that female customers would perceive as 
major enhancements. One of these enhancements was addressed through the 
careful design of the women’s restroom, or “parlor.”28

Of course, men appreciated toilets, too, and service stations almost always 
had them. They were provided for the male employees and were therefore 
located within the garage in a corner of the service area, often tucked in next 
to the work benches. Upon request, the public were often welcome to use 
these facilities. Women, however, were said to find toilets located within the 
service area an awkward, socially uncomfortable arrangement.29 Moreover, 
these facilities were frequently described as exceptionally dirty. Despite pre-
vailing American inhibitions that made it “taboo . . . to talk about toilets” 
in the first half of the twentieth century, the petroleum industry called on 
station owners to provide proper public restrooms.30 “Surely, human needs 
are at least as important as automobile needs,” wrote the civic-minded 
proprietor of a service station in Detroit.31
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Women were thought to desire cleanliness, but stations owners were also 
encouraged to consider a woman’s sense of style. Having already established 
that men were ignorant of (not to mention insensitive to) women’s needs 
and desires, Tom Wilder, an editor of Motor Age, advised station owners to 
“call in an expert,” a wife or secretary, perhaps.32 This was what counted as 
market research in 1920. While details might vary, the male editor asserted 
that “women like comfort, beauty, harmony of color, pleasing contrasts and 
arrangements of details.” Drawings created by Wilder, who in the 1920s fre-
quently surveyed and illustrated emerging trends in station design, showed 
a parlor featuring rugs, framed art, furniture, and leaded-glass windows in 
the Arts and Crafts style popular at that time. A key point in this design 
process, which he repeated in a number of different ways, was to “ make [the 
restroom] the way she would like it rather than the way you think she would 
like it if she thinks the way you do.” In other words, real effort was required. 
Guesswork and male intuition were inadequate. The garageman’s success 
would depend upon his faculties as “a detective or investigator.” The insinu-
ation was that women were a mystery. But cracking their codes was worth a 
man’s while because, if the result was suitably attractive, a woman customer 
might call her friend to join her for a visit in the station’s parlor and—who 
knows?—they might purchase something of value.33

Ultimately, financial interests aligned with public interests where rest-
rooms were concerned. “Now that tens of millions of our population are 
on the move every day in conveyances that heighten the calls of nature,” 
the editor of National Petroleum News (NPN) admonished station owners 
to no longer let their toilets be “an embarrassing liability.” To do so was an 
opportunity squandered. Restrooms could be a valuable promotional asset, 
“a way to arouse the public’s esteem for the oil industry.” Public expectations 
were also said to be rising as a result of increased exposure to new sanitation 
equipment installed in modern office buildings, hotels, and private homes.34

At the beginning of the 1920s, oilmen seized on the notion that provid-
ing a separate restroom for women was the surest way to get them into a ser-
vice station. While it might not have been clear exactly what women wanted 
by way of services or advertising promotions, station owners certainly 
appreciated the anatomical differences between men and women. Restroom 
enhancements would remain a central feature of advertising and marketing 
gasoline stations to women for the remainder of the century. From the 1920s 
until just before the beginning of the women’s movement of the 1960s, mar-
ket researchers invoked pseudoscientific explanations of how, compared to 
men, a “woman’s physical delicateness” made her innately “more sensitive to 
neatness and order.” Men were unfazed, as if by natural adaptation, to the 
“odors and grease stains” of the service station.35
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America’s first service station specifically designed for and marketed to 
women opened in 1930 on a busy corner in Washington, D.C. A metal 
plaque prominently affixed just to the right of the front door announced its 
formal dedication to the “service of women motorists.” The facility’s design, 
reportedly the product of months spent studying gasoline merchandising, 
featured a spacious lounge touted as a major selling point. It occupied a 
third of the overall station building. Cleanliness was again considered one 
of a woman’s greatest desires, but here was a unique twist. When a woman 
customer needed change, she was given “only new money, coin or currency,” 
which was obtained each day directly from the U.S. Treasury Department 
only a few blocks away. Automobile attendants were instructed to tell the 
station cashier whether the change was for a man or a woman; men received 
“‘run of the till’ money in change.”36

The perceived importance of cleanliness to women was amplified in 
response to a venereal disease scare that swept the nation in the late 1930s.37 
As the federal government launched a nationwide campaign against VD, 
Good Housekeeping urged women to “forget their modesty” and join a move-
ment to “crusade for clean restrooms.”38 Women were bombarded in the 
1920s and 1930s by advertising, marketing, and other media that reinforced 
the importance of hygiene and highlighted the many products and processes 
available to help maintain clean homes, safe children, and sanitary bodies.39 
In this context, women were not merely considered sensitive to, or offended 
by, dirty toilets; they had an “innate fear” of them, according to an author 
prominently identified as a doctor’s wife, writing in NPN.40

The petroleum industry capitalized on these anxieties by turning what 
might have been a public relations problem into a marketing opportunity, 
one specially tailored to the coveted female demographic. Standard Oil 
Company’s internal marketing department used its own publication, Esso 
Dealer, to advise station owners that an easy and effective way to attract 
new business was to advertise clean restrooms. Circulars printed to pro-
mote the campaign featured a young woman climbing into a man’s car as 
she commented on her experience with the “cleanest restroom” (figure 11.2). 
Beneath the illustration, a caption linked restrooms and automobile care by 
indicating that the bathroom was cleaned for its user’s protection, just as 
Esso protects cars with high-quality service.41 Together, the graphic and text 
completed the marketing message: women appreciated the bathroom, while 
male drivers recognized skillful automobile mechanics.

Although Esso stressed that its campaign was successful without costly 
new stations or restroom modernization—only diligent use of soap and 
water were required—the Davidson Enamel Company’s advertisement in 
NPN promoted installation of its Veos wall tile as a sure way to amplify 
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sales. The gasoline industry was itself the intended audience for the adver-
tisement. The vignette illustrating a mother helping her young daughter out 
of the family car, however, clearly indicated that women were still the final 
target of the tile’s installation, which was shown in a dramatic before-and-
after photographic sequence.42

Not to be outdone by Esso, Associated Oil Company used “advertising 
directed ‘For Women Only’” to ask what would be most pleasing to female 
motorists because women knew their own desires best. Clean restrooms 
ranked high as a survey response, which led Associated to craft its “Certified 
Clean Comfort Stations” program. Associated skillfully used the image of a 
young female nurse to imply exactly who was certifying its service stations 
(figure 11.3). In the context of the times, the image had a triple-layered 
meaning: women were considered innately clean, the reference to nurses 
evoked the sanitary environment of a hospital setting, and the nurse was a 
potent antidote offsetting widespread fear of venereal disease.43

Figure 11.2 Marketing clean restrooms at Esso gas stations
Source: “Dealers Offered Advertising Helps to Feature Clean Toilets,” National Petroleum 
News, May 25, 1938, 39.
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Finally, most marketing campaigns focusing on the restroom sought to 
associate the service station with the family home. Simple marketing trans-
formed a gas station restroom into a woman’s “parlor.” A rare female owner 
of stations in South Carolina emphasized how she provided mirrors, fresh 
linen towels, and talcum powder for free, as well as fine lounge chairs, so 
that women would “feel at home” in her facilities. On certain special occa-
sions, she gave women bouquets of narcissus and daffodils, freshly cut from 
her service station gardens.44 It was no coincidence that the most popular 
designs for service stations built in the 1920s and 1930s emulated the appear-
ance of a small house.45 Cloaked in the styles of the English Cottage, Tudor, 
and Colonial Revival, stations designed to look like houses not only rein-
forced the comforting associations of domesticity, but they also more easily 
blended into the residential neighborhoods in which they were increasingly 
being located. On top of that, marketers urged station operators to treat 
women drivers like “company” rather than customers.

Other more subtle but no less calculated strategies employed artifacts 
associated with domesticity. A manufacturer of vending machines for ser-
vice stations recommended that they be stocked with rubber soap dishes, 
coasters, jar openers, and other common household items. The machines 
were not intended to make money in themselves; in fact, the items within 
were sold at cost or even a loss. The manufacturer of these self-service vend-
ing machines sought to convince station owners that featuring small and 
inexpensive items more typically found at drugstores would attract women’s 
attention so that “indirectly they think about us in connection with their 

Figure 11.3 Marketing clean restrooms with a nurse
Source: Jack Westsmith, “Clean Rest Room Theme Aimed at Women Drivers,” National 
Petroleum News, May 25, 1938, 35–37.



Figure 11.4 Advertisement featuring an unusually helpful gas station attendant
Source: Chicago Daily Tribune, April 14, 1959.
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automobile needs.”46 To be sure, the industry wanted women to think of the 
petroleum industry in connection with their cars, but the purpose of the 
vending machines was to psychologically distance the service station from 
its connection to grease and gears and to realign its associations with the 
home and domesticity.

Sometimes, advertising themes emphasizing family security were ampli-
fied to the point of absurdity to stress the extent of a brand’s commitment 
to servicing women, as in Pure Oil’s 1959 advertisement featuring a station 
attendant changing a baby’s diaper (figure 11.4). Yet, the illustration also 
reflected a broadening conception of the station attendant’s masculinity. 
In addition to being a mechanic with the manly technical expertise to use 
the oil on which he sits, he is also a uniformed representative of a national 
corporation who possesses administrative skills. Even still, he understands 
domestic functions and priorities, which makes him sensitive and careful 
enough to handle a child.

Domestic themes accentuated with costly architectural flourishes 
reemerged in the following decades. In the late 1960s, Citgo designed its 
station restrooms so that they were “residential in décor, with vanity coun-
ters, bright colors, big mirrors, luminous ceilings, fancy light fixtures, and 
composition marble basins.” A competitor, Sunray DX, used red carpets 
and full-length mirrors, and it called the ladies’ restroom a “dressing room.” 
Meanwhile, the Humble chain of stations built large women’s rooms charac-
terized in industry descriptions as “ornate” and referred to in advertisements 
as “powder rooms.” Competition for a superior women’s room had become 
tantamount to a Cold War–era service station arms race. By the end of the 
1960s, restrooms were the most expensive part of service stations, measured 
on a cost-per-square-foot construction basis.47

Stations Manned by Women

Women worked at service stations throughout the past century, but their 
employment was circumscribed by gender ideals that specified the appropri-
ateness of various tasks. Station management assigned women to jobs con-
sidered compatible with, or facilitated by, their femininity. Male managers 
perceived other tasks to require masculine skills that they ascribed to men. 
They often divided these jobs along lines that mirrored prevailing gender 
norms. However, station owners and petroleum marketers could also realign 
gender associations when it served their employment needs, such as in war, 
when few men where available for hire or when it benefited their bottom 
lines, as it did during the transition to self-service sales. Despite women 
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working at service stations in varying capacities, however, men commonly 
stereotyped them as possessing an innate “weakness and utter estrangement 
from things mechanical,” particularly where cars were concerned, as histo-
rian Virginia Scharff has observed.48

The Packard Motorcar Company vowed in 1918 to never go back to 
using men after two young employees proved their abilities as “woman 
mechanics.”49 This assessment was echoed in the same year by an auto-
mobile dealer who claimed that women performed some jobs better than 
men. The male dealer referenced feminine virtues to explain how women 
were good listeners and therefore better at following instructions. He also 
thought they were tidier and that they therefore did not soil customers’ cars. 
And he considered them especially fast and thorough when washing parts in 
gasoline “due to housekeeping experience and instinct.”50

When working at service stations during World War I, however, women 
mostly labored in the garage, safely out of public view. It was considered 
risky from a marketing perspective for women to perform service-oriented 
tasks that might require customer interaction. Some station owners worried 
that the spectacle of women working as mechanics would generate unwel-
come curiosity, resulting in lost time and profits.51

Women obtained more publicly visible jobs at automobile service stations 
during and after World War II. As early as 1942, major oil companies were 
touting the advantages of what they called “girlpower” (figure 11.5). One 
study commissioned by a major oil company and executed by an “inde-
pendent organization of survey specialists” measured the performance of 
each gender through a series of tests conducted at gasoline stations at which 
both men and women worked. Both sexes occupied customer-service ori-
ented positions that required them to change wiper blades, refill vital fluids, 
and interact with customers. The study concluded that, overall, the per-
formance scores of men and women were basically indistinguishable. Also, 
perhaps contrary to the original hypothesis, women did not clean restrooms 
any more effectively than men. It was, however, noted that “girls” around 
twenty-three years old appeared to be most suited for the job. Women much 
older than twenty-nine or thirty were determined to be generally stubborn, 
difficult to train, and unresponsive to disciplinary measures.52

Other observers framed hiring women in terms of benefits versus liabili-
ties. On the positive side, whereas men with career potential often went on 
to pursue better job prospects, women were always readily available and 
willing to work part-time. They were also supposedly sociable by nature. 
Furthermore, housewives who lived near the station in which they worked 
tended to know their neighbors, and word of mouth had long been recog-
nized as an effective marketing strategy. On the negative side, there were 
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some jobs that men considered women poorly equipped to perform because 
of their perceived anatomical differences. Lack of strength was an assumed 
deficiency, but it was also thought that women’s joints were “not adapted as 
well to rotary motions.” Consequently, when Standard Oil hired and trained 
its first corps of “Chevronettes,” it reserved installing batteries and other jobs 
requiring “masculine strength” for men. Yet Standard Oil had such confi-
dence in its Chevronettes that more than a third of its entire workforce was 
female by 1943, and many stations were “completely ‘manned’ by women.” 
The keys to developing this type of female workforce were “sympathy and 
understanding of women’s special problems,” in the words of one petroleum 
industry journalist.53

There were also important social issues to consider when hiring women 
to work at service stations. Standard Oil predominantly hired Chevronettes 
who were married. The thinking was that a wedding ring saved gas-buying 
suitors from the potential for humiliating public rejection at the pumps.54 
Other proprietors went to even greater lengths to discourage their stations 

Figure 11.5 Women training to work at gas stations during World War II
Source: “Dip stick technique is more important than lipstick technique when selling motor oil,” 
read the original image caption. “Sunoco Trains Fair Sex to Fill War’s Vacancies at Stations,” 
National Petroleum News, February 11, 1942.  Photograph courtesy NPN Magazine.
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from becoming pickup venues. Some young women were just always “pull-
ing out their powder puffs and lipstick every five minutes so that they’ll be 
all prettied up for the next man who drives in,” according to one owner-oper-
ator. Careful screening of “girl applicants” was considered vitally important. 
“The tomboy type is given preference because she isn’t afraid of mussing 
up her hands,” according to a representative of SoHio. His company would 
not hire the “petite, entertaining type [who] gets in the way [and] takes up 
the time of our men in being protective toward her.” Though left unsaid, it 
might be inferred that the tomboy was less attracted to, or by, the opposite 
sex, and that the “petite, entertaining type” was too physically alluring for 
service among virile young men.55

That men felt obliged to protect women in the service station environ-
ment was yet another marketing obstacle to female employment in this line 
of work. More problematic than the prospect of customers asking out the 
“gas girl” was the male driver who drove past a service station with a woman 
attendant out of his commitment to maintaining traditional gender roles. 
One feared scenario was that, upon seeing a female attendant, a male cus-
tomer seeking gas or oil would abruptly drive on to find another station 
where men were working so as to maintain “his age-long ideas of chivalry.”56 
Given time to adjust, another station owner thought that “chivalrous males” 
would grow accustomed to having women perform jobs that they “instinc-
tively feel should be done by men.”57 This testimony, too, suggested that 
graciously (or perhaps gratuitously) protecting women from work that was 
technical and potentially dangerous was how many men felt they were sup-
posed to express their masculinity.

Like so many Rosie the Riveters, most women hired by service stations 
during the world wars were considered only temporary help while men were 
away. In the remaining full-service decades that followed, some women con-
tinued to be hired, but they were treated as more ornamental than their 
hardy wartime sisters. “Serv-ettes” hired by Cities Services stations in the 
early 1960s reportedly handled only the “simpler, menial tasks allowing 
[male] station operators and mechanics to do heavier and more intricate 
repair jobs.”58

The late 1950s and 1960s was also a period of market research exper-
imentation for the oil industry. Several major oil companies reverted to a 
variation on an older market research method to obtain updated informa-
tion about women. With its 1959 initiative, “Sugar and Spice—Everything 
Nice,” Pure Oil solicited product merchandising ideas directly from dealers’ 
wives.59 In 1967, Mobile devised a similar husband-and-wife information 
gathering program called “Teammates for Profits.” These quasi-focus-group 
strategies were further supplemented by nationwide statistical surveys like 
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one conducted by the Ethyl Corporation to determine how married couples 
negotiated the choice of gasoline brands.60 Neither research method seemed 
to change traditional beliefs about gender that informed female-oriented 
marketing on the eve of the feminist revolution. Some independent stations 
employed women to serve as bait. In 1963, the same year that Betty Friedan 
published The Feminine Mystique, a station in Florida hired young women to 
pump gas wearing tight shorts and white blouses. NPN reported that “fully 
nine out of ten male drivers get out of the car to observe”61 In a gas industry 
still characterized by fierce competition among major oil brands and smaller 
independent operators, gender-based marketing was as experimental as ever.

Why Service Mattered

Service-oriented retailing was the predominant mode of gasoline market-
ing throughout the United States from the first decade of the twentieth 
century through the 1970s. Consumers could experientially evaluate the 
quality of service, but gasoline by itself presented a peculiar challenge from 
a marketing perspective. Because drivers were unable to chemically compare 
the quality of gas sold at competing stations, they tended to differentiate 
between brands on a purely psychological basis.62 In contrast, buyers of com-
modities like clothing, food, and durable goods used their senses of sight, 
touch, smell, taste, and hearing to evaluate purchases. Marketers targeted 
these senses in tandem with culturally sanctioned norms in various ways 
to articulate difference among competing brands, or at least the perception 
of difference. It is no coincidence, for example, that the respected advertis-
ing firm Lippencott & Margulies, which created marketing campaigns for 
the petroleum industry in the 1950s and 1960s, named their promotional 
magazine Design Sense. The inability of most drivers to objectively mea-
sure the quality of gas has never prevented manufacturers from promoting 
the benefits of additives and detergents or touting various claims to supe-
rior product quality. Effective marketing campaigns, however, frequently 
focused on attributes like service and station design that had little or noth-
ing to do with gasoline.

The key to customer loyalty in this highly competitive marketplace was to 
convince customers that a station hired only the most dependable and skilled 
automotive technicians. Service was part of that station’s brand, which was 
further reinforced by marketing campaigns coordinating signage, slogans, 
and station design. As one study conducted in the 1950s by the Research 
and Marketing division of the Chicago Tribune noted, even though “most 
people feel that ‘gasoline is gasoline’ . . . motorists still want to believe that 
gasoline companies and the people who work for them are different.”63
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Despite the reality that most attendants performed relatively simple tasks 
like pumping gas and checking oil, their uniform and station affiliation 
were perceived as symbols of professional automotive expertise. The Tribune 
study found that drivers “attach great importance to the company’s general 
reputation and the caliber of the people operating the stations they have per-
sonally known or heard about.”64 Gas station owners therefore cultivated an 
image of dependability, which was exemplified by Texaco’s 1950s marketing 
slogan, “You can trust your car to the man who wears the star.”

Fuel industry experts considered pump-side social interaction between 
attendants and drivers critical to a business model that depended upon 
repeat customers of gas sales and car service. With a momentarily captive 
audience, the attendant was also supposed to sell the customer on the more 
lucrative, higher-margin service items—tires, batteries, and accessories 
(so-called TBA sales)—which marketers deemed crucial to a station’s bot-
tom line.65 A master’s student who studied customer interaction at service 
stations in 1973 found that successful sales hinged upon the attendant’s abil-
ity to apply “various social maneuvers while waiting upon a client.” In other 
words, a winning personality and tact, more than mechanical dexterity, 
were the employee attributes that secured repeat customers.66

Women in particular were encouraged by various media sources to 
depend on such service. Good Housekeeping advised readers as late as 1970 to 
patronize the same station: “You get to know the men who man the pumps 
and they understand you, your schedule and your car needs.” The magazine 
suggested women should find a station where service attendants “treat you 
like a person.”67 According to “Women on Wheels,” a major marketing sur-
vey conducted for Ethyl Corp by Young and Rubicam, female gas customers 
were brand loyal. Quality and consistency of service were the most impor-
tant factors in their choice of gas stations.68 There was good reason for oil-
men to worry how women would react to the transition to self-service sales.

Self-Service

The 1970s were a tumultuous social and economic period in which the oil 
industry was forced to rethink strategies for marketing gasoline that it had 
continually refined, within narrow parameters, over the previous half cen-
tury. The 1973 Arab-Israeli War and the ensuing oil embargo caused gaso-
line demand to outstrip supply to a degree not seen since the fuel rationing 
of World War II.69 The oil shortage led to a marketing problem of unprec-
edented proportions for gas station owners, who scrambled to maintain 
profits by cutting costs. One solution was to fire the pump attendants and 
compel customers to refuel their own cars.
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As a marketing scheme, self-service is so simple it almost appears obvi-
ous. Gas station owners had no control over the price of oil, the minimum 
wage, or tax rates. But they could alter their management practices, invest in 
new technologies, and make whatever other design changes were necessary 
to facilitate customers pumping their own gas. In other words, they were 
free to reinvent the marketing of their product. Like so many innovations 
that appear self-evident in hindsight, however, self-service was neither the 
clear choice nor initially a desirable one for major corporations in the gaso-
line retail industry. Small, independent stations in Los Angeles had begun 
experimenting with self-service in the late 1940s.70 Despite enthusiastic sup-
port for “self-service aspirants” in the 1950s from men like Dan Lundberg, 
public relations counsel for the fledgling Serve Yourself Gasoline Stations 
Association, early adopters remained on the fringes of the market for the 
next two decades.71 Not until the 1970s was self-service marketing lauded 
within the industry as a powerful marketing strategy destined to become the 
retail “phenomenon of our era.”72

The rise of the self-service station paralleled an important trend that the 
oil industry was acutely aware of: by 1970, nearly one-half of all licensed 
drivers in the United States were women.73 Given the industry’s assessment 
of women’s technical capabilities, however, oilmen were initially unsuccess-
ful in their pursuit of women drivers. When a female advertising agent was 
asked in 1970 to comment on the nature of “approaches . . . traditionally 
used to communicate with women,” she noted that most were “moronic” 
and “insulting,” adding that her firm was conducting a poll to find the ten 
television commercials women hated most.74 If the petroleum industry was 
initially reluctant to believe women would use self-service, however, they 
also recognized women as a large and potentially lucrative segment of the 
gasoline market. As a 1972 study conducted by the Bureau of Advertising 
entitled “The Working Woman” pointed out, 71 percent of employed 
women purchased gasoline themselves, and 33 percent were responsible for 
car maintenance. Furthermore, the report promulgated an idea with impli-
cations that sent ripples throughout the oil marketing business: as a group, 
women had “specialized needs.”75 While the oil companies had already 
come to this conclusion in the interwar period, the realization was nonethe-
less new for the following generation of men marketing gas, and it could 
not have resurfaced at a better time. At a loss for how to establish brand 
difference in a time where service no longer mattered, and already poised 
to initiate total station redesigns to incorporate self-service technology, 
gasoline marketers recognized a new rationale for providing special ameni-
ties for women. If women could be convinced that a particular station or 
brand catered to their needs, owners could then secure customer loyalty by 
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supplanting automobile service with gender neutral or, better yet, female-
friendly design and advertising.

Gas station design was revolutionized by the rapid adoption of self-ser-
vice and the industry’s desire to attract women. The two were manifested 
architecturally in a variety of ways, as retailers first tried to make the best 
use of their existing infrastructure by adapting the now ancillary garage bays 
for other purposes. Some merely boarded over their garages or converted 
them into cashiers’ booths, but many stations incorporated services or com-
modities unrelated to the automobile, effectively disconnecting auto repair 
from gas sales. Among these, the convenience store—or “C-store”—was 
recognized as the most promising tie-in, which was not surprising given 
socially constructed notions of gender and consumption.76 Reflecting the 
well-established belief that women were innate consumers, particularly of 
family-oriented staples like milk, bread, and Band-Aids, the C-store offered 
a powerful marketing synergy for an industry trying to attract women on 
the go. In the words of historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan, as women gained 
increased access to the automobile, “more and more businesses converted to 
the ‘self-service’ concept, [and] more and more households became depen-
dent upon ‘herself ’ to provide the service.”77

The C-store concept was presented in industry journals as a way to fur-
ther domesticate and feminize the male industrial image of the gas station. 
Retailers hired women employees to emphasize additionally that gas sta-
tions were now within the sphere of women. As one self-service proprietor 
operating fifty stations in the South noted, “we’re making an effort to get 
women to work in our stores. . . . This is in line with our new image”—
one that NPN editorialized as “food rather than gas.” In the context of the 
self-service revolution, in which marketing men consciously courted female 
customers, such an image was another way of saying “feminine” rather than 
“masculine,” “domestic” rather than “industrial.”78

The issue of female customers pumping gas remained a concern for mar-
keters and station owners, who worried that women might be confused or 
intimidated by the pump technology. In response to this perceived obstacle, 
the industry sought ways to promote the momentum of the larger self- service 
culture. One strategy was to employ a small group of women to set an exam-
ple for the rest to follow. A popular industry theory held that women behind 
station registers and pump intercoms encouraged other women to conclude, 
“if there’s a girl working there, she understands [the technology] and it must 
be simple enough to operate.”79

Landscaping and station beautification were added to restrooms as an 
essential part of the “total design” marketed to women. In the wake of the 
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Highway Beautification Act, passed in 1965 and strongly associated with its 
primary advocate, Ladybird Johnson, Citgo launched a program for visual 
enhancements to stations that included a landscaping manual, an approach 
Citgo claimed was “feminine oriented.”80 Sun Oil Company pursued a simi-
lar, but more aggressive, strategy. Chartering a bus specifically for the occa-
sion, the company sponsored a tour for forty-four area garden club members 
to visit four Sun stations, where they were asked to judge “each station’s 
efforts in planting flowers and shrubbery.” And whereas men presumably 
could have been among the forty-four members, the photograph accompa-
nying the article showed seven women admiring the plantings. “We were 
amazed and gratified that you have such an extensive beautification and 
cleanliness program,” commented one member of the tour, adding, “we’ll all 
be more aware of these facilities in the future”—which, of course, was Sun’s 
intention all along.81

As it eventually became clear that the energy crisis was a long-term pre-
dicament, gas station architecture adapted accordingly. New stations built 
in the late 1970s and 1980s favored designs with a small cashier’s window 
and a large overhead canopy to protect drivers from the elements when 
pumping gas.82 Although by no means an architectural innovation unique 
to that time (canopies were a popular design feature for service stations in 
the late 1950s), the canopy became the most visible architectural compo-
nent of the late 1970s and 1980s gas station, and remains prevalent today.83 
In addition to its tremendous advertising potential, the canopy dovetailed 
neatly with the oil industry’s gendered objective to build an architecture that 
compensated for supposed female frailty. Attempting to create a “station 
with women appeal,” Citgo used the canopy with a clear objective: “Where 
we have a lot of women customers, we’ll put up a canopy. They like the pro-
tection they feel it gives them.”84 The obvious assumption was that women 
deemed protection—either from the elements or from would-be attackers 
discouraged by the canopy lights—more essential than did men.

In addition to architectural and programmatic adaptations, gasoline mar-
keters also manipulated station technology in their attempts to feminize the 
self-service experience. Changes made to the gas pump, where women had 
their most intimate interaction with self-service, clearly illustrated the influ-
ence of gender. Among the greatest stumbling blocks that men envisioned 
women having with self-service was the physical manipulation of the pump, 
because it was a technological device. Simplifying the operation of the gas 
pump was yet another means that station owners envisioned for establishing 
superiority over competitors in the minds of women. As petroleum equip-
ment manufacturer Dresser-Wayne found through a survey it conducted in 
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1972, women were inclined to return to the same station once they learned 
how to operate the self-service pumps associated with that brand. Because 
women believed self-service pumps might differ from station to station, the 
study explained, they wanted to avoid making mistakes and embarrassing 
themselves in public.85

Pump makers, smelling what Business Week described as “a lush new mar-
ket,” played an important role in the 1960s and 1970s, selling the idea of 
self-service to an industry socially and economically invested in full-service 
technology.86 Their advertisements vividly illustrated a gradual evolution in 
how the oil industry constructed gender in the context of gas station tech-
nology. Men were almost exclusively depicted as the customers and atten-
dants of gas stations until the late 1960s. Then, images of young female 
drivers appeared in ads accompanied by text dripping with sexual innuendo, 
which was not only sophomoric but also all too easily derived from the phal-
lic symbolism and action of the fuel pump. Using images of women to lend 
glamour and sexual appeal to advertisements for all types of commodities 
purchased by both men and women became common during this period 
and remains prevalent today.87 For pump makers in particular, however, 
the depiction of seemingly flirtatious, if not promiscuous, young women 
seduced by an attendant manning a shiny new machine was the ultimate 
full-service fantasy (figure 11.6).

The representation of women in pump advertisements changed rapidly as 
manufacturers pushed the self-service revolution, and possibly also in response 
to pressure from the women’s liberation movement.88 By the early 1970s, 
women featured in pump ads were noticeably older, professionally dressed, 
and interacting on their own with the self-service technology  (figure 11.7). 
Such imagery was offered as visual proof to convince gas retailers that the 
technology was simple and light enough for women to technically and physi-
cally operate. Pump makers were motivated by the substantial profits to be 
made in the changeover from full-service machinery. In 1966, a conventional 
pump sold for around $600, whereas a coin-operated self-serve unit sold for 
more than $1,400.89

Women’s perceived needs were incorporated into self-service gas pump 
technology in ways both obvious and subtle. Dresser-Wayne developed a 
design that incorporated a plastic covering to shield the driver’s hand from the 
chill of the gasoline coming out of the underground storage tank. This feature 
was integrated with a lightweight nozzle and hose, which its manufacturer 
claimed was specifically designed for women.90 Marketing to women may have 
been closer to the true objective. Nearly every pump maker during the 1970s 
unveiled models that incorporated designer colors and aesthetically pleasing 
machine housings, all rhetorically aimed at attracting women customers.
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With the technology, architecture, and aesthetic embellishments in place, 
all that was needed was a public education program aimed at women drivers. 
Derby Refining Company of Wichita, Kansas, experimented with a series 
of clinics designed “to acquaint women customers with self-service, and to 
give them tips on how to use self-service gasoline-dispensing equipment.”91 

Figure 11.6 Advertisement for Tokheim pumps
Source: National Petroleum News, July 1970. Used by permission of Wayne, a GE Energy 
Business. 
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Once women learned how to use Derby’s pumps, the jobber hoped they 
would return as repeat customers. Another owner in Salt Lake City, Utah, 
felt that the way to empower women was to show them how to check their 
own oil and tires. He added his own personal insight to suggest “a woman 
will always accept being shown how to do something. . . . It’s awful hard 
to tell a man what to do.”92 Doing its part to provide women with access to 
technical knowledge, Better Homes and Gardens ran an article titled “How 
to Fill’er Up Yourself,” which included advice such as: “at the pump, lift the 
nozzle from its receptacle and use your other hand to reset the pump readout 

Figure 11.7 Advertisement for Dresser pumps
Source: National Petroleum News, August 1976. Used by permission of Wayne, a GE Energy 
Business. 
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back to zero.”93 In consultation with Good Housekeeping, Citgo developed a 
car care and safety program for women marketed under the slogan “There’s 
a Car Man for every woman at CITGO.” The campaign, described by its 
creators as the first of its kind to “go after the big market of women in a 
great big way,” was intended to assure women that, even though the stations 
were now self-service, a man would still be present to offer technical guid-
ance, should they need assistance. It was Citgo’s way of offering women the 
perception of service in the self-serve era.94

Conclusion

The architectural, technological, and marketing innovations surrounding 
self-service may not have resulted in stations that felt gender neutral for the 
women who experienced them in the 1960s and 1970s. Did women perceive 
the landscaping, convenience stores, canopies, and colored pumps in the 
ways that their designers intended? Presented here are only the assumptions, 
intentions, and economic forces that shaped the gendered landscape of the 
gas station. Accounts of women’s first experiences in these new retail spaces 
are unfortunately unrepresented in the industry literature and difficult to 
find in the popular media.

Some sources suggest that women were inclined to patronize self-service 
stations, though not for the reasons that marketers had hoped. According 
to a graduate student of business administration who wrote his thesis about 
self-service in 1970, women preferred to pump their own gas because it 
enabled them to avoid unwanted social interaction with male pump atten-
dants, whose looks and behaviors could be disconcerting.95 The image of 
attendants portrayed in advertising for half a century as handsome, com-
petent, and friendly men sporting clean uniforms and a broad smile full of 
straight white teeth began to unravel toward the end of full-service era. In 
reality, it may always have been a fantasy built on marketing. By the early 
1970s, working the pump was considered a rotten minimum wage job com-
monly stereotyped as being held by sleazy, if not also disgruntled, men.96

Essentialist notions of gender permeated the discourse surrounding self-
service gas stations, and so it comes as no surprise that they were eventually 
translated into the design of the facilities under discussion. What is remark-
able are the subtle ways in which station owners and oil industry executives 
used their understanding of gender to develop technologies and protocols 
that they felt compensated for women’s technical and physical disadvantages 
or complemented their “innately” feminine characteristics. To make women 
feel comfortable and capable in a formerly male domain, the oil industry 
demasculinized, sanitized, and domesticated the station environment.
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The gas station was not the first traditionally male technical environ-
ment opened to women, but its gender associations were permanently 
restructured in the full-service to self-service marketing implementation of 
the 1970s. Unlike the way that women were welcomed into the industrial 
workforce at the beginning of the First and Second World Wars, only to be 
expelled at their conclusions, the self-service revolution was rapid but last-
ing. Marketing transformed culture and architecture to such a significant 
extent that self-service gas stations have essentially become gender-neutral 
landscapes in which women are treated no differently than men. All of the 
women-oriented accommodations and advertisements of past generations 
either have disappeared or have been assimilated as gender-neutral conve-
niences offered to women and men alike.
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CHAPTER 12

The Bad Science and the Black Arts: 
The Reception of Marketing in 

Socialist Europe

Patrick Hyder Patterson

A massive unease about markets marks the history of communist 
Europe. On one hand, orthodox Marxists were trained to view mar-
kets with suspicion, as frank instruments of subjugation. In stan-

dard Marxian analyses, the market almost inevitably figured as a primary 
vehicle of capitalist production relations and, in turn, of the oppressive poli-
tics that such economics implied. At the same time, however, pragmatism 
often enough prevailed over doctrinal rectitude, and even many resolute 
communists came to recognize, once in power, that the mastery of mar-
kets had proven essential to the development of better-functioning domestic 
economies, and therefore to the establishment of socialist legitimacy among 
a more contented (or at least less discontented) citizenry. Understanding 
markets—and better still, controlling markets—therefore became, all such 
misgivings notwithstanding, a primary desideratum of socialist policy mak-
ers and business leaders. In many socialist countries, this perceived need 
led, in turn, to the formation of commercial and academic circles keenly 
interested in the nature and operation of markets in both their capitalist 
and noncapitalist manifestations. On the heels of this change in ideas came 
an institutional shift, seen in the rise of various organizations dedicated to 
the development of market research. Over time, the many promises of the 
market even opened the way, at least in some venues, to the importation of 
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the distinctive principles and practices that had come to be embraced and 
celebrated in the capitalist West as the complex, comprehensive, and alleg-
edly indispensable “marketing concept.”

This study examines the principal dynamics of the history of marketing 
in four of the most prosperous and—because of that prosperity—most pro-
foundly affected polities of socialist Eastern Europe, using primary sources from 
Yugoslavia, Hungary, the German Democratic Republic, and Czechoslovakia. 
My aim here is to develop an accurate comparative overview of the response 
to the market sciences in these critical locales. The findings presented cannot, 
of course, speak to the totality of marketing history in socialist Europe. Some 
important sites of socialist practice, most notably the Soviet Union, have had 
to remain beyond the scope of this research. But in most of the other polities 
not considered here, marketing was substantially weaker, if not indeed largely 
ignored. In contrast, the four targeted cases, because of their comparatively 
productive and diversified economies and well-developed commercial struc-
tures, go a long way toward allowing us to understand what marketing meant 
and how it functioned in those places in the socialist world where it had the 
most potential and was pursued most vigorously.

Before the mid-1960s, most communist governments paid little attention 
to marketing as such. Yugoslavia offered an early and striking exception to the 
prevailing pattern, but otherwise, as G. Peter Lauter observed in the midst of 
a rising interest in the marketing concept during the early 1970s, “all Eastern 
European socialist countries considered it to be a ‘necessary evil’ which did not 
merit the same attention as other problems of economic growth.”1 Gradually, 
this entrenched resistance abated to varying degrees, but marketing did not 
(indeed, probably could not) come to socialist Europe in a straightforward, 
unproblematic way.2 Quite to the contrary, it was variously subjected to scrutiny 
and skepticism, defended as an essential technique of sophisticated industrial 
management, assailed as an instrument of capitalism, and targeted for modifica-
tion and harmonization with socialist values as a precondition for acceptance.

Especially early on, marketing as such—and here we must distinguish 
marketing both from the much narrower practice of market research and from 
a much wider and more general interest in the function and perfection of mar-
ket mechanisms—encountered staunch opposition, and in some quarters even 
outright rejection. Even in socialism’s final decade, marketing could remain 
a hard sell: in the crisis-ridden Poland of the late 1970s and early 1980s, for 
instance, members of the economic establishment hewed to the old line and 
continued to “define the basic problem as a ‘production problem’ rather than 
a marketing one,” treating the work of Western marketing specialists “at best 
as premature, and at worst as irrelevant” to the effort to correct the country’s 
notorious deficits in consumer provisioning.3 But over the course of the 1960s 
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and 1970s, as the vaunted curative powers of market incentives proved a more 
tempting remedy for the ills of socialist economic development, marketing as 
such found increasing acceptance among planners and business specialists in 
a number of Eastern European communist countries.

This changing reception of marketing must be understood as part of a more 
general reconsideration of the power and promise of markets that percolated 
through many parts of communist Eastern Europe beginning in the 1960s. 
Surveying the various arts and sciences of commercial promotion as part of 
that reorientation, decision-makers in socialist polities evaluated a wide range 
of strategies and elements of market communication and market management 
and, with perhaps surprising frequency given their suspect Western prov-
enance, found them tempting and attractive—or, at the very least, innocuous 
and potentially helpful, and therefore tolerable. In particular, the creation of 
distinctive branding and packaging was accepted as thoroughly logical and 
natural—essentially, a new “must” for socialist commerce—while the large-
scale, self-service retailing modes that had been pioneered with such apparent 
success in rich capitalist countries were in much the same way received as 
eminently useful and likewise “safe” for the socialist public. Superficially at 
least, these techniques were perceived as system-neutral. Business specialists, 
planners, and politicians assumed that they could therefore be adopted more 
or less intact without substantial ideological, cultural, or social costs. (Even 
as to the most seemingly innocent of these methods and practices, however, 
my conclusion is that there were sometimes unrecognized effects that, in the 
end, proved subversive of socialism.4) The related field of advertising posed 
greater problems, to be sure, as it had long been strongly associated with the 
profit-hungry deceptions of capitalist sales. But although it elicited consider-
ably more skepticism than “modern” retailing styles, even advertising finally 
managed to win widespread acceptance in many of these societies, albeit with 
occasional severe setbacks and reversals, as happened in the East German 
retrenchment of 1975–76, when authorities in that country banned almost 
all commercial advertising.

Market research, strictly speaking, found a fairly warm reception. In most 
cases—and especially after the “thaw” following Stalin’s death in 1953—the 
planners and policy makers of socialist Eastern Europe clearly acknowledged 
a need to develop good tools for gauging consumer preferences, purchasing 
power, the geographic distribution of the customer base, and other factors of 
demand. As such, various socialist countries ended up producing an enor-
mous literature of professional research on market conditions and consump-
tion structure.

Marketing per se, however, was quite often a different matter entirely. 
Whereas market research could with comparative ease be treated, like other 
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innovations, as a system-neutral technology devoid of ideological content, 
the “marketing concept” came with a decidedly Western pedigree. Marketing 
arrived as an approach that had undeniably been designed to collect, manage, 
and deploy information in the pursuit of optimized market efficiency—and 
thus maximized firm profits. As such, it could come across (not without some 
reason) as a consummately capitalist construct. Even if marketing was, as its 
advocates claimed, a science, it could, seen through the lens of traditional 
socialist ideology, easily appear as a system of knowledge production aimed 
at manipulating consumers and elevating business interests over social con-
cerns: a bad science. If, on the other hand, all the trappings of mathematically 
precise science-talk that accompanied the marketing concept as it made its 
way to the East were more properly dismissed as just so much wishful think-
ing and  puffery, and marketing was, instead, like advertising and public rela-
tions, something more akin to an art, it remained equally subject to criticism 
as a skill that served the same disreputable ends of persuasion and profit: a 
black art of surveillance, manipulation, and control. At a minimum, then, 
some level of justification and rationalization often seemed necessary for the 
introduction of marketing, if not indeed a greater investment in altering, 
neutering, and sanitizing this suspect capitalist import.

From the Art of Consumer Persuasion to the Science of Consumer 
Sovereignty: The Theory and Practice of the Marketing Concept 

and Its Origins in Capitalist Business

As regards marketing’s apparent grounding in capitalist economics, some 
guiding observations are in order at the outset. Although marketing work 
may have been, in the words of one of its leading interpreters, Philip Kotler, 
“traditionally viewed as the business function entrusted with the task of 
finding customers,” a major change in the self-understanding of the market-
ing discipline was underway by the mid-1960s that would break with this old 
tradition and, once accepted as the new business orthodoxy, have enormous 
implications for the way capitalist commerce was conducted. “Marketing’s 
short-run task,” as Kotler observed in his advocacy of the new approach, 
“may be to adjust customers’ wants to existing goods, but its long-run task 
is to adjust the goods to the consumers’ wants.”5 In this revised conception, 
marketing has come to advocate—and at the same time, at least in its self-
image, embody and fulfill—the priority and primacy of consumer desires.

If the principles of the marketing concept are taken seriously, this insis-
tence on consumer sovereignty means that a major role reversal has taken 
place (or is at least supposed to take place) in the day-to-day practice of busi-
ness. Whereas “marketing a product” may once have signified an exercise 
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in the persuasion of customers—that is, doing and saying what was neces-
sary to get shoppers to buy what was already on offer—“marketing” has 
now come to encompass information flows in the other direction as well. 
In theory at least, it is now enterprise managers who are being persuaded. 
Businesses that follow the logic of marketing are, in this view, given induce-
ments to manufacture the goods and provide the services that consumers 
want. They also obtain sufficient knowledge to make decisions with confi-
dence about what they should offer.

Accordingly, modern marketing—as conceptualized in the capitalist 
West—functions as a way of understanding and controlling markets that 
treats distribution and sales as simply one important part of a much broader 
process that must be monitored, understood, and managed at every key junc-
ture. As such, marketing moves away from being a communication system 
concerned purely with consumption. It elevates the importance of produc-
tion and insists that there can be no easy dissociation of production and sales 
activities. “Marketing may stand officially at the end of the assembly line,” 
as Kotler put it, “but unofficially its influence must be felt on the drawing 
boards.”6 Even in a capitalist system that prides itself on spontaneity, flexibil-
ity, responsiveness, and innovation on-the-fly, marketing has, for this reason, 
figured as a practice of information management with bold, direct claims 
about the value of planning. Product development is to be planned, produc-
tion is to be planned, promotion is to be planned, sales are to be planned.

In the course of all this concern about the start-to-finish conformation of 
business action in relation to consumer desire, marketing—probably more so 
than any of the other business fields associated with commercial promotion—
has evidenced a pronounced predilection for theorizing, comprehensive sys-
tematization, and grand claims to scientific or near-scientific certitude. Even 
when marketing’s proponents have recognized that the “science” is not quite 
(or not quite yet) defensible as such, they have typically insisted that a con-
tinuing investment in near-scientific management practice will yield results. 
Kotler’s argument along these lines, for example, stresses that “marketing 
decisions must be made in the context of insufficient information about pro-
cesses that are dynamic, nonlinear, lagged, stochastic, interactive, and down-
right difficult. These characteristics could serve as an argument for intuitive 
marketing decision making [but in fact] they suggest the need for more theory 
and analysis in marketing, not less.”7 At a minimum, then, marketing under-
stands and presents itself as a science in the making: if not perfect, then at 
least perfectible. In this respect as in so many others, the self-understanding 
of modern marketing is remarkably, sometimes even breathtakingly, bold.

And it has grown bold in ways that even marketing’s advocates themselves 
do not recognize: over time, marketing has evolved into something much 
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more than just a system of determining customers’ wishes and then map-
ping production to those wishes. As Hartmut Berghoff has argued, the day 
is long since past when marketing functioned as a more or less limited tool of 
sales and distribution (Absatzinstrument). Over the course of the twentieth 
century, marketing grew into a far larger philosophy and ideology of man-
agement (Managementphilosophie) and, indeed, has lately taken on aspects of 
what Berghoff calls a “universal technology of social formation” (universelle 
Sozialtechnik). As such, marketing not only “serves in the influencing of 
human behavior” but also, through its function as “a fundamental process of 
social rationalization,” demonstrates broader aspirations to (and real achieve-
ments toward) universalization.8 Historical examinations of marketing have 
largely been confined to the narrow spheres of business-enterprise history 
and the history of academic disciplines. Lamenting that tendency, Berghoff 
insists, quite rightly, that historians need to be alert to the significance of 
marketing not just for the predictable domains of business and economics, 
but for analyses of consumption, politics, and culture as well. This new 
engagement should, moreover, go forward in a clear-headed, nonpolemical 
way that leaves to marketing’s acolytes and adversaries all the “overestima-
tion and underestimation, the demonization and glorification” that have 
marked so deeply the discussion of marketing and its social impact.9

Given the hostility and skepticism that have long surrounded market-
ing even in the comparatively forgiving milieu of the capitalist West, and 
given its audacious claim to represent a definitive and totalizing understand-
ing of market processes, it is anything but surprising that marketing found 
tough audiences in the socialist East. For many, there was plenty to object 
to. Perhaps the biggest problem was the one that came into view instantly: as 
it had been practiced thus far up until the 1950s and 1960s, marketing hit 
communist Europe as an avowed tool of competitive conquest, a technique 
by which self-interested (and, implicitly, privately owned) firms might seek to 
understand and secure their place in markets for goods and services. In this 
respect, of course, marketing shared something with advertising (which was 
itself viewed as highly suspect in some quarters).

But there was a difference. Treated as simply a set of “techniques” that 
could be transferred to the service of socialist production and distribution, 
advertising lent itself more readily to a process of (real or imagined) social-
ist neutering. Marketing, however, involved not just techniques and meth-
ods, but also an explicit philosophy of corporate performance and market 
dominance as the natural—and desired—result of a proper respect for the 
laws and conditions of market operations. On its face, at least, the very 
logic of marketing was one of competition, increased profits, and market 
share that understood the interests of the firm as paramount (albeit with a 
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simultaneous insistence that only through the recognition of the interests 
of consumers could any business hope to serve its own self-interest). All this 
was, of course, hard to swallow for convinced communists used to speaking 
of commerce as a social service.

From the standpoint of orthodox Marxism, there were other problems, 
too. If the marketing concept has challenged critical aspects of capitalist 
tradition and orthodoxy by insisting that advertising and sales are not to 
be mere afterthoughts to earlier, often unexamined production decisions, it 
worked in a similar way to confound the ingrained expectations and ideo-
logical commitments of socialist decision-makers. For Marxist-Leninist sys-
tems, the idea that “the consumers’ wants” would, of necessity, figure “on 
the drawing boards” was nothing short of radical. Production, not consump-
tion, was granted priority. Reversing that equation seemed fraught with risk 
and was, moreover, an affront to the fundamental Marxist sense of solidarity 
with worker-producers.

At the same time, however, the rise of the marketing concept also suggested 
some degree of convergence between the two competing systems, at least as 
regards techniques if not ultimate ends. As one prominent Hungarian special-
ist noted in 1968, in the course of her positive and optimistic assessment of 
marketing’s utility for socialist economics, while expert circles in the commu-
nist sphere were starting to appreciate the parallels between their own plan-
ning conventions and marketing’s affinities for precise and systematic efforts 
at market management, Western practice had been moving toward a techno-
cratic, guided mode of its own: “marketing in the capitalist economy emerged 
in a new form . . . and planning, which had earlier been condemned as a ‘com-
munist’ tool, came to the forefront.”10 For those seeking common ground, the 
ideological terrain left substantial room for compromise and maneuver.

Distance, Skepticism, and Suspicion: 
The Response to Marketing in East Germany

Given these tensions, marketing (and with it, the field of market research) 
encountered widely differing reactions across, and indeed often even within, 
the various socialist societies that confronted it as a candidate for possible 
domestic adoption. In the German Democratic Republic, marketing per 
se gained very little traction. Unlike in other comparatively prosperous 
communist states, it never received widespread and enthusiastic endorse-
ment among the country’s commercial cadres. And in the trade literature 
of commercial promotion, marketing was marked either indistinctly or 
negatively, as a suspiciously Western system, a judgment that comes across 
unmistakably in the spotty, cool, and distant treatment of marketing in 
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the dominant (indeed, monopolistic) East German advertising journal Neue 
Werbung, the organ of the state-run advertising institution DEWAG.11 The 
closest comparable domestic concept to the West’s “marketing” was the 
East German notion of Bedarfslenkung, literally, “the steering of demand,” 
a process whereby supply, demand, and the “conditions of procurement” 
[Vermittlungsbedingungen]—such as advertising, sales organization, and the 
formation of prices—would be monitored and guided by industrial pro-
ducers, merchants, and state authorities.12 In typical East German fashion, 
Bedarfslenkung was a creature of the overall goals of the party. It promised, 
as one of its advocates put it, a “process of influence over the development of 
needs” that would always be linked with the effort “to advance the forma-
tion of comprehensively civilized socialist personalities.”13

As regards the acquisition of the knowledge needed to understand markets, 
the leadership of East Germany’s commercial and administrative-political 
establishment opted for a considerably less threatening alternative to market-
ing as such: market research [Marktforschung]. In 1962, the government of 
the GDR established in Leipzig the Institut für Bedarfsforschung [Institute 
for Demand Research], renamed in 1967 as the Institut für Marktforschung. 
The impulse toward the market reflected in this initiative was real enough, 
and the institute’s sustained engagement with questions of market composi-
tion and consumer desire proved noteworthy in many respects. But as put 
into practice by the Leipzig group and, more generally, the East German 
government, “market research” and “demand research” remained rather dif-
ferent creatures from their counterparts in Western capitalist practice. As 
an arm of the Ministry for Trade and Provisioning [Ministerium für Handel 
und Versorgung], the Institut für Marktforschung was enmeshed in a govern-
mental structure in which a wide variety of competing and often conflicting 
interests were at play. To complicate matters, it appears to have lacked real 
power to push production in the direction of the wants and needs that con-
sumers had expressed because, as Philipp Heldmann notes, the ministry in 
question “had precious little influence over the precise composition of the 
goods that were on offer.”14

But reading the history of market management in East Germany as some 
large-scale, ongoing frustration of the Institut für Marktforschung’s purposes 
would presuppose that there existed a clear and consistent intention to bend 
markets to demand. This seems a faulty premise. Official policy, as Jörg 
Roesler observes, was by no means focused exclusively on making it possible 
for citizens to make good on their various consumer desires. Instead, the gov-
ernment sought to cultivate in the populace a sense of “what, under socialist 
conditions, would be considered rational and sensible consumption,” while 
at the same time, “needs would not just be ascertained, but also instilled 
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and removed.”15 The economic initiatives of the GDR, like the leaders who 
guided them, were never fully reconciled to the idea that markets should, 
in the main, be constructed so as to follow consumer choices. While East 
German socialism, like socialisms elsewhere, took real pains to try to find 
out what shoppers wanted and likewise trumpeted the idea of “serving the 
customer,” that principle was always held in check by a host of competing 
governmental interests, and nothing resembling the concept of consumer 
sovereignty ever took root in a deep, explicit, and meaningful way, at least 
not among high-level policymakers.

Consumer sovereignty was so alien to the ethos of the GDR and, at the 
same time, so central to the concept of marketing that, by the mid-1970s, 
marketing was often subject to outright antagonism in East German profes-
sional discourse. Grave reservations over what were seen to be the inherently 
capitalistic premises and consequences of the practice led prominent experts 
to conclude that “socialist marketing” as such was unthinkable.16 The sus-
picion that marketing might indeed function as a universal technology of 
social formation in Berghoff ’s sense emerged as a prime source of difficulty. 
Along these lines, two specialists denounced the “marketing philosophy” 
[Marketinglehre] as an overarching ideology of capitalist control that had, 
since its ascendancy in the United States in the 1920s and in capitalist Europe 
in the 1950s, extended its power to “virtually all domains of social life”; spread 
“the demagogy of so-called consumer sovereignty”; and, in the process, “led 
to open and brutal forms of manipulation of the working masses.”17 Despite 
some evident but limited seepage of marketing thought into the methods and 
concerns of Marktforschung, Bedarfslenkung, and similar, more constrained 
practices, marketing as such remained in the mainstream of East German 
discourse a collection of “perverted,” “aggressive” business practices and a 
“total,” “all-encompassing strategy for guaranteeing sales”—successful on its 
own terms, to be sure, but ultimately grounded in manipulation.18 The GDR 
was an orthodox system that, in the end, remained largely orthodox.

Reversal of Fortune: The Fate of Marketing 
in Czechoslovakia

Marketing ideas fared somewhat better in another comparatively conservative 
communist polity, Czechoslovakia. To the extent that officials and commercial 
professionals there recognized a need to adapt the country’s economy to mar-
ket forces, they often showed an interest in market research and indeed even 
in the more controversial marketing concept as well. The changed circum-
stances that had accompanied the liberalization efforts of the mid-1960s, and 
especially the run-up to the introduction of the New Economic Mechanism 
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from 1965 to 1967, made for what seemed to be, to market-minded reformers, 
a truly propitious time for the introduction of the business methods that had 
become, as they quite carefully observed, so fashionable and so highly regarded 
in the developed West. Domestic specialists in this period often spoke about 
marketing as a more or less fully transferable, system-neutral tool and directed 
little, if any, criticism toward its capitalist provenance.

The Prague Spring of 1968 was a springtime for marketing, as well. By 
that time, Czechoslovak business circles included a small but visible and 
engaged collection of promarketing activists, especially among those con-
nected with advertising. For specialists like these, opening the door to the 
market, as the New Economic Mechanism sought to do, meant welcoming 
marketing, as well—and welcoming it without much of the handwring-
ing and controversy that so often accompanied the discussion of market-
ing in more orthodox communist contexts. In this spirit, for example, Juraj 
Prachár, one of the country’s leading academic advertising experts and for a 
time a prime promoter of the marketing approach, was able to write about 
marketing in 1968 as if its efficacy, its reliability, and not least of all its 
suitability for adoption in a socialist system were all beyond real dispute. 
Now, Prachár maintained, “the primary problem for the leaders of business 
enterprises is knowing what they really need, and what they are able to apply 
from the broad domain of marketing in order to cope with large-scale and 
difficult commercial problems.”19

Enthusiasm about the potential benefits of marketing approaches was 
unmistakable. The new terrain in which the Czechoslovak economy found 
itself, Jaromir Balák asserted, would require a rethinking of production and 
consumption from a different standpoint, that of market efficacy, and for 
this task there were ample lessons to be learned from capitalist business prac-
tice. Accordingly, this commenter for the leading trade journal Propagace 
believed the reforms brought a remarkable window of opportunity and hope 
for real breakthroughs in the market sciences. “It’s possible that here in our 
country as well,” Balák ventured, “attention and appropriate expenditures 
will be dedicated first and foremost to market research and to the targeted 
development of goods and their purchase.”20 Although this particular ana-
lyst addressed the emerging economic situation primarily in terms of market 
research [průzkum trhu], in his position—and especially his claims about 
the primacy of market knowledge in production decisions—there were obvi-
ous affinities with marketing per se, for which Czechoslovak usage often 
simply adopted the English term.

Meanwhile, other specialists in the country were already looking spe-
cifically to marketing ideas and marketing practice. As another columnist 
argued, also in the early stages of the campaign for the New Economic 
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Mechanism in 1965, the necessary reforms of business and economic man-
agement could only go forward if entrusted to “specifically-tasked workers 
who have been given an expert education in marketing,” that is, to those 
who understood how and why, in a marketing-based system, “commercial 
promotion [propagace] will precede manufacturing and not follow it.”21 
This perspective acknowledged that such a reorientation would require 
major revisions in both the conceptualization of business and its day-to-
day practice, but it insisted all the same that marketing had become noth-
ing less than a necessity. “In the future, only research undertaken on this 
sort of expert basis,” Oldřich Hofman asserted, “can ensure for us accurate 
foundations for determining the structure of production plans” and, in the 
process, ensure the model that was seen to be taking root all over the world 
might come successfully, with the benefits it promised, to Czechoslovakia.22 
While such formulations contemplated that production would now be, to 
some degree, subordinated to consumer demand, they retained much of the 
traditional Marxist-Leninist insistence on governmental guidance of eco-
nomic functions. Production was now to be determined by market concerns, 
it is true, but it was still to be planned. As comments like these suggest, in 
Czechoslovakia, as elsewhere, marketing’s characteristic elevation of plan-
ning processes was one feature that ultimately would make it more attractive 
among socialist audiences and help socialist-zone marketing pioneers justify 
its acceptance to doubting traditionalists.

Marketing’s confident claims to scientific status gave it another point 
of correspondence with, and possible entry into, the mindsets of socialist 
managers and planners. To the extent that marketing could be understood 
as a science, it could appear as a more or less neutral set of “rules” about the 
operations of markets, and to the extent that it purported to describe and 
systematize such natural and neutral rules, it could be more readily harmo-
nized with the standard materialist modes of Marxist social science because 
of their strong predilections for the scientization of human relations. With 
these concerns in mind, yet another Czechoslovak commentator during the 
critical reformist period of the late 1960s praised marketing as nothing less 
than a collection of “scientific methods of work” in the cycle of produc-
tion and consumption, noting that “a balanced market will demand an ever 
stronger retrospective linkage from consumers to manufacturers, which will 
prevent in advance the production of items with minimal use value, that 
is, production of the kinds of things that do not suit the consumer.”23 This 
formulation constituted a deft transformation of original Marxian under-
standings of “use value.” Now the desires of potential customers and the 
requirement that production “suit the consumer” were paramount. In other 
words, through the spread of marketing thought, something very much akin 
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to the idea of consumer sovereignty was becoming established in a once-
inhospitable communist climate.

Notwithstanding such early and ardent advocacy, however, the history 
of marketing in socialist Czechoslovakia offered up a decidedly mixed 
record over the long run. Like other practices associated with commercial 
promotion, marketing work and marketing ideas were subject to the chang-
ing fortunes of the market orientation among communist party elites. The 
“normalization” period that followed the military suppression of the Prague 
Spring by Warsaw Pact forces led to a general cooling of enthusiasm about 
the promise of the market, and the big chill was a long one. The eclipse 
of marketing was not, however, immediate. One comprehensive marketing 
handbook24 appeared in 1971, and for at least the first few years of “nor-
malization,” Czechoslovak specialists might still venture that “it is really 
possible to take full advantage” of promotional activities like advertising and 
public relations “only in the context of a marketing-based system of man-
agement and a marketing-based orientation of the entire commercial and 
manufacturing policy.”25 Marketing and the even more far-reaching “mar-
keting management” [marketingové riadenie] were, from this perspective, 
both central and essential. More traditional work like advertising certainly 
could “contribute to the removal of imbalances between production and 
sales, between what is offered and what is consumed, and to the acceleration 
of consolidation and equilibrium in the market,” insisted Ján Šaling, but like 
other elements in the long chain of production and distribution, such efforts 
now needed to go forward “in the broader, marketing-based conception” of 
advertising practice.26 These were bold claims.

With time, however, positive references to marketing as such appeared 
less frequently, and by the mid-1980s, the analysis of business operations in 
terms of marketing systems was a lot less in evidence in the work of leading 
Czechoslovak commercial specialists.27 Something much more like the pre-
reform orthodoxy had been restored. As one commentator observed during 
what turned out to be the waning years of communist rule, marketing in its 
capitalist home

had arisen as a tool [nástroj] that had the function of creating the best 
match between manufacturing and the goods sold, that is, a tool of entre-
preneurial management and the steering of the market. In socialist soci-
ety, no practice under this nomenclature has come into existence, which 
results from the character of the socialist economy. But in spite of this, 
it is possible to apply several principles of marketing in our promotional 
activity, such as the increase of the importance of producer advertising, 
the systematic evaluation of advertising campaigns, and the like.28
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As analyses like these suggested, the marketing concept as such had been 
forced into the background, shunned as a capitalist tool.29

Seen in the aggregate and in comparative terms, Czechoslovak marketing 
practice is best described as a weak midrange case: despite moments of keen 
attention even well after the heady days of mid-1960s innovation, it never 
really thrived. Instead it limped along, never all that lively, never wholly 
subdued. Yet even in this relatively restrictive political system, the reaction 
did not prove monolithic. Marketing ideas continued to spark some interest, 
and there was some continuing contestation over the proper use of market 
information in a socialist economy. That much said, however, evidence of 
the acceptance of marketing approaches diminished noticeably with the dis-
mantling of economic liberalism and the disciplining of its proponents.

In contrast to the often cool reception that marketing per se ultimately 
received from the commercial and political establishments of Czechoslovakia 
and (especially) East Germany, a markedly different pattern of responses 
emerged in Hungary and Yugoslavia. Both these systems were, at least from 
the mid-1960s onward, consistently more open to experimentation with 
market mechanisms and—just as importantly—open to the very idea of the 
primacy of market signals as key points of departure for economic decision-
making. In addition, both Hungary and (especially) Yugoslavia developed 
significantly more flexible and tolerant political cultures during this period, 
a looseness that translated into increased freedom for those in the commer-
cial establishments who had been exposed to, become believers in, and now 
sought to advocate for the marketing orientation.

In the Mix: A Lasting Place for Marketing in Hungary

Hungary’s experience can perhaps best be described as a general, if cautious, 
endorsement of marketing by influential commercial and policy elites within 
the apparatus of the state itself—a state that, despite a variety of market-
oriented innovations and liberalizations, always retained firm control over 
economic function and business practice. Viewed over the period from the 
1960s until the unwinding of state socialism in 1989, the extent to which 
Magyar officialdom welcomed marketing (and with it, market research) is 
striking. In fairly short order, marketing found itself with a solid institutional 
foothold in the country’s business and academic infrastructure. Beginning in 
1967, in a period of considerable optimism and excitement about the poten-
tial of markets that surrounded the run-up to the introduction of Hungary’s 
own market-reformist New Economic Mechanism in 1968, the country’s 
National Market Research Institute [Országos Piackutató Intézet] launched a 
professional journal. Titled Marketing, piackutatás, this was a review devoted 
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to what had become by that time a hot new business subfield, and it quite 
often took marketing as such as a key to long-term economic success in pro-
duction for both foreign and domestic markets.30 (Like other instruments of 
market culture, marketing always seemed less threatening to the communist 
order when it was directed outward, that is, when the tool of capitalism was 
used in competition against the capitalist countries that had perfected it. 
What is remarkable about developments in Hungary is the extent to which 
marketing won lasting acceptance as a foundation for domestic commerce 
[belkereskedelem]). To the extent that there were differences between the more 
Western-minded enthusiasts of marketing per se and traditionalist proponents 
of more limited market science, the title of the state-sponsored institute’s new 
review simply split the difference, pairing the increasingly common English 
term with piackutatás, the literal Hungarian translation of the considerably 
narrower practice of “market research.” Tellingly, however, the journal was 
renamed simply Marketing in 1985, a move that reflected the staying power 
and relative safety that marketing as such had achieved within the country’s 
business and administrative establishment.

Over time, Hungarian commercial specialists produced a rich, revealing, 
and ever more sophisticated professional literature devoted to the sciences of 
market management.31 As in other socialist countries, there was widespread 
and sustained interest in the comparatively “safe” field of market research, 
but a notable feature of the analytical and prescriptive studies produced in 
Hungary was the extent to which they regularly incorporated an engagement 
with marketing on the terms in which that discipline had evolved in the capi-
talist world. While the country’s marketing specialists themselves typically 
complained (with some reason) about how much their work lagged behind 
the successes of the West, seen in the comparative perspective of developments 
within European state socialism, Hungarians actually proved to be among the 
leaders in marketing, and they did so both early on and consistently. Publishing, 
academic, and other institutional initiatives for the advancement of the mar-
keting approach went forward with notable success. Beginning in the 1970s, 
the country also became the site of a number of national and international 
conferences devoted to the fields of marketing and market research.32

By the latter years of state socialism, marketing in Hungary had found 
a fairly secure, if not always entirely unchallenged niche in business cir-
cles, prized for what one of its advocates called its capacity to increase the 
“offensive market power” [piaci offenzivitás] of socialist firms and often well-
integrated into the normal practice of a wide range of state enterprises.33 
On both the practical and the conceptual level, the extent of the transfer 
was remarkable. Describing his subject in 1985 as “the marketing concept” 
[a marketing-gondolat], and thus adopting explicitly Western terminology, 
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Imre Sándor explained marketing as “in essence, a microeconomic category” 
that signified “the sort of approach, or the sphere of operational activities, 
that conforms the activities of the firm to the demands of the market, and 
that elsewhere—where there is the possibility for this—creates the market 
in its own image, for only in this way is it able to achieve optimal profits.”34 
Sándor, a prominent writer on advertising and advocate of the marketing 
orientation, told students of business practice that “marketing activities” 
included both an effort to understand markets and to shape them. In the 
“passive sphere,” businesses working from marketing principles engaged in 
“the observation of the market” using the particular tool of market research 
[piackutatás], whereas in the “active sphere,” firms sought nothing less 
than “influence on the market.”35 Hungarian specialists were adopting an 
understanding of business practice (and indeed, a broader understanding 
of fundamental economic operations) that closely resembled those typically 
deployed in Western conceptions of markets and marketing.

Moreover, in the view of Sándor and his like-minded Hungarian counter-
parts, market research and a scientific approach to the management of mar-
kets had become absolutely essential for effective participation in trade and 
commerce, whether the system in question was capitalist or, like their own, 
socialist: “It brings to the surface the economic, sociological, and other prin-
ciples inherent in demand . . . it investigates the conditions that mediate supply 
and demand, and it furnishes knowledge for a policy of active engagement 
with the market.”36 As seen in capitalist practice as well, this understanding 
of the underlying structural and logical relationships between businesses and 
the market was one that ultimately—and audaciously—subsumed advertising 
and other aspects of commercial promotion into a broader scheme of “market-
ing communication,” treating the entire range of such promotional activities 
(including, for example, public relations, personal sales contacts, media analy-
sis, and the development of “corporate identity” and “image”) as “an organic 
part of marketing.”37 With time, marketing had become, for many Hungarian 
specialists, an all-encompassing frame for commerce and the production rela-
tions that sustained it. Seen in terms of Berghoff ’s typology, it had clearly 
ceased to function as a mere tool of sales and distribution (Absatzinstrument), 
morphing instead into a distinctive philosophy and ideology of management 
(Managementphilosophie), with the potential, at least, for further expansion 
into a universal technology of social formation (universelle Sozialtechnik). To 
be sure, the powerful countervailing Sozialtechnik of Hungarian socialism 
held those more universalizing aspects of marketing in check to a significant 
extent, but the transformation was striking nonetheless.

What we encounter in the work of many if not most Hungarian special-
ists involved with the emerging field is, as suggested in the contemporary 
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observations reviewed above, nothing less than a clear and remarkably thor-
oughgoing transfer of Western-derived notions of marketing qua marketing. 
But there were limits. Even in the course of his unmistakable endorsement of 
marketing, for instance, Imre Sándor took care to establish at the outset that 
marketing communication had to be understood in the context of—and at 
times, at least ostensibly, subordinated to—broader societal concerns for the 
management of “the system of social communication” [a társadalmi kom-
munikációs rendszer] and “the economics of Marxist business” [a marxista 
vállalati gazdaságtan].38 Along similar lines, another Hungarian observer, 
writing in 1979, noted that marketing practice needed to be and indeed 
was being carried out with a fresh awareness of social and environmen-
tal needs, asserting that “consequently, the marketing concept [a market-
ing koncepció] is being renewed, transformed, filled with new content.”39 
With little in the way of questioning or challenge, this perspective accepted 
as essential the “market-centered way of thinking” about economics and 
business practice, though the commentator insisted that marketing could 
and would become “humane [and] person-centered” and take on a more 
comprehensive, socially minded mission: “This is something confirmed by 
new, sophisticated machines, materials, medicines, and so forth that serve 
human needs—by goods that are changing and developing on a daily basis, 
that are designed and packaged in an appealing way, that offer comfort and 
entertainment, that make life longer, that transform life into something 
more beautiful. All this is also giving new content to the new marketing 
concept.”40

This sort of ambivalence (or perhaps studied equivocation) about market-
ing marked its reception in Hungary from the beginning to the end of the 
socialist period. We see this skepticism, and its origins in a mistrust of capi-
talist practice, in another representative sample of the domestic commentary 
on marketing, this one taken from the early years of the encounter with the 
alluring market science of the West: “The demand of ‘marketing,’” Vilmos 
Forgács insisted, “takes as its point of departure that in the capitalist mar-
ket, the primacy of sales [értékesítés] has replaced the primacy of production. 
Today Big Capital, entrepreneurial and speculative, does not say, ‘I have a 
good manufacturing plant,’ but rather, ‘I have a couple of superb markets.’ 
Therefore ‘marketing’ is nothing other than the theory and practice of the 
formation, maintenance, and governance of markets.”41 This critique treated 
marketing and market research as “a powerful, systematic, scientific activ-
ity” that brought potent and precise tools to business practice to serve the 
interest of the enterprise, which sought, naturally enough, “the formation 
of a suitable market for the products and establishment of the most effec-
tive sales system.”42 Yet even in this ostensibly more cautious early analysis, 
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the writer mixed skepticism about the instruments of market control—and 
about the broader marketing process more generally—with considerable 
admiration for their power and efficacy. “In this activity,” Forgács main-
tained, “there is a decisive part for the application of advertising, publicity, 
and ‘Werbung’ [the German term for advertising and promotion], for which 
it is necessary to bring into existence and manipulate the sort of ‘mental pro-
cess’ that will guarantee the ‘automatic quality,’ that is, the lasting market 
share, of the goods in question in a given market.”43

Despite such obvious distancing, critical perspectives like this quite fre-
quently ended up endorsing the marketing orientation and arguing for its 
further incorporation into the practice of Hungarian business. Whatever 
obstacles and sticking points emerged were, in the main, treated as sur-
mountable. Forgács, for instance, noted that some critics had raised the 
prospect that, with rising living standards, Hungarian society would 
succumb to an “intoxication with consumption.” Such an “epidemic,” 
according to Forgács, could not occur spontaneously, but instead arose 
only through the use of what he called “hidden persuaders,” invoking the 
famous American consumption critic Vance Packard. That outcome, he 
contended, was something that Hungarian society and its business leaders 
were determined to avoid: “In this area we do not want to ‘catch up with 
and overtake’ the USA or the other imperialist countries. But in our social-
ist management, we do want to put into service all the usable experience 
that the developed capitalist countries . . . offer in the field of ‘marketing’ 
and, accordingly, in the field of commercial promotion.”44 In the end, how-
ever, this analysis, like so many others in Hungary, saw marketing as an 
acceptable import product, something that either was or could be rendered 
system-neutral.

Selling Success: The Proliferation of 
Marketing Ideas in Yugoslavia

Unpredictable, unorthodox Yugoslavia offered even more room for market-
ing as such to take root in the institutional culture of the business establish-
ment. Here, however, the situation was not one in which the state apparatus 
itself had effectively embraced marketing, as had happened to a remarkable 
extent in Hungary. Yugoslav business was conducted not by the state, but 
by “self-managed” enterprises, owned and governed by the workers of the 
particular company. As a consequence of this departure from more famil-
iar state-socialist modes, businesses had both considerable autonomy to 
respond to markets and a greater need to understand markets. In this, the 
most innovative of the European socialist systems, there was, from the 1960s 
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onward, an enormous interest in marketing. By the 1970s, the country had 
seen the emergence of a number of advertising agencies that understood and 
described their work in the broader context of marketing functions, and by 
the 1980s, there were even a few enterprises that explicitly called themselves 
marketing firms.45

But the origins of these developments lay much farther back in the 
socialist period. The first importations of marketing ideas to Yugoslavia 
began in earnest as early as the mid-1950s.46 Industry leaders in this ini-
tial phase looked with great admiration, for example, at the polling and 
market research operations conducted by dominant Western figures like 
George Gallup.47 Marketing activities of this sort were recognized as 
“the secret service of industry,” the entrée to precious information that 
would otherwise go overlooked and unexploited. “Who would believe,” 
the advertising review Naš publicitet asked its readers in 1957, “that three 
out of five razors in England are bought by women?” According to the 
trade journal, this was precisely the sort of superior marketing intelligence 
that Yugoslavs could glean from the methods used in the West.48 In some 
cases, the transfer of ideas from abroad was even more direct, with little or 
no mediation by Yugoslav specialists. In 1956, for example, Naš publicitet 
invited the British expert Cecil Turner, president of the firm Auger & 
Turner, to contribute an article on marketing research as practiced in the 
United Kingdom.49

Throughout the middle-to-late 1950s, Dušan P. Mrvoš, one of the prin-
cipals of OZEHA, the pioneering Zagreb advertising agency that published 
Naš publicitet, made clear his respect for the critical role of markets as fora in 
which consumers could express their real human needs and interests. In his 
prominent 1959 textbook on the practice of commercial promotion, Mrvoš 
described marketing as a tool that would allow companies to plan and man-
age their production and sales, just as familiar socialist principles contem-
plated, but with the critical distinction that market principles must prevail. 
Producers’ efforts to place their goods were to be considered “always from 
the standpoint of the consumer.”50 The groundbreaking work that Mrvoš 
undertook before his death in 1959 served as the basis for later efforts by 
many other Yugoslav specialists, including most notably Fedor Rocco, usu-
ally recognized as the dean of the Yugoslav marketing profession.51

Given the unusually robust state of the field in Yugoslavia, it is accurate to 
use the term “profession” here. Indeed, by the 1980s, even the term “market-
ing industry” would not be too strong a characterization. Critically, this was 
an industry that operated without state ownership or even much in the way 
of state control. Marketing ideas proliferated, marketing work expanded and 
gained prestige, and, as time passed, independent marketing agencies came 
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into existence that sought aggressively to build their businesses and create, 
as it were, a market for their activities.52 At the same time, professionals and 
academics banded together in the Yugoslav Marketing Association and pro-
moted their work in the lively professional journal Marketing. The success of 
marketing in socialist Yugoslavia was remarkable, and the vitality and sophis-
tication of the field was unmatched elsewhere in the socialist world.

But all this success met with resistance. It prompted a further evolution 
of the ongoing debate over commercial promotion and, more broadly, over 
the emerging consumer orientation of the Yugoslav economy—along with 
still more worries about profit-seeking. Even in unconventional Yugoslavia, a 
climate of skepticism and mistrust meant that marketing advocates remained 
continually on the defensive, revealing a clear perceived need to justify 
their work. In one representative source published in 1981, decades into 
the campaign to legitimize the marketing orientation, we thus find a writer 
for Marketing reassuring readers that the marketing concept “is completely 
in harmony with the philosophy of a self-managing society. Our working 
person plays a two-fold role: the role of the self-manager/producer and that 
of the self-manager/consumer. Accordingly, the true, ethical concept of 
marketing can only benefit and aid our worker. It offers him the methods 
and techniques of trade development, and along with that, of prosperity.”53 
Marketing’s advocates typically justified it as a harmless way for “socially 
owned” business enterprises to generate the highest possible revenues. But 
in a society based on socialist values, some saw its legitimacy as dubious at 
best. With time, the criticisms mounted and intensified, even as the mar-
keting approach itself became more familiar and widespread. In the face of 
this opposition, Yugoslav marketing practitioners habitually protested that, 
although the concept may have arrived from the capitalist West, they were, 
in fact, involved in a very different—and still reliably socialist—undertaking. 
In this spirit, one Yugoslav specialist insisted that “in the framework of the 
self-management socialist economy . . . we cannot equate the concept and 
content of the market orientation [rendered here with the Slovenian tržništvo] 
with the concept and content of marketing [here using the English term, 
‘marketing’], especially if the latter relates to different social systems.”54 Such 
claims about the complementary nature of socialist methods and marketing 
methods were a near-constant in the self-presentation of the Yugoslav mar-
keting industry.

Although Yugoslav marketing advocates always had to both sell their 
work and sell the marketing concept, these defensive campaigns eventually 
succeeded in large measure. For evidence of the extent to which communist 
authorities themselves tended to accept the utility of the marketing orienta-
tion, consider the remarks of the country’s general director of the Federal 
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Bureau for Economic Planning, who spoke in 1970 about the affinities 
between official strategy and enterprise-level marketing. Marketing techniques 
were certainly important, Rikard Štajner asserted in the pages of Marketing, 
but he acknowledged that, at the same time, “we must ask whether it is not 
contradictory, precisely in today’s conditions of ever more rapid technologi-
cal, economic, and scientific development in the world, for us to be speaking 
ever more intensively about the need and the real possibilities of long-term 
planning and programming.” 55 Fortunately for the proponents of marketing, 
this official answered that the practice was, in effect, more relevant than ever. 
The seeming antagonism between the old planning impulses and the con-
temporary rapid-fire economy, Štajner concluded, “exists only at first glance. 
Actually, such a contradiction does not exist and cannot exist. Due precisely 
to these rapid changes . . . it is necessary to maintain a stable basic course, with 
the capacity for tactical business adaptations. In this I see the importance 
of long-term developmental programming, accompanied by more complete 
and more effective marketing.”56 By 1979, another Marketing commentator 
could trace out the lines of a transition “from the (non)acceptance to the affir-
mation of marketing” in Yugoslavia, noting what had become a widespread 
embrace of marketing concepts both among observers of business practice 
and within the enterprises themselves. This writer, Croatian academic Antun 
Kobašić, offered a generally upbeat assessment that contrasted a general soci-
etal approval of marketing to a pattern of criticism marked by its scattered, 
unsure, and behind-the-scenes quality. From the promarketing perspective, 
great progress had been made, though Yugoslav marketers and advertisers con-
tinued to face substantial objections to their work.57

Skepticism and even outright hostility persisted right up through the last 
years of Yugoslav socialism. Thus, for example, when social critic Svetislav 
Taboroši launched his broadside against “the marketing concept” in 1986, it 
was primarily to Marxist notions of economics, class interests, and production 
relations that he turned for support. From this standpoint, a genuinely socialist 
understanding of marketing offered very little hope that it could be salvaged. 
The “essence” of the marketing approach was virtually inescapable, Taboroši 
insisted, and that basic logic held sway beyond the bounds of capitalism, as 
well. Every variant of marketing, he maintained, treated the consumer as a 
second-party outsider with interests in opposition to those of the producer, 
and, try as they might, Yugoslav specialists could not do much to work around 
the implications of these inherent, quasicapitalist assumptions. As such, the 
marketing approach was fundamentally instrumentalist and manipulative, 
Taboroši contended, and the problems associated with it were to be found “in 
all social environments in which the logic of profit, gain [dobit], or some other 
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alienated surplus of labor represents the motivating factor of economic deci-
sion-making for the producer of goods.”58 Even in Yugoslavia, where it achieved 
its most notable successes, marketing remained suspect to the end.

*  *  *

The reception of the marketing concept in socialist Eastern Europe was, 
as the foregoing examination suggests, mixed at best. In the eyes of many 
observers, marketing appeared to be a consummately capitalist tool, and 
even in those communist countries with the most sophisticated business 
infrastructures, its importation was by no means a straightforward project. 
Hungary and Yugoslavia offered, in the end, reasonably supportive environ-
ments for the cultivation of a widespread, active, and durable marketing 
practice. Yet even in these more adventurous settings, marketing often faced 
serious obstacles and lingering resistance.

The study of the history of marketing and market research in the com-
munist world is still in its very early stages. Much more work remains to 
be done before we will be able to establish with confidence how market-
ing shaped the broader social, cultural, and political dynamics of Eastern 
Europe’s socialist systems. Yet further investigation along such lines holds 
great promise, since it is clear that, for at least some times in at least some 
countries, the adoption of the marketing concept, with its insistence on the 
principle of consumer sovereignty, brought to the daily practice of business a 
set of values that, in the end, had the potential to undermine the governing 
economic assumptions of the socialist project.
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