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Introduction

The Fast Way to Peace

ON MONDAY MORNING, July 10, 1916, President Woodrow Wilson
was in Detroit to address a convention hall full of salesmen. The occasion
was the first World’s Salesmanship Congress, the time a dire one for
world civilization. All Europe was at war. Over the next several months
Wilson would be weighing the nation’s options: whether to stay clear of
the conflict and benefit from the ruin of the Old World or to commit to
the Entente, crush the German nemesis, and occupy the high ground at
the peace table. Meanwhile, in view of the fall elections, the Salesman-
ship Congress offered a convenient venue to spell out a more expedient
way to regain global concord than the calamitous path of armed conflict.

America’s “democracy of business” had to take the lead in “the strug-
gle for the peaceful conquest of the world,” Wilson said.' And to start, it
had to set new standards for consumer-friendly trade. Seeing how “the
great manufacturing countries” conducted their affairs with “the rest of
the world,” it had to choose between two antithetical ways. One was “to
force the tastes of the manufacturing country on the country in which the
markets were being sought.” That way was typical of the rapacious com-
merce of Europe’s powermongers, especially German monopolists. The
other was “to study the tastes and needs of the countries where the mar-
kets were being sought and suit your goods to those tastes and needs.”
That was the American way. Accordingly, a truly statesmanlike sales-
manship would “press for manufacture of goods that they desire, not
[that] you desire.” It would “keep pace with your knowledge, not of
yourself and of your manufacturing processes, but of them and of their
commercial needs.”

By insisting that salesmanship and statesmanship were “interrelated in
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outlook and scope,” Wilson infused contemporary statecraft with a strik-
ingly modern consumer sensibility. “The great barrier in this world is not
the barrier of principles, but the barrier of taste,” he went on to say.
Given that “certain classes of society” find “certain other classes of soci-
ety distasteful to them” because of their poor dress, uncleanliness, and
other unpleasant habits, “they do not like to consort with them . . . and
therefore, they stand at a distance from them and it is impossible for
them to serve them.” Conflict, then, arose not from ideology or politics,
but out of the incomprehension generated by differences in manners of
living. For that reason salesmanship could assist statesmanship, “by in-
structing in that common school of experience which is the only thing
that brings us together and educates us in the same fashion.” Wilson had
every reason to believe that his fellow Americans understood this pre-
cept. For no nation on earth showed so immense a capacity to produce
and sell standardized goods. None so widely cherished the belief that ma-
terial comforts were an inalienable corollary of the rights to life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness. And none was so effectively blending away
its own diversity through the great mixmaster of mass consumption.
Hence his jollied-up audience of three thousand could well grasp his
“simple message”:

let your thoughts and your imagination run abroad throughout the
whole world, and with the inspiration of the thought that you are
Americans and are meant to carry liberty and justice and the princi-
ples of humanity wherever you go, go out and sell goods that will
make the world more comfortable and more happy, and convert

them to the principles of America.

Against the prevailing disposition to believe that political convictions
and social injustice rather than differences in lifestyle provoke conflict,
here was this standoffish, austere man, poised at his lectern, the world’s
first leader to recognize that statecraft could find leverage in the physical
needs, psychic discomforts, and situations of social unease being un-
leashed by the new material civilization of mass consumption. Equally re-
markably, Wilson stressed not the warm, disinterested person-to-person
contacts for which his open diplomacy would be acclaimed, but rather
the hustle-bustle, seductive wiles, and calculated empathy we identify
with mass marketing. Here too he endorsed a peculiarly American notion
of democracy, that which comes from having habits in common rather
than arising from equal economic standing, freedom to select far-fetched
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alternatives, or recognizing diversity and learning to live with it. The flip
side of the exhortation to Americans to let their “imagination run abroad

>

throughout the whole world,” “go out and sell goods,” and “convert
them to the principles of America,” was equally remarkable. Here Amer-
ica’s most renowned foreign policy idealist was authorizing a global traf-
fic in values as well as commodities. This traffic wouldn’t hesitate to
disregard other nations’ sovereignty. Its goal was to bring down the “bar-
riers of taste” that were deemed to cause revulsion, distrust, and conflict,
as well as to pursue profits. Its ulterior aim was to promote America’s
“peaceful conquest of the world.”

Wilson’s words struck me as altogether apt to introduce the subject of
this book, the rise of a great imperium with the outlook of a great empo-
rium. This was the United States during the reign of what I call the Mar-
ket Empire. An empire without frontiers, it arose during the first decade
of the twentieth century, reached its apogee during its second half, and
showed symptoms of disintegration toward its close. Its most distant pe-
rimeters would be marked by the insatiable ambitions of its leading cor-
porations for global markets, the ever vaster sales territories charted by
state agencies and private enterprise, the far-flung influence of its business
networks, the coin of recognition of its ubiquitous brands, and the inti-
mate familiarity with the American way of life that all of these engen-
dered in peoples around the world. Its impetus and instruments derived
from the same revolution in mass consumption that was ever more visi-
bly reshaping the lives of its own citizens. It ruled by the pressure of its
markets, the persuasiveness of its models, and, if relatively little by sheer
force of arms in view of its wide power, very forcefully by exploiting the
peaceableness of its global project in a century marked by others’ as well
as its own awful violence.

Today it is not news that global mass marketing has been central to
fostering common consumption practices across the most diverse cul-
tures. It is equally evident that if the commonalities encouraged by its
models of material life have stimulated new living standards, communi-
cation, and mutual recognition, they have also aroused rancor, incompre-
hension, and clash. Belying the great hopes of the twentieth-century Pax
Americana, globalizing consumer habits have established only the most
tenuous foundation for a peaceful, egalitarian global society. Is that the
fault of Wilson’s vision? Critics and apologists alike recognize that the
United States has almost invariably had an edge in innovations in the
realm of consumer culture, and this edge has played some significant role
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in its global hegemony, alongside its great economic power, political alli-
ances, and military force. Yet it is not at all clear how as elusive a force as
consumer culture, being the sum of myriads of marketing strategies, sec-
ond-order decisions of government, and mundane choices about getting
and spending, was converted into great power. Nor is it clear how the
United States exercised this great power to promote democracies of con-
sumption elsewhere, much less to advance global concord. These are the
fundamental questions this book addresses.

At the time President Wilson spoke, the revolutionary precepts of the
Market Empire were nowhere more self-consciously being put into prac-
tice than in Detroit, the world headquarters of the Ford Motor Company,
whose booming Highland Park plant the president was driven over to
visit that afternoon, with Henry Ford himself at the wheel. It was here
that over the previous decade Ford had exercised his genius as orga-
nizer of the moving assembly line, engineer of the all-purpose Model T,
philosopher of the five-dollar-a-day minimum wage, and promoter to
the world of the necessity of “Fordism,” the eponymous manufactur-
ing system designed to spew out standardized, low-cost goods and af-
ford its workers decent enough wages to buy them. Here too his publi-
cists invented the idiomatic expressions of the language of “efficiency,”

>

“progress,” and “service” that supplied the key words of the empire’s
vernacular.

But American hegemony was not forged here, as is commonly held,
nor in Hollywood, the world capital of cinema, nor in New York City,
the world’s emerging financial center, nor in Washington, D.C., the na-
tion’s political capital. Nor, for that matter, was it forged in Chicago,
then the headquarters of Rotary International, the world’s largest service
club movement, nor Dayton, Ohio, the seat of National Cash Register,
the world’s leading manufacturer of accounting machines, nor in Boston,
the hometown of the Gillette Company, which, as the Europeans went to
war in 1914, built a global monopoly over the production of safety ra-
zors. Not that these sites of great entrepreneurial prowess were unimpor-
tant to inventing and propelling American market culture abroad.

America’s hegemony was built on European territory. The Old World
was where the United States turned its power as the premier consumer
society into the dominion that came from being universally recognized as
the fountainhead of modern consumer practices. For America to estab-
lish its legitimacy in this domain, it had to confront the authority that the
European region had accumulated since the age of merchant capitalism
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as the center of vast imperial wealth, astute commercial know-how, and
great good taste. Under the old regime of consumption, the global wheels
of commerce spun out of the Mediterranean, then out of the Dutch and
British Empires, splendid royal courts cradled the aristocratic luxury
born of merchant empires, and European industries led the world in
producing ingenious machinery, luxury items, and useful crafts. Down
through the early twentieth century, the European bourgeoisie set the
pattern for Western hierarchies of cultural and social distinction. And
down to the 1970s, the European left set the model for critiques and
movements to resist the inequalities, conspicuous frivolity, and wasteful-
ness of capitalist consumption. In the process of challenging Europe’s
bourgeois commercial civilization and overturning its old regime, the
United States established its legitimacy as the world’s first regime of mass
consumption. Thereby it did far more than step into the gaps created by
the failed diplomacy, military overreach, and travailed liberalism of the
European great powers, failures that are well known. It also established
an alternative to the foundering effort of European societies, both to sat-
isfy their own citizens’ mounting demands for a decent level of living and,
building on the legacy of earlier revolutionary traditions, to champion
such a standard for the larger world.

Though the main lines of advance were clearly visible as early as World
War I and pursued an erratic, often obstructed course until World War II,
the Market Empire pressed its advantage from the outset of the Cold
War. Once the pillars of the old regime of consumption had been knocked
from under it and western European societies resolved to build anew on
the basis of the right to a decent standard of living, all forces grasped the
stakes. And all sides played the card of consumer desire. Starting in 1948
with the Marshall Plan, the Market Empire acknowledged as much, both
by trying to bind western Europe to its own concept of consumer democ-
racy and by warring to overturn the Soviet bloc’s state socialism. For the
planned economy was also a legacy of Europe’s old regime of consump-
tion, as well as being the last holdout against America’s claim to establish
global norms for a market-driven consumer modernity. Thus continu-
ing its advance through Europe, America’s Market Empire reinforced its
overweening confidence in its own parvenu identity as a “new material
civilization,” cast disrepute on the Old World’s claim to rule by virtue of
its imperial civilizing mission, heritage of art, and bourgeois revolution-
ary values, and unceasingly retooled the machinery of its own consumer-
oriented capitalism to engineer similar consumer revolutions elsewhere.
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By speaking of a great multitude of trends and actors coalescing in the
unique historical formation of the Market Empire, and by emphasizing
the nonmilitary dimension of U.S. rule, I intend here to clarify the legiti-
macy that the United States acquired as the premier consumer society dif-
fered from the hegemony exercised by other imperial systems. Empire is
usually taken to mean a formal system of hierarchical political relation-
ships in which the most powerful state exercises decisive influence. In its
classic Western form, an empire has more or less well-defined territorial
boundaries. The capital of the metropolis is likely also to be the center of
the empire. It exercises its power largely through political authority dele-
gated to subordinate states or to colonial authorities. It establishes politi-
cal monopolies over trade and resources. For most of its history, the
American empire did not act along these lines. If anything, it offered a
model of informal empire, with its outright colonial adventures aberrant,
circumscribed, and generally short-lived. In post-World II western Eu-
rope, to the degree that U.S. power has been characterized as imperial, it
has been to distinguish its light touch as befitting an “empire by invita-
tion,” an “empire by consensus,” or an “empire of fun.”?

But all empires rely for their power on the means that are historically
available to them. If we hold to orthodox definitions, we miss the specific
powers accumulating to the leading capitalist state in the twentieth cen-
tury. These powers derived not just from being front-runner in the con-
sumer revolution, but from recognizing the advantages that derived from
that position and developing these into a system of global leadership.

Five features mark the uniqueness of the Market Empire’s rule, the first
and most fundamental being that from the outset it regarded other na-
tions as having limited sovereignty over their public space. Once the clas-
sical liberal principle of free trade had been accepted, it was to naught
that nations abroad protested that American foreign trade violated local
cultural traditions. What is more, the Market Empire recognized that its
trade could be a cultural infringement, yet found numerous ways to jus-
tify it. So peoples elsewhere would be benefiting not just from the traffic
of goods, but also from the principles embedded in them. Say the com-
modity was Hollywood cinema: its promotion would stimulate not only
more trade, but also a lively local market in new identities and pleasures.
Consequently, the foreign power that tried to close off trade with tariffs,
quotas, and the other barriers showed itself to be not just protectionist
in the conventional economic sense, but culturally intolerant and back-
ward. The paradoxes of this position are only magnified by the fact that
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throughout most of the twentieth century, the United States’ home mar-
ket was the hardest to crack in the capitalist West.

The second feature is that the Market Empire exported its civil soci-
ety—meaning its voluntary associations, social scientific knowledge, and
civic spirit—in tandem with, if not ahead of, the country’s economic ex-
ports. And both had a subtle, sinuous, and inventive backer in a govern-
ment that was thoroughly responsive to the ethos of a modern consumer-
oriented economy. Initially acting solo, even at cross-purposes, at the
apogee of American power at the turn of the 1960s, state and civil society
operated with the impeccable synchronicity of a movie dance routine,
resonating with that enthusiastic unity of purpose called the “national in-
terest” that was the hallmark of the Cold War consensus. There was a
surprising affinity of action whether on the part of the cinema producer
operating out of Hollywood, the car dealer, the link in the long commod-
ity chain coming out of Detroit, the American-trained German manager
of a leading advertising agency, or the commercial consular officer re-
sponding to directives from the State or Commerce Department. In turn,
though the local movie exhibitor in rural France, the household efficiency
expert in Milan, or the German adolescent rock-and-roll fan had di-
rect contacts neither with each other nor with their American counter-
parts, they acted within a common framework, whose terms of dialogue,
however differently inflected, directed their attention toward the Market
Empire.

The third feature was the power of norms-making. This was the Mar-
ket Empire’s winning arm. No royal patents, formal codes, or binding
legislation governed it so much as the rules of “best practice” as spelled
out by enterprising businessmen, civic leaders, and conscientious bureau-
crats, each according to their specific expertise. Best practice could come
out of the Hollywood studio system, chain-store operation, scientific
advertising, or club life. Whatever the source, it involved devising proce-
dures flexible enough to accommodate local knowledge, reworking them
to foster trust, and making hyperbolic claims for their universal applica-
bility. Arising out of Americans’ own efforts to communicate with each
other across their own vast continent, rejuggled under the pressure of
brutal competition, enlivened by the jargons of new professions, best
practice was invariably inflected with metaphors from market relations,
with nods to the constitutional niceties of Robert’s Rules of Order. In
principle, then, the Market Empire’s rules of procedure were pragmatic;
their guide was the reasonable self-interestedness of Adam Smith’s mar-
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ket exchanges rather than the inexorable rationalization of Max Weber’s
bureaucratic iron cage. Exuding transparency, they claimed to be norms,
not laws. And by virtue of appearing to be the natural, modern, and good
way to do things, they resisted being characterized as the “micro-pow-
ers” of modern governmentality, to use the French philosopher Michel
Foucault’s term, though that is exactly what they were. Typically, the
Market Empire’s power was so mobile and transitory that it was never
all-determining. Therefore, it has been easy to conclude that its subjects
could take what they liked and ignore the rest. Just as characteristically, it
never created a stable center. For that reason too, it never generated any
“single locus of Great Refusal.”?

The fourth feature was the Market Empire’s vaunted democratic ethos,
democracy in the realm of consumption coming down to espousing
equality in the face of commonly known standards. Sociability was the
key word here: it showed up in the personalizing of commodities with
brand names, the cult of customer loyalty, the restless quest to engage
more and more consumers, and the persuasive claim to offer new com-
forts and services, but also in new occasions of togetherness; until eventu-
ally the lifestyles thereby created pivoted around the commodity rather
than the commodity merely offering a convenience for living. Sociability
had a revolutionary resonance to the degree that it was counterposed
against the solidarities of Old World commerce. Solidarity implied com-
munity, its ties drawing on traditions and rights; it empowered, but it also
excluded; it was said to be based on ideology rather than on convictions,
and those who spoke in its defense were said to ply propaganda rather
than information. By contrast, sociability defined liberty as freedom of
choice, privileged the marketplace and individual acquisitiveness as the
means to access it, and tranquilly asserted that a vote in politics was not
significantly different from making a choice in the market. The power
that derived from this democracy of consumption had the effect of de-
taching authority from local communities even when it did not necessar-
ily accrue to the Market Empire. And the response to this subversion of
old habits often took the path of reinforcing national, class, and racial hi-
erarchies. In turn the sociability of mass consumer society presented itself
as the jauntily progressive alternative to dourly exclusive, provincial, or,
worse, reactionary solidarities.

The Market Empire’s fifth and most confounding feature was its ap-
parent peaceableness. Born as an alternative to European militarism, it
progressed as a model of governing the good life in a century beset by
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successive decades of total war, fratricidal civil conflict, nuclear holo-
caust, and genocidal murder. It made soft power seem a distant alterna-
tive to hard power, and thereby it largely absolved itself from accusations
of committing another kind of violence, that whose objective was to
show mastery over market exchanges, whose winning weapons came
from the arsenal of a super-rich consumer culture, and whose victims
were people wrenched out of their customary habits, their livelihoods
disrupted, their lives disoriented by fast-paced commercial change. Its
claim to rule by the consensus of consumer well-being also obscured the
facts that the Market Empire advanced rapidly in times of war and that
its many military victories—and occasional defeats—were always accom-
panied by significant breakthroughs to the benefit of its consumer indus-
tries and values. Its great boast with respect to all other empires of the
modern period was that it never failed to supply its own people with both
guns and butter. And when it did impose itself militarily elsewhere, it
promised to follow up with substantial aid to rebuild the ruins in its own
image.

To explain so multifaceted a power, my approach to the Market Empire
takes account of three perspectives. The first focuses on the forces push-
ing out from the United States, which caused the consumer revolution in
the first place and propelled its institutions and practices into Europe.
Some developments, such as the tendency toward larger and larger units
of production, an increasingly inventive application of technologies to
consumer goods, and an ever more intense effort to secure shares of the
market by gaining customer loyalty, were general to capitalist societies.
But conditions peculiar to American history gave these trends a particu-
larly dynamic character. One was the absence of a heritage of aristocratic
customs that in Europe continued to make sumptuary habits a source of
social division, another the pressures from contending with European
competition and wave after wave of emigration which early inclined
Americans to regard their consumer practices as having a distinctive na-
tional character. So too, American business culture, in the absence of Eu-
rope’s rich legacy of commercial institutions, was freer to imagine the
market as unbounded except by the seller’s fantasy and the buyer’s pur-
chasing power. This outlook helped turn what initially looked like great
commercial disadvantages such as vast distances, varied climates, and a
mobile, needy, racially segregated, ethnically diverse customer base into
significant advantages. All told, products of every ilk, having been tried
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out on a vast, diverse, fiercely contended home market, had a strong
competitive edge by the time they were exported. Backed by solicitous
government and rich in capital and knowledge, entrepreneurs saw for-
eign sales territories as extensions of the domestic market and planned to
engage customers abroad with the same techniques they used at home,
from the stimulation of wants and the study of national psychology to
the spread of mass purchasing power.

The second perspective brings into focus Europe, to reconstruct the
commercial civilization that confronted American consumer culture with
a rival vision of market institutions and values. Recalling the intense ani-
mation of its city centers, its High Streets anchored by fabulous depart-
ment stores, its arcades and kiosks festooned with luminously colored
posters, its trade fairs and expositions that secured prospering regional
markets, reexamining the legacy of beliefs about luxury, austerity, and
trust achieves three purposes. First, it shows the challenge that was posed
to the United States as the harbinger of the “new material civilization,”
from a market culture that in the early twentieth century was still eco-
nomically competitive, aesthetically formidable, and deeply troubling in
its sensuality, social inequalities, and disdain for American “civilization.”
Second, it highlights how distant this “old” bourgeois regime of con-
sumption was from what we conventionally call modern mass consumer
culture and how different a trajectory might have developed had the Eu-
ropean ones not been under constant pressure from New World forces.
Finally, it shows the larger European framework within which these
forces would operate. Never a straightforward march, the American ad-
vance accentuated the sustained conflict both within and among Euro-
pean nations over the distribution of the region’s still significant eco-
nomic resources. The campaigns and battles that ensued pitted the
United States’ upstart mass consumer society, with its middle-class profile
and huge industrial output, wide and deep markets, and the social ce-
ment that came from broad access to similar sets of goods and services,
against a venerable market culture as it fissured under the pressure of
narrow markets, stumbling technological advance, and unevenly distrib-
uted material wealth that turned consumer goods and services into
sources of social divisiveness rather than social cohesion.

The outcome was a transatlantic clash of civilizations. The first major
conflict reached its climax around 1940 with a monstrous paradox: that
Hitler’s Third Reich, as heir to Germany’s huge economic potential and
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brilliant cultural legacy, could present itself to a demoralized continent
as the one European power capable of offering a winning alternative
to American dominion. The second and final conflict would end with
a more pathetic dénouement: that the Soviet Union, isolated from the
West, impoverished, war-wrecked, a dictatorship obsessed with deploy-
ing its centralized plans to catch up with the Western standard of living,
came to be regarded as offering the leading global alternative to the hege-
mony of American consumer culture for practically the entire period
from 1945 to its disintegration in the late 1980s.

My third perspective brings into focus the new transatlantic dialectic
fostered by America’s consumer revolution. More than a pace-setter or
the first to get there, American consumer culture catalyzed discontents,
produced ruptures, and pushed aside obstacles. In that sense, it acted
much like the French and Bolshevik Revolutions in overthrowing old re-
gimes that proved incapable of reform and were obstructive and reac-
tionary. For the Europe entrenched in the bourgeois regime of consump-
tion down to the 1940s and for the Europe of the Soviet bloc that until
1989 was dominated by the failures of planned consumption, the con-
sumer revolution arrived in the shape of a “passive revolution.” In Anto-
nio Gramsci’s definition, that was the overturning of institutions that oc-
curs when a society is no longer capable of staying the same and, having
tried in turn revolutionary and reactionary alternatives, is finally com-
pelled by the pressure of outside forces to break out of the old mold and
recast itself according to a different model of development. By the 1970s
the outcome was indeed a New Europe, but a close ally of the Market
Empire rather than the exact image of the United States. Forming a
“White Atlantic” with its American partner, it had as its most conspicu-
ous feature the striving for the satisfaction of consumers’ every desire,
the most basic being the comfort and convenience offered by the kitchen,
the porcelain whiteness of its new material civilization all the brighter
as it was viewed against the darkness of Third World poverty and the
dinginess of state socialism. Thereafter one could put to rest the old
tropes that counterposed Europe’s lofty high culture to America’s vulgar
material civilization, the Old World’s dissipating militarism to the New
World’s constructive peaceableness, quality to quantity, solidarity to so-
ciability, and refined taste to cheap convenience. With Europe too devel-
oping according to this new dialectic of growth into a first world of mass
consumption, the problem henceforth was to confront the meaning of
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consumer democracy for the 80 percent of people in the rest of the world.
Their right to the same standard of living had been recognized, but with
no probability of its being realized.

This book is a sequence of interlinked histories, each pivoting around a
single social invention, moving forward in succession across the twenti-
eth century. Each of these social inventions was a key carrier of American
consumer culture, and each provides a different measure of the Market
Empire’s advance through European societies. Some, like the Hollywood
star system, the leading brands, modern advertising, and the supermar-
ket, are so familiar that they hardly need special introduction. Other so-
cial inventions, like the service ethic, the standard of living, the con-
sumer-citizen, and Mrs. Household Consumer, are less familiar. Yet how
would consumer society as we know it exist without, say, the elaboration
of a new ethic of service to make elites accept, as Wilson said, that barri-
ers of taste had to be overcome, and that in principle the creature needs
of those at the top of the social hierarchy were no different from those at
the bottom? That was the message that the high bourgeoisie of Europe
was supposed to learn from the American men who founded Rotary In-
ternational. How could consumer society as we know it exist without
widespread acceptance that access to goods is based on income, not on
status, special privileges, or hard and fast class lines? That was the lesson
America’s high standard of living taught in Europe, threatening to dis-
rupt class-based distinctions in living styles that were key to maintaining
social hierarchies. In the name of what rights were consumers to be al-
lowed to consume? The Market Empire engaged in a sustained struggle
with Europeans over whether their right to consume should be based on
the liberal freedom of choice in the marketplace or, as Europeans as-
serted, on the basis of equality, which the state would guarantee should
markets fail to provide the appropriate level of goods and services. “Sell
the family” was an American advertising slogan from the 1920s. But who
was in command of family choices? It took until the 1960s for the Euro-
pean Mrs. Consumer to be anointed as the sovereign shopper. Thereupon
the Market Empire finally stepped over the threshold separating public
spaces from the private sphere into the intimacy of the home.

As much as this book is about the hegemony that arises from the trans-
fer of procedures and institutions, it is also about the people involved in
the process, joined in puzzling over the words, concepts, and practices
appropriate to translating them from one milieu to another. “Approach
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politics from behind and cut across societies on the diagonal”: Foucault’s
advice struck me as sound to map the hidden and unexpected connec-
tions of a new cross-Atlantic civilization in the making.* So I have zig-
zagged across the North Atlantic and around Europe to capture the leaps
of imagination that brought seasoned European reformers to argue over
the meaning of the good life with optimistic American social scientists,
proletarian spectators in makeshift cinemas to converse with Garbo
about being a woman or with Humphrey Bogart over what it takes to be
a man, and supermarket managers from the American Midwest to chat
up fussy Italian shoppers.

Cutting across societies on the diagonal has also revealed unantici-
pated protagonists. The most obvious is the multitude of anonymous
workers who were summoned forth from their subaltern status by Amer-
ica’s consumer revolution to demand the right to a high standard of liv-
ing, only to discover that they had to submit to the rules of the market,
moderate their political convictions, and restrain their appetites to gain
access to it. Jewish entrepreneurs turned out to be unexpectedly visible
protagonists in this history. Their prominence in cross-national com-
merce gave them a leg up in sectors identified with American innova-
tions—the cinema industry, chain-store operations, and marketing. Their
experience of intra-European and transatlantic emigration also put them
at ease with international networks. Both factors fed their vulnerability
to anti-Semitic claims that they embodied the rootlessness and out-of-
control desire of high capitalism, exposing their livelihoods and lives to
destruction in the name of rerooting European values.

The most subdued presence at the outset of this history, only to become
its most outspoken by the end, was female. America’s empathetic imperi-
alism had a distinctly feminine sensibility, and women emerged as the
Market Empire’s main interlocutors. So a book that starts with men
meeting with men to debate the meaning of the new ethic of service-
oriented capitalism as a means of reaffirming bourgeois male individual-
ism ends with the leaders of the warring superpowers debating the stan-
dards of living appropriate to championing the desires of their female cit-
izens.

Cutting across society on the diagonal reveals that the Market Empire
much preferred to have as its main interlocutor not the national state, but
a generic entity called Europe. For American foreign policy idealists,
states were all-important entities, not only to interpret the commonality
of views people had acquired from their shared contacts, but also to calm
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the turmoil generated by opening up markets. However, for American
manufacturers and marketers, foreign states were also nuisances to the
degree that they passed tariffs, quotas, and other protectionist barriers to
trade. There is some truth to a joke that circulated at the turn of the
1950s: this had an American marketing man flying over Europe poring
over his sales charts. When his assistant excitedly shouts: “We’re flying
over France!” his boss cuts him off with “Don’t bother me with the de-
tails.” In similar vein, Henry Ford was as much a father of the European
idea as anyone from Europe, given his company’s pioneering effort to
treat the European region as a single sales territory. A good decade be-
fore the consumer appeared as an item on the European Community’s
agenda, Reader’s Digest ran the first European-wide surveys of a “Eu-
rope of 220 million consumers.” National states figure prominently in
the following pages, but largely as settings to illuminate more general
patterns of complicity or resistance. So Great Britain, though still a
global power in its own right, as well as being known for its special rela-
tionship with the United States, occupies a less prominent place than
France. And France, though notorious for its intellectuals’ traditions of
anti-American sentiment, occupies less space than Germany, which under
the rule of the Third Reich coalesced into the most complete and awful
alternative thrown up against the American advance. But readers can ex-
pect to move off the beaten path of the big powers to turn up in Italy, Bel-
gium, Spain, Switzerland, and Czechoslovakia, following the tracks of
American social inventions as they restlessly traced their course around
the “far-flung edge of the empire.”

Again and again, the American encroachments showed that if Europe
was to resist, it needed to be united. And as Europe moved toward uni-
fication—as its militarism dissolved into material well-being and its cul-
tural pride was sacrificed on the altar of consumer progress—it came to
demonstrate as no other place in the world the confidence Wilson placed
in the pacifying powers of allying salesmanship to statecraft. But it is also
true that Europe became a place of great well-being, it became less rele-
vant to the United States as a testing place for its hegemonic models; in
the larger scheme of global transformation, the conflicts between the
United States and Europe turned around contrasting lifestyles, material
interests, and political ambitions rather than deeper-lying clashes of civi-
lization.



CHAPTER 1

The Service Ethic

How Bourgeois Men Made Peace with Babbittry

Trouble with a lot of folks is: they’re so blame material;
they don’t see the spiritual and mental side of American
supremacy.

GEORGE F. BABBITT, fictional

American businessman, 1922

The Babbitt idealism of the American method terrifies us by
its monotony . . . Europe without ber individuality would
be only one continent among many; she would cease to be
the yeast which leavens the rest of the world.

ANDRE SIEGFRIED,

European intellectual, 1935

IF THE WESTERN world at the outset of the twentieth century had been
mapped to show how men of wealth and power viewed their every-
day surroundings, High Street, Germany, would have marked one anti-
pode, and Main Street, U.S.A., a far-distant other. To visualize the dis-
tance between them, we might pinpoint centuries-old Dresden in Saxony
as the easternmost limit and locate upstart Duluth, the half-century-
old Minnesota town overlooking Lake Superior, as the westernmost ex-
treme. High Street in central Dresden was the refined Prager Strasse.
Moving from Vienna Square by the grand railway terminal down to the
Johannes Ring, with the bulging domes, spires, and steeples of the Old
City’s baroque palaces and churches soaring into view at its end, Prager
Strasse coursed through unbroken blocks of ornately facaded, harmoni-
ously proportioned buildings, with stylish cafés, hotel atria, art galleries,
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banks, and busy shops crowding the street level. In Duluth, Main Street
was the ten-block stretch downtown where West and East Superior met
just behind the expanse of train tracks and docks lining the lake shore.
Overshadowed by the steel and cement office towers of the Folz Building,
Superior Street’s implacably straight course gave order to a hodgepodge
of self-important civic and commercial buildings. Each was unto itself
an imaginatively overwrought architectural style, set amidst nondescript
clapboard rooming houses, frame storefronts, and cement garages.

Downtown Dresden circa 1930 showed the accumulated largesse of
six centuries of princely patronage. Prospering at the juncture where the
Elbe River traffic intersected with the Silver Road eastward, the Electors
of Saxony had turned their munificent power, accrued from lording over
the trade in saltpeter and arms and consolidated by warmaking, to en-
dowing palaces, churches, theaters, and museums. As much as Weimar,
the birthplace of Goethe and Schiller, the Dresden shaped by the Wettin
dynasty came to embody the German ideal of Kultur, a refinement of
taste and spirit so lofty and untainted by market forces that only an elite
with Bildung, meaning a firm sense of personal vocation and rigorous
cultural formation, could aspire to attain it. “Florence on the Elbe,” the
Romantic poet Herder had dubbed it. In the late nineteenth century, as
the city industrialized together with the rest of the Saxon region to be-
come Germany’s most urbanized area as well as having its densest con-
centration of machine-tool and craft manufacture, its leading families
cultivated both material prosperity and cultural propriety, which is to say
both Besitz and Bildung. Weimar, the saying went, was where Germany’s
cultural heroes had been born, but Dresden where they found nurturing
patrons. Pride in this legacy grew in proportion to the nation’s disarray
after Germany’s calamitous defeat in World War I. Given its proximity to
the hodgepodge of new states formed out of the breakup of the Austro-
Hungarian realms, Germans could dream of Dresden as the spiritual cap-
ital of a rebuilt Reich, whose boundaries would stretch from the North
Sea to the Adriatic and from Flanders all the way east to Russia’s Pripet
Marshes and southward to the Black Sea.'

By contrast, downtown Duluth showed the material wealth of a mere
six decades of growth. From 1855, when the canal at Sault Ste. Marie
opened up the Great Lakes to the Atlantic shipping lanes, and speculators
bet that the scrubby hillock verging on Lake Superior would become the
area’s major railroad terminus, the frontier settlement named after the in-
trepid fur trapper Daniel Greysolon Sieur Du Lhut quickly sloughed off
its uncouth origins as a French and Indian trading post turned gambling
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center and barge pier. Incorporated in 1876, the year that Dresden cele-
brated its 660th anniversary, the jerry-built village rapidly turned into a
robust manufacturing center and port. By the 1920s Duluth was a bus-
tling entrepot; its warehouses brimmed with grain, its wharves were piled
with iron ore from the Mesabi, lumber, foodstuffs, and equipment ready
to load. Sailing out across Lake Superior, the boats passed through the
elaborate system of canal locks to the open sea, to move southward to the
freighters crowding the narrow docks of the eastern seaboard or across
the North Atlantic, where their cargoes were unloaded at Southampton,
Antwerp, Rotterdam, Bremen, or one or another of the lesser European
ports.

For the city fathers, Duluth was “the Zenith City of the Unsalted
Seas.” Boundlessly ambitious as they were for their hometown, their
pride was only slightly tempered as the town’s growth was outpaced by
that of Detroit, Minneapolis, and, of course, Chicago. Even when they
had to settle for more modest sobriquets like “the Pittsburgh of the
West” or “the Chicago of the Northern Great Lakes,” they still regarded
their Duluth as embodying in clapboard and concrete the industrious-
ness, optimism, and patriotic spirit that in their eyes made the United
States the greatest nation on earth. With equal gusto they boosted the
vim and vigor of Rotary luncheon speeches, the fanciful architecture
of Superior Street, the eclectic repertoire of the Opera, Orpheum, and
Strand Theaters, and the efficiency of the city jail. One and all were wor-
thy enterprises, conceived to satisfy universal human wants for comfort,
decencies, diversion, and order.>

Manners too could not have seemed further distant between the two
cities. At noontime on Prager Strasse, the formalities of a bourgeois cul-
ture graced with aristocratic gestures was still palpable. The prewar hier-
archies were fading, if one was to judge from the swagger of boyish
young women, the war-decorated mutilees crouched begging on city streets,
and the insolent posture of youthful men in uniform clustered at the main
crossings. Yet form was still a point of honor, visible in the drape of suit,
the doff of hat, the click of heels and sharp bow over the lady’s hand, the
courteous deference of shopkeepers, and the fixity of leisure habits. After
dining, the Kaiser Café or the Hilfert under the hotel Europa-Hof at the
corner of Waisenhausstrasse was the place to be seen. Teatime was at
Briilsche Terrace, where one could chat until dusk, the river traffic ma-
neuvering in the distance, undistracted except by the fast-moving cloud-
light glinting off the Catholic High Church’s spire and the murmur of
groups of tourists agape at such magnificence. From this perspective, it
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was hard to imagine Dresden as a city also inhabited by hard-scrabble
working poor, crowded into the dreary brick slums abutting the machine
industries that drove the local economy. It was equally incongruous to
imagine the calm, cobbled avenues swept by street battles—in 1919,
when cavalry troops from the Police Presidium faced down rioting veter-
ans with the rat-tat-tat of machine guns, and again in 1920, when the
right-wing Kapp Putsch was crushed and the city wracked by civil war. In
its sublime beauty, cosseted by its ring of gray-ocher walls, the Old Town
seemed unshakable.

By contrast, Duluth was all a-flurry. Around noon, East Superior Street
saw crowds of Fords and Phaetons disgorge gray- and brown-suited
men at the Kitchi Gammi Club, the Masonic Lodge, or, if it was Thurs-
day, at the Rotary luncheon in the nearby Hotel Spalding while smartly
coiffed women maneuvered family cars into parking spaces before hop-
ping out to do their shopping. The workers crowding out of Fitger’s
Brewery sat side by side at the diner counters with salesgirls from Wirth’s
Drug Store and sales managers from the Folz Building, and secretaries
in bright printed dresses rushed over to the five-and-dime to pick up
odds and ends. Everybody was talking, with hellos to one and all, hearty
handshakes, and big pats on the back; everybody looked so perky, well-
dressed, and well-nourished that their class provenance was hard to dis-
cern. Calm descended only at evening when the center emptied out, the
middle classes heading home to gardened suburbs, the workers to the
grimy frame houses of West Duluth. This calm had been broken only
once in recent times by an event whose memory was quickly suppressed.
That was on June 15, 1920, when several thousand of the town’s resi-
dents, many out-of-work and panicky from the postwar recession, had
rushed the city jail, overpowered the police, and yanked from the cells
three black youths, workers from a traveling circus being held on
trumped-up rape charges. They were lynched from the lightpost just off
East Superior, the one by the crosswalk between First Street and Second
Avenue East.?

One might be tempted to say that Dresden with all its magnificent cul-
ture was inimitable, whereas Duluth was just another average American
town. Dresden had aura. It was authentic. Duluth, by contrast, spunky,
optimistic, philistine, was practically indistinguishable from scores of
similar middle-American places. Even so, Duluth was as central to defin-
ing American civilization as the unique beauty of world-weary Dresden
was to defining European culture. Under the guise of Zenith, Duluth had
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become world-famous through the novels of Sinclair Lewis. It was in Ze-
nith-Duluth, the closest big town to his birthplace, tiny Sauk Centre,
that Lewis sited his tragic-pathetic story of George Babbitt, the real es-
tate agent who was the hero of his eponymous 1922 novel. It was in
this place, a fictional composite of a score of similar towns, that Lewis
situated the capital of middle-class mores and consumption habits. It
was here that he exposed the new business rackets in real estate and car
insurance, the nuclear family’s bickering over bathroom time, the pious
displays of churchgoing, the demagogic politics, and the clubby conven-
tions of fraternizing made to order for the inveterate joiner—the Bab-
bitt—whose anxious status fears, indulgent materialism, and complai-
sance made him the nemesis of the well-marked individuality, inner spirit,
and skepticism of the true bourgeois man of culture.*

When the Nobel Foundation awarded Sinclair Lewis the prize for liter-
ature in 1930, the citation underscored that he was the first American
ever to win the prize. The intention of the award was to recognize the ca-
pacity of a new literary realism to vivify the average man’s way of life. It
was also to acknowledge a style that Europeans regarded as typically
American, one that Lewis exemplified: the use of deft humor to put criti-
cal distance on the dejecting human condition epitomized by the ev-
eryday existence of the middle classes. Wanting to choose an American,
they preferred the “cheerfulness and alacrity” that gave “a festive air to
his crusading social criticism” to the “weightily serious” realism of their
other favorite, Theodore Dreiser, who like Emile Zola was too Old World
in his emphasis on exposing a “consistently dark view of life.”” The
award to Sinclair Lewis thus showed the Old World self-consciously
bowing to America’s still uncertain cultural prestige. It also acknowl-
edged that in Lewis’s work, world literature had given life to a new
human type, one in which at present a whole nation with “greater or
lesser pleasure recognized itself.” This was the get-up-and-go business-
man, whose tragi-pathetic existence was chronicled in the figure of
George F. Babbitt.

With this questionable choice, the Swedish Academy placed Lewis in
the company of the greatest and most controversial of all contemporary
novelists. This was Thomas Mann, whom they had finally honored only
twelve months earlier after years of misgivings. The Mann they cele-
brated was first and foremost the author of Buddenbrooks, his prewar
epic narrative of the inexorable decline of a merchant dynasty. In the ac-
colades and ceremonies accompanying the prize, Mann’s most challeng-
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ing (and recent) work, The Magic Mountain, was mentioned only en
passant, as if his reflections on the sickly denizens of the Alpine sanitar-
ium at Davos were a too-depressing commentary on the moral decline of
Homo europeensis. For the Academy, Mann’s contribution to world liter-
ature stood in his capacity to trace the degeneration of bourgeois figures
from “self-contained, powerful, and unselfconscious characters to re-
flective types of a refined and weak sensibility.”® Accepting the prize as a
token of sympathy for his “much injured and misunderstood” nation,
Mann spoke of German culture’s uniquely “productive and problematic
genius.” Like a Mannerist Saint Sebastian, painted bound to the stake,
his alabaster-white body pierced from all sides, his agonized face illumi-
nated with a smile, German culture was uniquely able to turn “anguish
into pleasure.” Through its terrible travails, the German nation safe-
guarded, indeed reinforced, “the Western and European principle of the
dignity of form in the face of an almost Eastern and Russian chaos of pas-
sions” at the same time as “combining the essence of sensual intellectual
adventure, of the cold passion of art of the South, and the heart, the
bourgeois home, the deeply rooted emotion, and innate humanity of the
North.””

When his turn came to address the Academy, Sinclair Lewis could not
but allude to the traditions embodied in his intimidatingly erudite prede-
cessor, in whose Magic Mountain he saw “the whole of intellectual Eu-
rope.” Europe had the critical spirit and cultivated manners lacking in
those small-town American elites that elsewhere he chided as “a sterile

<

oligarchy,” “men of the cash-register.” Far be it from them to conceive of
the “community ideal” in “the grand manner.” Their self-esteem swelled
not from contemplating their heritage of art or music, but from surveying
the number of cheap appliances in the kitchen and calculating the up-
ward spiral of land values.? On the European side of the Atlantic, draw-
ing-room conversation touched on love, courage, and politics, whereas
on the American, homey evening chats on front porches turned to the
workmanship of safety razors, the artfulness of colored ads for Crisco
and Maxwell House coffee, and the joys of cruising around in flivvers.’
Making this contrast, Lewis wanted to show neither servility nor snob-
bery so much as his own paladinship of a new synthesis. This was a
straightforward, superbly crafted middle-brow culture, one that de-
spaired at the frivolity, escapism, and hypocrisy of the new material civili-
zation yet was deeply indulgent about rendering its human comforts,
democratic mores, and sociable ways. Many Americans of average cul-
ture shared his views.
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As each man was decorated at the Nobel ceremony, first Mann, then
Lewis, each was indirectly the interlocutor of the other; not that they had
ever met each other, nor would they for another half-dozen years. How-
ever, both framed their thoughts for the occasion in terms of the conflict
of cultures that was coming more and more sharply into view between
the New and the Old Worlds, especially as this had been framed by the
vexed opposition between Kultur and Civilization.'” However, until the
war, Germany had been the embodiment of Kultur, whereas Germany’s
rivals, England and France, were the standardbearers of Civilization.
When European culture had been split and Germany crushed by World
War I, the torch of civilization had been passed to the United States. For
many Europeans, this outcome posed the risk that Western civilization
would be thoroughly tainted by the materialism peculiar to American so-
ciety. But few Americans saw it that way, including prominent intellectu-
als. True, the everyday culture they saw around them was not high cul-
ture, certainly not in the sense that Germans intended when they used
the word Kultur. But it was culture nonetheless, at least in the sense an-
thropologists use the term, to speak of commonly held ways of living and
patterns of belief that impart a sense of unity to a people and give sig-
nificance to their daily lives. American culture rested on shared assump-
tions, civilizing manners, and mutual recognition, and most Americans
didn’t worry that there was nothing transcendent about this sense of be-
longing. In that respect, their culture was akin to what French anthropol-

2

ogists at the time called a “habitus,” and it wouldn’t have particularly
bothered them to know that the French term had first been conceived to
characterize the fetishes, rituals, and superstitions of primitive peoples.
How much distance, then, ran between Mann, who during the war
spilled out his torment in countless pages to defend the value of German
Kultur against the Western powers, and Lewis, the articulate American
spokesman for improving the cultural quality of civilization." Mann,
the novelist-philosopher, had as his frame of reference the pessimism of
Schopenhauer, Goethe’s idealism, and Nietzsche’s mordant critique of
civilization. Lewis, the novelist-journalist, had as his the optimism of
populist reformers, the market researcher’s familiarity with the American
vernacular, and the engaged intellectual’s malaise about cultural con-
formism. Like Babbitt and the Buddenbrooks, the cultural worlds these
men represented were immeasurably far apart. Dresden was the home-
land of a cultivated bourgeoisie still struggling to live in the grand man-
ner; Duluth was the habitat of the striving businessman of America’s
myriad Middletowns. True culture in both places demanded that vulgar
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commercialism be despised. But what each saw as the ultimate token of
crassness differed radically. For Mann, it was epitomized by the merchant
countinghouse of his native Lubeck fallen on hard times; for Lewis,
by the Rotary club gathering where Babbitt consorted with his cronies.
Lewis, like other intellectuals critical of the lowbrow in American life,
would have smirked in agreement at the caustic views of his friend, the
journalist H. L. Mencken, when the latter excoriated his fellow Ameri-
cans, especially the Babbitts, whom Mencken regarded as prime exem-
plars of a new species of humanity, the Boobus americanus, strutting
about clucking the clichés of its class and calling, and wholly possessed
by its possessions. Rotary clubs, in his view, were the “pillar of a com-
monwealth of morons.”"

But here reality is stranger than fiction. If we actually go to Dresden
around 1928, to the exact corner where Prager Strasse once intersected
with Waisenhausstrasse, if we peer behind the brocade curtains of the
Europa-Hof, once one of Dresden’s two or three most fashionable hotels,
we catch one of those minute details that confound the observer who
wants to draw cultural differences with broad strokes and a thick layer-
ing of tropes. There, in the hotel’s best sitting room, every Monday, punc-
tually at 1:30 p.M., at least thirty but more often forty of the city’s most
prominent men assembled for an hour-and-a-half luncheon and talk. The
minutes of these encounters began to be recorded on September 28,
1928. Over the next nine years, until late August 1937, when they dis-
banded under pressure from the Nazi dictatorship, the group met 440
times. The occasion was the weekly gathering of the Rotary Club of
Dresden.

The incongruity of these assemblies in the peerless capital of German
culture is only magnified when we discover the eminence concentrated in
the membership list. This was straightaway visible at the inaugural cere-
mony conducted on Tuesday evening, November 6, 1928, as the forty-
one hosts, the club’s founding members, welcomed their guests in the
chandeliered ballroom of the Bellevue, Dresden’s premier hotel. Circu-
lating in the very rooms Prince Bismarck had honored with an overnight
stay while en route to Vienna in 1892, the crowd represented a verita-
ble who’s who of the cultural, political, and economic leadership of the
city. There was the founding president, Dr. Grote, chief surgeon at Dr.
Lahmann’s Sanatorium. The tall, angular fellow with the supercilious air
moving from group to group was the club’s major animator and secre-
tary, Karl von Frenckell, the Finnish consul, sometime diplomat and
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banker, and a well-known patron of the arts, married to a local woman,
the renowned chamber-opera singer Minni Nast. Lord High Mayor Dr.
Blither was there too, introducing the out-of-town visitors to other lead-
ing officials of the city and regional government. As usual, Dr. Hugo
Grille, lately chief of the Police Presidium and now counsel to the State
Court, stood out in the crowd with his impressive aquiline profile and the
impeccable bearing that recalled his long career as a military man. The
stately Heinrich Arnhold, director of Germany’s second-largest private
bank, Bankhaus Gebr. Arnhold, and well known locally for his gener-
ous philanthropy, leaned over in intense conversation with the painter
cum state theater artistic director Leonhard Fanto and the scion of an-
other assimilated Jewish family, Viktor von Klemperer. The latter’s family
was twice represented that evening: in the pudgy, jovial figure of Viktor
in his vest as head of the Dresdner Bank, and by his younger, more reti-
cent brother Ralph, a can manufacturer. Everybody knew the mercurial
Julius Ferdinand Wollf, editor-in-chief of the liberal Dresdner Neueste
Nachrichten, and they could tick off the heads of the city’s major cultural
institutions: Professor Haenel of the State Historical Museum and the
Green Vault; the famed musician Maestro Fritz Busch, musical director
of the Dresden State Opera; and the Magnificent Rector Nagel of the
world-famous Polytechnic. The credentials of the thirty other founding
members were no less eminent."’

Yet if the mix of gravitas and good-hearted fellowship marking the oc-
casion was unmistakably German, and the black-tie dress stipulated by
the invitation recalled old-regime gentility, the paraphernalia of mem-
bership would have been recognizable to the business elite of Duluth.
Draped beside the entrance was the royal-blue banner embossed with the
gold-colored cogged wheel inscribed with “Rotary International.” The
founding charter, its typed-in number marking Dresden as the 3010th
club to join Rotary International, would soon be on its way from Chi-
cago, while the pamphlets of rules and notices and the stack of corre-
spondence signed off alternately with “Rotarily yours” or “With heart-
felt Rotary Wishes” (Mit herzlichen Rotarygriissen) were squirreled
away by the recording secretary, von Frenckell, in his office around the
corner at the Arnhold Bank at 24 Waisenhausstrasse. Speeches, toasts,
and small talk expressed in sonorous phrases sentiments akin to those
more boisterously voiced by thousands of American men in praise of the
cordial fellowship, comity of nations, and spirit of community service
embodied in Rotary ideals.
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To leap from the middle-class Babbitts of Duluth to the high bourgeoi-
sie of Dresden is a real stretch of the imagination. What then to make of
discovering that the charter members of the Rotary Club of Munich,
founded at about the same time, included a certain “Dr. Professor
Thomas Mann, profession writer”? So it was: just about the time Mann
accepted the Nobel Prize for literature, he had become a fervent
Rotarian. Busy though he was finishing the first of the Joseph novels,
on Tuesday, October 9, 1928, he had met with a dozen friends at
Walterspiel’s Restaurant at the Four Seasons Hotel to draw up their ap-
plication." Three months after forwarding it to Chicago, the application
approved, the Munichers celebrated the arrival of the founding charter,
theirs numbered 3009. To commemorate the occasion, Mann signed the
gilt-edged guest album, adding a thought to relate Rotary to his profes-
sion. Below Adolf Stohr’s wordplay “I am a builder, let nothing befall
me,” and law professor Heinrich Rheinstrom’s wry legal gloss on the sign
“Give the Grass a Chance,” which he had seen on a lawn in Washington,
D.C., and which he admired as “grass-friendly rather than people-hos-
tile,” Mann had the philosopher Lessing address Martin Luther: “Great
man, you broke the yoke of tradition, but who will save us from the un-
bearable yoke of the written word?”"* This little conceit, elaborated over
another ten lines, would later be developed at a Rotary luncheon talk,
one of a half-dozen occasions on which he entertained his fellow mem-
bers. Though he professed himself a non-orator “instinctively repelled as
a writer by the improvised and noncommittal friendly character of all
talk,” he took to the podium to speak about “Idealism in a World of Re-
ality” at Rotary International’s first Regional Conference for Europe,
held at The Hague on September 12-14, 1930. When he won the Nobel
Prize, his club was the first to toast him, the master of ceremonies, Oscar
Walterspiel, joking that the wine, a 1921 Erbacher Honigberg Cabinet,
was so “noble” that he was afraid to uncork it for fear it was dynamite.
When Mann was forced to depart from Germany in February 1933 un-
der threat of physical harm and jail by the Nazis, the minutes recorded
him as absent for a month before he was unceremoniously dropped from
membership in April 1933." Later, in exile in the United States, Mann
would occasionally be drawn to speak on the Rotary luncheon circuit
against the growing menace of Nazi Germany, urging conservative Amer-
ican businessmen to back the war effort on the grounds that “the preser-
vation and stewardship of the West’s cultural inheritance has passed to

America.”"
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Our conundrum is not just how Rotary got to Dresden (or to Munich
or Leipzig or Hamburg or Frankfurt) or why it appealed to men like
Mann. It is how it operated under conditions so different from its place
of origin in the American Midwest; what it meant that a club life or-
dained for one kind of elite was arrogated by another so distant in place,
political circumstances, and cultural sensibility. This puzzle could not be
answered in terms of Dresden alone, much less in terms of Germany,
where by 1937 there were forty-four clubs with 1,082 members. Rotary
was a widespread European phenomenon by the mid-1930s, with 300
branches in Great Britain and on the continent. And in the latter area it
so clearly appealed to a different social constituency than in the United
States—an Old World high bourgeoisie rather than the New World mid-
dle class—that it would be equally intriguing to know how its members
in Barcelona and Budapest, Paris, Louvain, Glasgow, and Milan used
their clubs to engage with the world around them.

To explain a transatlantic circuitry of social contacts that Americans
said was their invention—though available for the whole world to use—
and that Europeans wanted to make their own, we must first go to the
place in the United States where Rotary first sprang to life. And there we
can begin to treat the words “Babbitt” and “Babbittry”
tives but as terms invented by a fast-changing social lexicon to character-

not as pejora-

ize new ideal types of middle-class identity and social behavior. To do
otherwise would be to fall prey to the invidious comparisons that inevita-
bly arise—from both sides of the Atlantic—whenever the U.S. middle
class and European bourgeoisie are juxtaposed for purposes of scrutiny
and analysis. The second move is to explore how this new sociability was
appropriated across Europe. In doing so, we show how European elites
“made peace with Babbittry”; which is another way to say that we are
going to use the spread of Rotary clubs to show how those elites began to
accommodate to a new life that emphasized the material commonality of
daily needs.

Harking to Woodrow Wilson’s admonition that barriers of taste were
harder to overcome than barriers of principle, men of the elites had to
disembarrass themselves of castelike notions of cultural distinction. They
had to learn to accommodate a new standard of living that was income
driven and potentially open to all. They had to accept entrepreneurs who
engaged in the new service-oriented professions like salesmanship as le-
gitimate members of the elite. They had not to be afraid that changing
notions of culture, though frighteningly rocking the old ways of respect-
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ing hierarchies of class, would overturn their social rank. They had to
embrace the new spirit of consumer-oriented corporate capitalism, em-
bodied in the ethos of service, in order to establish a more empathic rela-
tionship with the community around them. “Making peace” also meant
accommodating differences across national cultures. Across their conti-
nent, Americans used the fraternities of men’s service clubs to network.
The place to start to alert men of goodwill everywhere that all people
were similar in their wants and fears was the weekly gathering at midday
with food and talk. That was the Rotary Club’s universal trademark.

America’s Ardor for Association

If Rotary had been an artifact of the U.S. eastern seaboard, concocted
for the genteel old money of Edith Wharton’s drawing rooms, Henry
James’s refined Bostonians, or the golden alumni of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s
Ivy League, it would be less difficult to imagine its appeal to Europe’s
bourgeois elites. But it was far from that. A newly minted outfit for up-
start businessmen and striving professionals, it was as much of a mass-
produced invention as Henry Ford’s Model T. And like the earliest auto-
mobile assembly lines, it was a midwestern invention. The first Rotary
club was crafted on the shores of the Great Lakes, a couple of hundred
miles distant from Detroit, on Lake Michigan’s windswept south shore,
where American capitalist growth was most dynamic and ruthless.
Rotary’s birthplace was Chicago, the world’s fastest-growing city in
the early twentieth century. Its population nudging 3.5 million by 1930
and sprawled over 520 square miles, the city could be a place of dread-
ful solitude for newcomers, inducing a desperate inventiveness in the
search for social relations. This effort was perhaps most self-conscious
and pressing among those for whom making sustained contacts was most
arduous—namely small-town, native-born, unattached, white Protestant
males. The socially prestigious circles of old elites shunned their modest
backgrounds and urgent need to talk shop. Unless they married down-
ward into the new communities of Irish, Italian, or Polish immigrants,
they were excluded from the protective neighborhood and kin ties of the
striving working classes, parish churches, and the ever better-greased pa-
tronage systems of big-city machine politics. For their own part, they
snubbed the mixed worker/small business fraternities and were aggres-
sively antilabor. It was said of Rotary’s founder, Paul P. Harris, the lanky,
gentle-faced lawyer who specialized in fraud suits, that he had numerous
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acquaintances but few friends. Solitude was personally painful for this
amiable, peripatetic native of Racine, Wisconsin, balding, bespectacled,
and still a bachelor at age thirty-seven. Solitude was also bad for busi-
ness. No mockery was implied when Rotarians later celebrated Harris’s
machine for socializing as the product of his “facile brain” and “lonely
heart.”"®

Rotary lore has placed the first gathering on February 23, 1903, in the
coal dealer Sylvester Schiele’s cluttered office in the Unity Building on
Dearborn Street. The purpose of subsequent meetings, hosted weekly
over lunch and rotating among members’ places of work, became clearer
over time: Rotary meetings enabled each member in turn to expound on
his line of activity and thereby develop social contacts and business con-
nections. Through these encounters, Rotarians would recapture the good
feelings that people who had been habituated to transacting business in
small communities allegedly felt toward one another. The club thus af-
forded protected niches from which they could operate in the face of the
cruelly competitive environment of large-scale corporate enterprises. The
occupations of the founders—an attorney, a coal dealer dabbling in in-
surance, a merchant-tailor, and a mining engineer, soon to be joined by a
printer and a real estate agent—underscore the club movement’s small-
business social origin and defensive purpose.

Male bonding was by no means new to a country famous for the fra-
ternal orders that had grown by leaps and bounds over the previous
quarter-century, their solidarity underpinned by an ethos of mutuality
and brotherly support and enlivened by fabulous and corny rituals. Asso-
ciation, in German sociologist Georg Simmel’s poignant words, was ev-
erywhere being stimulated by “a growing distance in genuine inner rela-
tionships and a declining distance in more external ones.” White men
bonded across class and craft, the circles of fraternity widening to in-
clude European immigrants of all ilk; women, blacks, and orientals were
rigorously excluded.” America’s “aptitude for association,” Tocqueville’s
phrase, clearly drew on European associational traditions. Any time two
Germans got together, the old saying went, they formed a Verein. And
they brought this proclivity to the United States, especially to regions like
the Midwest, where they made up a large percentage of the newcomers. It
couldn’t be dismissed as accidental, chauvinist German Rotarians in-
sisted, that two of the first Rotary club’s founding members, Sylvester
Schiele, a coal dealer before dabbling in insurance, and the mining engi-
neer Gustavus H. Loehr, were of German origin. However, after the turn
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of the century, this “aptitude” turned into a mania for joining that paral-
leled “the extension of manufacturing and selling which gave uniformity
to life from one end of the continent to the other,” commented Charles
and Mary Beard in 1927. As communication networks and routines of
economic activity grew national in scope, the country was crisscrossed by
federations and superfederations for profit, pleasure, diversion, and self-
and social improvement.”

However, the Rotary movement represented a significant leap in the
scale and scope of fraternizing. For the drive to associate was excited
not just by the intense competition arising from the integration of the
national market and the possibilities of communication opened up by
this trend, but also by the determination of local elites to secure posi-
tion, power, and profits as the prevailing status lines and styles of com-
mand were shaken up by big business, the rise of organized labor, the
professionalization of town management, and the realignment of na-
tional political parties. Rotarians saw their first and foremost goal as re-
newing the personal contacts lost to anomie and the personal animosities
engendered by roughshod business manners. But by facilitating face-to-
face encounters, they acquired a cultural resource of particular value to
so mobile a society, namely a never-ending accumulation of local knowl-
edge. With leverage from this small-town know-how, Rotary staked first
a national, then an international claim to establishing the rules and man-
ners of a new capitalist business civilization. By the time the sociolo-
gists Robert and Helen Merrell Lynd conducted their investigation of
“Middletown, U.S.A.” in the late 1920s, only to discover a brand-new
civic culture “in which everything hinges on money,” Rotary stood out
front and center as “the oldest and most coveted of all clubs.” The mem-
bers, “carefully selected for prowess in business, highly competitive, and
constituting a hierarchy in the prestige their membership bestows,” ex-
emplified “the prepotent values of the dominant group of businessmen in
the city.” The combination the group offered—of “utilitarianism and ide-
alism, linked with social prestige and informal friendliness”—made it
“almost irresistible.”*!

Though still best known for its influence in small towns, by the turn of
the 1930s the network was solidly ensconced in big cities as well. The
second-born Rotary was the San Francisco club; the fifth, Los Angeles. In
1909 a Rotary club was established in cosmopolitan New York City, a
johnny-come-lately never to have much clout. In Chicago, however, “Old
Number One” had become the city’s premier men’s civic club by the
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1920s. Its members, leading business executives, high management, and
professional men culled from all over the city, were almost all native
born, moderately wealthy, church-going, and Republican in their party
preference. Though they belonged to other social clubs, fraternal organi-
zations, and professional associations, Rotary was special to them for its
citywide interests and national vision.** By the late 1930s practically ev-
ery medium-size town also had its Rotary club. Flourishing down to the
1960s, when American club life hit the doldrums, its membership was
revived in the 1990s by globalization, the reinvigoration of voluntary
work, and the inclusion of women.” Today Rotary International is the
world’s largest service club organization; its 30,000 circles, each signaled
by the blue-and-gold Rotary wheel, though not as conspicuous, are cur-
rently about as numerous as McDonald’s Golden Arches.

At the outset, Rotary’s surging growth seemed to confirm nothing so
much as Americans’ peculiar “aptitude for association.” That was Alexis
de Tocqueville’s phrase, written in the context of his penetrating if often
misinterpreted remarks that “Americans of all ages, all stations in life,
and all types of disposition are forever forming associations.”** His point
was not, as often asserted, that American life was rich in associations
and that this phenomenon made it notably democratic, nor its corollary,
that continental Europe was association-poor and therefore prone to au-
thoritarianism, neither of which was true. Tocqueville’s point was rather
that American associations lent themselves to promoting a democracy of
recognition, based on the effusive ritual that both fascinated and ap-
palled upper-class Europeans, combined of hearty handshakes, jocular
talk, first-name intimacy, and loud chorus singing. Individualistic, yet
tamed by small courtesies, this sociability encouraged a mutable new
social self, conformist yet enterprising, withholding judgments or ex-
pressing them in circumlocutory conventions, yet confident enough to
recognize and be recognized by others in distant worlds. “Normatively
ordained” organization makes Americans feel equal to their neighbors,
as well as denoting “efficiency,” observed the Dutch historian Johan
Huizinga in 1927, remarking on the degree to which “uniform and well-
defined technical nomenclature” had become the “ideal of civilization.”*’

In turn, local associations empowered local elites to speak out knowl-
edgeably about local affairs and with at least the pretense of having di-
gested national and even international events. In George Babbitt’s boast-
ful words, the 100 percent red-blooded American business man differed
from the effeminate European in that he “knows how to talk right up for
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himself, knows how to make it good and plenty clear that he intends
to run the works. He doesn’t have to call in some highbrow hired-man
when it’s necessary for him to answer the crooked critics of the sane and
efficient life. He’s not dumb, like the old-fashioned merchant. He’s got a
vocabulary and a punch.” Babbitt wasn’t sure how “they,” meaning
the Europeans, “did it over there.” But he was certain that unlike Ameri-
can men, they were “willing to take a lot off the snobs and journalists
and politicians.”*® Here we could perhaps conclude that fiction was born
of fact.

Rotary clubs, if they helped business America to speak out locally, also
showed that it could be a good listener. Tocqueville’s observation that as-
sociations can enhance the plurality of voices, making politics less stri-
dent and polarized, makes sense.”” Insofar as civic associations grew up
alongside and independently of political parties in the United States, they
tuned into community issues that in their reasonableness could claim to
transcend partisan interests—such as public health, the standard of liv-
ing, or good government. It was only sound politics for elites to recognize
the needs of others, at least some of them. This profession of interest in
the needs of the community was certainly nurtured by Judeo-Christian
charitable impulses, but it was also greatly bolstered by the self-publicity
of emerging service industries.

These sensitivities were also bolstered by Rotary’s responsiveness to
the women’s movements of the early twentieth century and to women
generally in the form of the female relatives of its members. No na-
tional rules specifically barred women, though in practice they were com-
pletely excluded from club membership until 1987, when the U.S. Su-
preme Court ruled that a California law requiring service clubs to admit
women did not violate First Amendment rights to freedom of assembly.
However, the club movement regarded itself as women-friendly. Which is
to say that its commitment to do-gooding causes, sense of decorum,
and use of social courtesies, which its forebears, the fraternal societies,
would have regarded as effeminate, resonated with and were perhaps
even learned from the practices of the early twentieth-century women’s
club movements. Rotarians met over lunch on the grounds that supper
was family time. In turn, family togetherness was used to reaffirm the
practice of “men only”; to include the growing numbers of business-
women in the community, some of whom were heirs to family firms, oth-
ers principals in new undertakings like real estate, would only result in
what British Rotarians delicately called “family complications.” It would
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have been disrespectful of the “real Women of Rotary” to “open our
doors to those women who in recent years have felt that the call of busi-
ness . . . was of more service to humanity than the responsible occupation
of home building.”*® Wives and daughters of members were encouraged
instead to form auxiliary groups, though these were firmly deterred from
efforts to obtain official recognition. If the women were sufficiently moti-
vated they could choose a more prestigious option, namely the women’s
own service club circuit, notably Altrusa, the Soroptimists, and Zonta,
with which the Rotary movement enjoyed good relations and some of
whose members provided highly educated stalwarts to manage the Euro-
pean office. In sum, women were treated as valuable assets, most conspic-
uously on occasions of state, when the wives of incoming presidents were
introduced from the podium to testify to their spouses’ value. The tee-
totaling Scots Presbyterian Bonnie Jean Thomson, married to Paul Harris
in 1910, became as much an icon of the international movement as the
unprepossessing guru himself. Her hovering presence offered further evi-
dence of a mystery that European men sometimes pondered, namely that
abroad and in public American men appeared to dominate the world
while at home and in their personal lives they supinely deferred to their
domineering mates.

In the last analysis, Rotary’s vision of social connectedness addressed
the ever-equivocal relationship under capitalist exchange between the
commercial impulse that could make society whole and the cut-throat
competition that could tear it apart. For that reason Rotarianism was re-
garded by contemporaries as a helpmate of Fordism, the one putting a
check on out-of-control robber-baron capitalism by standardizing fac-
tory output, the other by systematizing social relations. So the “Age of
Fordism” was also the “Rotarian Age.” Like Ford, Paul Harris was an
idolized celebrity, whose unmemorable face made him equally hard to
pick out of the crowd. Both men’s down-home musings were accorded
the status of philosophy and translated into a myriad of languages. Ford
provided the machinery for the new era, it was said, Harris the morality.
Ford put America on wheels; Harris gave America the Golden Wheel.
Like Ford’s assembly lines in Detroit, Rotary International’s headquarters
in Chicago turned out a standardized means of communication with long
runs. By minutely specifying rules, procedures, and rituals, the clubs
produced the world’s first mass-manufactured sociability. Factory test-
driven first through the obstacle-riddled Chicago environment, road-
tested across the U.S. continent, they were then tried out abroad—first
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in the English-speaking markets of Canada and Great Britain, then in
1916 in the culturally more distant bustle of Americanized Havana. As
Rotarianism moved farther from its original market niche, the fast-grow-
ing cities of the Midwest, the Rotary management speedily worked out
all the possible dysfunctions that might beset such an invention. These
included competition and dissension among members’ interests, inertia
from lack of compelling external goals, and loss of prestige as its novelty
diminished, its size grew, it faced obsolescent practices, or its market
share was threatened by other entrepreneurs in the sector.”” Learning from
successful business entrepreneurs about how to operate in wide markets
and in competition with a proliferation of clubs similarly devoted to the
service ideal, including the Lions, Kiwanis, Exchange, Civitan, and Gyro,
Rotarians brought to bear to their product, male fellowship, all the rules
of successful sales promotion, from building up brand-name recognition
and product uniformity to introducing quality control and tie-ins.

Their instincts for salesmanship showed in the felicitous name: Rotary
could refer to both a wheel and a dynamo, unlike “Rotation,” the found-
ers’ ponderous first idea. Rotary spoke to the constant turnover of leader-
ship and the fast pace of the local meetings, but also to the dynamism of
the organization and the egalitarian ties, like spokes on a wheel, that con-
nected members around the world. Rotary also worked wonderfully well
in translation, as its club bulletins showed. Chicago One had its Gyrator,
and the staid newsletter The Rotarian was the organ of the international
movement. British English inspired linguistic playfulness: In addition to
several Cogs, there were In Gear (Gloucester), Live Steam (Sheffield),
Spokes (Walsall), Rotula (Ipswich), Flywheel (Belfast), and The Gear
Box (Bristol). Translated into continental languages, it acquired the same
charm and allure as any number of other American big brand names,
from Ford, Gillette, Coca-Cola, and Kodak to Xerox, Nike, McDonald’s,
and Microsoft. Depending on the tongue, the #’s could be intoned as gut-
tural, rolled, or throaty, and the tonic stress shifted from the first syllable
(in Italian and Spanish), to the second (in German), to rest on all three
(French). Breaking Rotarier into syllables, fanciful German philologists
discerned two opposite forces, namely “Red” (rot) and “Aryan” (arier).
Rotarianism was the synthesis that would save their nation from being
torn asunder.*

Then there was the inimitable emblem, the golden wheel. The product
of the inventiveness of local printers, reproduced in scores of versions in
the first decade, it was eventually reduced to twenty-four cogs, with a
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keyway added to dynamize the gearshaft. This escutcheon was officially
fixed at the Duluth Convention in 1912, with meticulous injunctions
about the proportions and colors, before being redesigned one final time
in 1924 to reduce the number of spokes to six. A brilliant advertising im-
age, it has proved as lasting and recognizable as any corporate symbol
in history and is vigilantly protected by patent to bar commercial mis-
use. Rotary’s slogans too were ingenious marketing devices. The original
motto, the overly selfless “Service, then Self,” became the excessively self-
regarding “Service after Self” before being rephrased around 1910 as the
disinterested-sounding “Service above Self.” The phrase persists today,
translated into as many languages as the people speak who belong to Ro-
tary International. Lest the motto be interpreted too liberally, the clause
“He profits most who serves best” was tacked on at the first annual con-
vention at Chicago in August 1910, its author the self-touted founder of
American salesmanship, the Michigan-born Arthur Frederick Sheldon.
His handiwork would persist long after many Rotarians had come to re-
gard the slogan as morally inappropriate and obstinately refractory to
translation.’

Rotary’s trickiest balancing act was to link the intimacy of fellowship
with the outward “extension” of the world movement. The more Rotary
went abroad—it dropped the adjective “foreign” in 1921—the more in-
dispensable it was that its goals be stated coherently and without any
trace of the salvationist rhetoric of small-town America. A big step to-
ward this goal was to delegate the clarification of principles to English as
opposed to “American” speakers. Over many years, amateur British con-
stitutionalists pared away the verbiage to highlight the goal of interna-
tional peace and clarify the two basic organizing principles, namely the
classification system and service principle.

The classification system was the means devised to select membership.
Since each club had to be relatively small to be effective, each profession
could be represented by only one member. The original rationale for this
requirement was that competition might ruin the atmosphere of good fel-
lowship. Over time the classification principle was given a more sophisti-
cated rationale. Unlike occult cliques, which used black balls and secret
ballots to recruit members, or the snobbily exclusive old boys’ circles,
which discriminated on the basis of social pedigree, Rotary selected the
top representative of each profession or classification. Since no club in-
tent on thriving would choose members uncongenial to those already in
it, the founders still had a large say in deciding which among these to
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choose. Even so, much was made of the club’s having nothing to hide. To
mark this transparency, the men forsook the privacy of mahogany-pan-
eled club rooms, the Masonic temple, Elks lodge, or reclusive dining
chambers to meet in conspicuously public venues, usually the grandest
hotel or best-known restaurant in the area. Places and times of meeting
were emblazoned on Rotary signs on public roadways, the name and
topic of the lecturer announced in the local paper, and the annual rota-
tion of officers well publicized.

Rotary’s second founding principle, “service,” was thick with at least
three centuries of meaning. In the notion of “Service above Self” there
was the Calvinist idea of individual redemption through on-earth social
action. The slogan “He profits most who serves best” alluded to the trust
between seller and buyer and the promise of after-sales maintenance con-
genial to an emerging consumer-oriented business civilization. The ser-
vice ethic held that the community’s needs were rich and the level of
shared comforts should be high, but also that the profit system rec-
ommended a parsimonious pragmatism in satisfying them. Accordingly,
Rotarians were uninterested in any notion of public solidarity in the pop-
ulist or welfare sense. Nor did they intend their notion of service to be pa-
ternalistic. Rotary community projects were selected with an eye to feasi-
bility and strict nonpartisanship, so as to avoid controversy or treading
on special interests, especially those of one or another powerful member.
One should serve conscientiously, but without eccentric convictions.

Hence projects might involve improved lighting for Main Street or es-
tablishing a downtown parking lot. But avoid disputes over zoning laws!
Rotarians might supply hospital wards with iron lungs or x-ray equip-
ment, campaign to inoculate children, provide free eye examinations,
and, if there was an oculist in the group, perhaps even supply gratis eye-
glasses for myopic schoolchildren. But never debate health care as an is-
sue! Rotary stood for world peace. But never be a pacifist, or discuss divi-
sive issues like going to war, much less war debts! Rotary should be in the
forefront in promoting the Golden Rule that you “do unto others as you
would have them do unto you” and encouraging “constructive citizen-
ship” by voter registration, doing jury service, and celebrating the Fourth
of July. But these projects, however conscientiously they were pursued,
were never to be confused with partisan politics. The whole point was to
act in place of politics, the claims of which to improve civic life were
at best dubious and certainly inferior to concerted community action.
Thereby Rotarians aggressively stepped in to steward the public domain
in order to have a significant say in reshaping it.
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“A singing Rotary club is a good Rotary club”: Harry L.
Ruggles, composer of “Rotary,” leads the “boys” of the
Chicago club. The Rotarian, June 1938. By permission of the
Rotary Club of Chicago.

This was the service ideal, the new ethic of consumer-oriented cap-
italism. It is best grasped in operation, and perhaps nowhere so viscerally,
in the first civic undertaking of the founding Chicago club. The proj-
ect, grandly announced over dinner at the Great Northern Hotel on Oc-
tober 24, 1907, called for public lavatories at the corner of La Salle
and Washington Streets, near City Hall. The problem it addressed was
the crowds of immigrants and others who ended up urinating or worse
in public places while waiting to attend to civic obligations such as vi-
sas, taxes, and licenses. The solution was to salvage their dignity as indi-
viduals but to safeguard public hygiene while doing so. Not every local
interest showed such sympathy for the plight of Everyman or such sensi-
tivity to the community’s well-being. Marshall Fields, the department
store, saw potential customers in the people who straggled in to use
their facilities. So did the bar owners around the Loop. Accordingly,
both opposed any public provision. Thus, a certain unembarrassed civic
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courage was required to go forward with the project in addition to two
years of wheeling and dealing to surmount zoning and other obstacles.
Then speeches were given, the ribbons cut, and the lavatories opened for
business.”

Crossing the White Atlantic

The very strengths that made the Rotary movement triumph across
America catapulted it abroad. At the Duluth convention of August 1912,
following the establishment of its first foreign club in Winnipeg, Mani-
toba, in 1910, and just a year after clubs were founded in Dublin, Belfast,
and London, delegates representing all of forty-one clubs voted with rau-
cous unanimity to designate themselves “The International Association
of Rotary Clubs.”* Expansion abroad continued to be the handiwork of
single businessmen in search of the same occasions to socialize abroad as
they had at home until the war in Europe gave a new impetus to thinking
globally. Meeting in Kansas City in 1916, the convention voted “to have
Rotary clubs in all commercial centers throughout the world.” In Los
Angeles on June 6, 1922, following the surge of growth that accompa-
nied the first international conference held abroad in Edinburgh, Scot-
land, in 1921, conventioneers unanimously voted to rename their move-
ment Rotary International. They could not have been unaware of the
Communist International, founded in 1919. But then branding never had
inhibitions about exploiting phrases that resonated with the Zeitgeist,
without, of course, conceding any power to the original. By the mid-
1920s, with business in Europe picking up, and with anxiety mounting
that the independent-minded Rotary of the British Isles might preempt
American organizers on the continent, and in response to a goodly num-
ber of inquiries arriving from over there, Rotary International decided to
leap across the Channel.

This decision made Ostend, a Belgian beach resort reportedly like At-
lantic City, the ideal site for the 1927 congress, the eighteenth in Rotary
history. From a moral perspective, neutral Belgium, the chief victim of the
Great War, was the perfect location. It showed Rotary International’s
dedication to world peace, especially in bellicose Europe. From a logisti-
cal point of view too, it was perfect, being easily accessible via Antwerp,
the continent’s main port of arrival for transatlantic shipping. Prepara-
tions for the crossing, the largest, its organizers boasted, since the launch
of the American Expeditionary Force in 1917, boarded 4,000 U.S. and
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Canadian Rotarians onto six Cunard ocean liners sailing from New York
Harbor on May 25. Regrouping after a rough passage, they paraded
past the southern coast of Britain, the Carinthia in the lead, the other ves-
sels following a half-mile apart, before proceeding up the Scheldt River,
where they berthed simultaneously on June 2, 1927. From Antwerp, the
conventioneers were joined by 3,000 others, mainly from the British
Isles, to go by special train to Ostend. The movement, coming just two
weeks after Charles Lindbergh landed the Spirit of St. Louis at Paris’s
Bourget Airport on May 21, impressed all who witnessed it with the
potential of face-to-face diplomacy: “World neighborhood brought to-
gether by modern transportation is truly a world brotherhood.”**
Within the grand glass-and-iron Kursaal built with wealth pillaged
from the Congo, the timbre of continental European voices resonated at
a Rotary assembly for the first time. King Albert, who had graciously ac-
cepted an honorary membership, welcomed the assembled 15,000 in the
name of peace. When this admirably ordinary monarch had finished, the
public-address system amplified the voices of the other European speak-
ers. “Mother Europe, the cradle of white civilization is in crisis, and its
offspring, of the same race, youth infused with the old country’s vitality,
offers the means of teaching Europeans to become practical idealists.”
The “Rotary bridge” would span the “White Atlantic.” It would recog-
nize the challenge the Old World faced as it turned toward the United
States, “teeming with wealth, with new cities,” whereas “in Europe, our
material life is outwardly changing slowly; we are more inclined to phi-
losophize over life; we emphasize the value to the individual of art, litera-
ture, and music; but we suffer possibly from superculture, and it might be
well, if we exchange some of it for the energy and elementary force of a
young country like the U.S.A.” Against the “diplomacy of isolation and
intrigues,” Rotary stood for complete “moral disarmament” carried out
not by “soft headed pacifists or feebleminded idealists, but [by] practical,

35 “Rotary would teach

hard headed business men with warm hearts.
us to speak European,” a Frenchman intoned. A Dutch businessman
brought his neighbor’s rhetoric down to earth. Peaceful relations would
start with “the smile of gratitude on the face of the member coming from
another country when you sit by him and tell him what is going on and
translate the jokes the members are laughing at.” Now Europe had to
take its own destiny in hand. The movement’s “extension . . . does not de-
pend on Rotary International, it depends on ourselves, on the way we

handle and live Rotary.”*
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These impassioned words would have been lost on the Dresdeners,
none of whom went to Ostend. The fact is that all Germans were ex-
cluded from the movement until the autumn of 1927. True, the Ameri-
cans and British had been keen to organize in Germany as soon as the
issue of its war reparations was settled by the Dawes Plan in 1924, lay-
ing the way for the country to be admitted to the League of Nations
in September 1926. Their interest was as much practical as idealistic.
Mostly, they just wanted to facilitate business connections, but they also
worried that as giant Germany’s industry recovered, Europe would be
overwhelmed by “commercial travelers’ clubs” with Teutonic business-
men trying to fob themselves off as Rotarians.”” Ordinary people were
still deeply wary about the resurgence of German power.

Still, the Anglo-Americans couldn’t dismiss outright the opposition
from the continental clubs. No Germans, the French said: at the Leipzig
trade fair, the entire crowd at the Central Market “with its cold Ger-
man discipline” had doffed their hats and scraped and bowed when
Reich President General von Hindenburg passed in his car. To think how
quickly German groups might proliferate if encouraged: not 50 or 100,
when the French were barely pushing a dozen clubs, but as many as 200.
If the Americans had glimpsed the hillocks and fields dotted with ghastly
war cemeteries, they could grasp the depth of the objections from “trust-
worthy types” who described the Germans as utterly unrepentant, “fa-
natic nationalists and dreaming of revenge, [though] otherwise perfectly
correct in business.” If Old World notions of honor insisted that the sight
of Germany’s black-red-gold banners unfurled amidst the flags of thirty-
eight nations would be an affront to King Albert and the Queen, then it
was worth postponing the organizing drive until after Ostend.*®

Meanwhile, to preempt any German misbehavior, plans shaped up un-
der American supervision to establish a European Area Committee with
representatives from all of the eight countries surrounding Germany. Ex-
perience had shown that the founding members set the tone for subse-
quent recruits. So the goal was to recruit from the highest social classes,
as if high bourgeois or aristocratic men could better vouch for their coun-
trymen’s conduct than the plain middle classes. Anglophile Hamburg was
to be the jumping-off place. Famous for its codes of business ethics, the
city had been the area’s leading port since the medieval Hansa League, as
well as the capital of Germany’s merchant marine. It was thus appropri-
ate that its sponsor be the Rotary of the venerable port town of Oakland,
California, and its founding president the general director of the Ham-
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burg-American Steamship lines, Count Wilhelm Cuno. Chancellor of the
Weimar Republic in 1922-23, he, like several of the other founding
members, was recruited from the Overseas Club, the most prestigious in
the city.”” Under Hamburg’s patronage, Catholic Cologne was brought in
next, its founding president the lord high mayor Konrad Adenauer. Then
came Frankfurt under Baron Moritz von Bethmann-Hollweg; he was the
scion of the banking line of the family, suspicious Belgians were reas-
sured, not the offspring of the German chancellor infamous for issuing
Austria-Hungary the “blank check” to bully Serbia in July 1914, thereby
concatenating the events that led to the Great War.*” After Munich and
southern Germany, organizers pointed northeastward toward less famil-
iar regions, first Dresden and, via Dresden, Leipzig, Germany’s fourth-
largest city. Finally, there would be Berlin, which because of its size and
complexity was regarded as the hardest place of all to organize a club.

To explain how Rotarian ideals arrived on the Elbe, the Dresdeners
would have recalled a mid-September day when the Finnish consul, the
fatuous but endearing Karl von Frenckell, rounded up sixteen of his col-
leagues and friends to meet Rotary’s special emissary, T. C. Thomsen. A
Dane by nationality, he made a vivid impression since he was just forty
years old at the time, tall, handsome, with thick blond hair, and a good
fifteen years younger than the men he was being introduced to. He had
been the chief engineer of the Vacuum Oil Company of Britain for a dec-
ade, then the managing director of the giant Company of Denmark,
which had made him a fortune trading in copra, soybeans, and other co-
lonial staples, and at the time he headed his own firm, Aarhus Oil Fac-
tory.*' Engineers were the darlings of the European elite at the time,
and the fact that his business thrived while he dedicated nine months
out of twelve to attend to Rotary business marked him as a managerial
genius. He was also not only fluent in German, but a Germanophile
with a passion for opera. And he had come impeccably introduced. Max
Hans Kiihne, the Saxon architect who had built the Leipzig train station,
Europe’s largest, was his contact via a mutual acquaintance, Rotarian
Gerbel, Austria’s leading road and bridge engineer, who that year was
president of the Rotary of Vienna.

Since Kuhne had to be away, the expansive von Frenckell squired
Thomsen around, though he made it clear that he himself was not inter-
ested. He didn’t have the time. Through von Frenckell, Thomsen met
the Finnish consul’s friend and longtime business associate Heinrich
Arnhold, whose prospering bank was just opening a branch in New York
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City. In turn, Arnhold introduced him to yet another banker, Victor von
Klemperer, who in turn brought Thomsen to meet other members of his
luncheon club. Thomsen recalled the men as a “happy mix of Ernst
und Scherz” (probity and playfulness). Later, the others would tease von
Frenckell, an indefatigable enthusiast, voluble in six languages (in addi-
tion to Esperanto) and soon to be famous in German Rotary annals as
“Magister Rotariensis,” by recalling that he had “No Time” for all of
this.*

Rotary arrived in the middle of Europe packing little if any of the obvi-
ous American baggage it had landed with at Ostend, where it was already
visibly less encumbered than when it had shipped out of New York Har-
bor. From the weekly minutes the Dresdeners compiled, starting from the
moment they banded together on this new venture, nothing suggested
that they were guided by the long arm of the American Market Empire,
much less that their choice had anything to do with the mania for every-
thing American sweeping 1920s Germany with “import articles.” Noth-
ing evidenced the erotic displacement of shopgirls seduced by America’s
idols, Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks, or the repressed libido of
scruffy clerks gawking at the robotic kick lines in the style of the Tiller
girls, or the wanderlust of the hard-nosed radical aesthetes—like Bertolt
Brecht or John Herzfield—who delighted in the Wild West, bloody
knockdown boxing matches, advertising slang, and the down-to-earth
crassness of the New World, or the rationalist disenchantment with the
world of industrialists who were fascinated by Henry Ford’s assembly
lines and E 'W. Taylor’s systems of clocking and timing men’s work, or
cinema-goers’ awe at the spooky fantasies of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis.
Nothing would have brought them into contact with, much less given
credence to, views that called Rotary in Europe a “form of commercial
back-scratching.”*

What, then, disposed these busy, established, cultivated men to em-
brace so passionately an invention that they nonetheless recognized as
having originated in the United States? Clearly, it was not for lack of
other occasions to socialize. For they were already heavily scheduled with
their luncheon groups, fraternities, veteran officers’ associations, the lo-
cal Esperanto section, international friendship societies, sports clubs, and
churches and synagogues, as well as occupying demanding positions of
leadership in their professions. They were also patrons of the fine arts,
the opera and chamber music societies, and various important charities,
in addition to being patriarchs of large families with obligations to en-
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tertain relatives, friends, and acquaintances regularly and generously.
Recognizing that this new commitment was very demanding—that they
would have to pay high dues—a 50-Reich Mark entrance fee, 50 RM an-
nually, and an additional 4 or so RM for the luncheons, in addition to be-
ing obliged to attend regularly and to serve the group in some capacity—
they justified their enthusiasm by joking that Germans were inveterate
joiners. “The Garden of Eden, Inc.” had gone bust, abandoning mankind
to create its own little community. That was the sense of the inaugural
evening’s entertainment, expressed in amiable doggerel by the brewery
financier Herr Dr. Johannes Kriiger:

Nobody was made to go it alone.

Either they marry or a club they join . . .
Club life is as old as mankind itself

Club life, the dance around the golden calf.*

But the real reasons were more pressing, and ever more intimate and
involved as time passed. The most urgent was to rejoin the international
community from which Germany had been ostracized by the war. Rotary
Article Six’s goal of international peace appealed to the liberal pacifists
among them, a rara avis in Germany, one being Heinrich Arnhold, who
had long been active in the German Friendship Society. It was also con-
genial to onetime nationalists like Mann, who by the mid-1920s had
succumbed to the Hungarian Count Coudenhove-Kalergi’s seductive
projects for a pan-European confederation. Belonging to Rotary also
promised to reestablish the business trust to support Germany’s export
economy. It gave patriotic men the opportunity to show what a rena-
scent Germany could contribute culturally to an international movement.
Above all, the invitation marked the cessation of the embarrassing per-
sonal hostility Germans sometimes encountered doing business abroad
or on holiday, even on family vacations skiing or hiking at St. Moritz,
Montreux-Vevey, Chamonix, or Davos, where they saw their calm, rosy-
cheeked children taunted: “little Boches, bullies, warmongers.” It flat-
tered them by reaffirming their own transcendent purpose as an elite of
culture and property in this deeply disquiet nation. It brought them into a
global community of 2,930 other clubs in forty-four other lands, together
with 137,000 other men.

Rotary’s moral code offered yet another attraction. In Rotary’s busi-
ness ethics, German Rotarians saw the general values of bourgeois hu-
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manism, or Biirgerlichkeit. It confirmed that their culture was not the
privilege of class, as critics vehemently argued, nor was it self-serving, but
rather the bearer of timely universal values. Thereby it also validated the
worth of their profession or calling, their Beruf. Rotary taught that, per-
force, modern life called for the habit of a more democratic way of living,
but also one that was orderly and civilized. True, Rotary didn’t contem-
plate the familiar du, except among those who were already close friends.
But it encouraged a comradeship that enabled members to call each other
by their family names rather than verbally bowing and scraping as one
addressed “Herr Doctor” this and that. What mattered for Rotary was
“not who you are, but what you are.”* Because it was based on leader-
ship in the professions, it was an open elite, relatively speaking, and
in principle inclusive: Catholic and Protestant, gentile and Jew, Saxon
and Bavarian, the sophisticated citizen of merchant Hamburg or Leipzig
but also the upstanding provincial from Plauen, Gorlitz, Zwickau, and
Baden-Baden.

Yet another attraction was the club’s procedure. The authority of
precedent and the imprimatur of a charismatic founding leader, Harris,
were happily combined with a clear constitution, a president who rotated
from year to year, a committee structure, and endless rules. This was
not the cloddy togetherness (Vereinsmeierei) of the masses, but a new
model of orderly coming together. This newness was best expressed
through the use of English rather than German nomenclature. The group
was not a Kreis but a “club”; they joined together in a “district” rather
than a Bezirk; and were responsible to a “governor,” not a Gouvernor.
They signed off on their correspondence with a more democratic “With
Rotarian good wishes” rather than one or another of the obsequious
conventions: “With deepest respect your very devoted . . .” The expec-
tations placed on the members were rigorous: that they attend regularly,
that they excuse themselves if they could not, that on occasion they
deliver an after-luncheon talk. Each, in turn, would speak about his
professional interests, intended broadly of course: not mere shop talk,
but serious, informed conversation about one’s vocation, not without
humor, and never to exceed fifteen to twenty minutes. The point was to
enable real discussion. This was the kind of presentation that Mann
savored.

Predictably, the Germans took the rules to heart. The British proved to
be far better constitutionalists, the French better at ferreting out the poli-
tics embedded in procedure, and the Italians expert at flouting the rules
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or simply ignoring them altogether in the name of their own pleasur-
able but self-involved notions of conviviality. Alone among the European
clubs, the Germans punctiliously wrote up weekly minutes and mimeo-
graphed, circulated, and stored them. Alone, they drew on their interest
in genealogy to draw up meticulous family trees of clubs. Alone, they ap-
plied their philological skills to translating the arcana of the Chicago
rules. The Americans, as if uncertain about their identity, often com-
missioned studies of themselves and in turn were the human subjects of
curious, often irreverent, academic sociologists. The Germans displayed
no such insecurities. Practically from the outset, their undertaking was
judged worthy of being inscribed in the historical record. Rotary, for
those who were disposed to think according to Hegel’s dialectic, was “the
synthesis of the world-historical club spirit perfected across the ages.”*

On the basis of this appeal, the grouplet at Dresden cohered; the orig-
inal sixteen selected another twenty-five founding members, then co-
opted three more each month until they numbered an expansive sixty or
so in 1931. What a diverse group it was, at least by American standards.
There were the high civil servants as well as a handful of manufacturers,
doctors, and the notary public, the museum director, artists, and even a
leading opera singer. Five among the founders were of Jewish belief—a
significant number, given that only about 3,500 of the city’s population
of 650,000 were Jewish. At least one other, like Mann, had a Jewish
wife.*” Their presence testified to the success of two prominent families,
the Arnholds, intermarried with the Bondi and Maron families, and the
von Klemperers, relative newcomers from Austria. Sometimes joining
gentile organizations was part of an effort to assimilate, hence self-con-
scious and a little uncomfortable. Not in this case: it was a pleasure to
come in on the ground floor of an organization, especially one that was
world-famous, and in Germany almost all Rotary clubs had at least one
Jewish member, and a few, like Dresden, several. In Dresden, if not else-
where, the Jewish members felt especially at home, at least for the time
being. The same could not be said for their contemporaries in small-town
America. Since there was such a premium on belonging to Rotary, there
were relatively few Jews, and prejudice against including more than one,
if even that.

Rotary in Dresden also yielded the profile of a generation, modern
Germany’s most favored. Born during the Griinderzeit, or founding era,
the boom years immediately following the establishment of Kaiser Wil-
helm’s empire in 1871, they came of age when Germany’s power was at
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its peak. Most were too old to serve in World War I, though some, out of
patriotism, had volunteered anyway. Rotarians everywhere were engaged
in a “battle with senility,” as a Baltimore member put it irreverently.
“The struggle to get to the top was so harsh, their tops were grey or bald-
ing.” In Germany too people complained that the clubs were “Only for
Honorable Officials (Herr Kommerzienrate)”; that “we need youth, as in
the United States.”*® All were conservative after a manner, their class, ex-
perience, and age making them loyal to the Weimar Republic out of duty,
though they disdained its lowly social democratic birth and rabble-rous-
ing politics.”” They believed in serving the Fatherland. And they feared
for its fate as the small rightist parties they voted for shrank in propor-
tion to the advance of the Nazis and the Communists.

No arm-twisting, then, was ever required to bring the Dresdeners into
Rotary. Still, one wonders whether they knew that the movement in Ger-
many was the result of Allied strategy, leveraged by Americans with in-
dispensable support from the men of the nations surrounding Germany
to wedge it back into Europe. Perhaps not. Clearly, they had their own
reasons for belonging, and what they ignored only added to the original-
ity of their interpretation of its workings. Nonetheless, they were mis-
taken, these superbly cosmopolitan, sophisticated gentlemen: they had
been subjects of a project of “extension” and not, as they believed, its
protagonists. Quite correctly, they had glimpsed that Germany’s deba-
cle—which in their mind was also Europe’s defeat—demanded that they
live differently. And Rotary was the institution they had seized upon to
reestablish themselves in the world. But they had done so as provincials
being edged toward the periphery, and showed themselves historically
naive in their lack of reflection that its appearance in their midst signaled
that old Europe now followed, not led.

Special emissary Thomsen’s report of his mid-September visit as an un-
mitigated success was resoundingly endorsed the following December 3,
1928, when the Dresdeners’ application came up for approval at Rotary
International’s headquarters on East Wacker Drive in Chicago. By then a
staff of about fifty men and women was handling as many as a dozen ap-
plications a week from all over the world, and it mainly limited itself to
checking whether the aspirants’ membership roster conformed to the
stipulation that there be only one representative from each classification
or profession. Good American democrats that they were, they noticed the
bristle of titles in front of the applicants’ names: four vons, twenty-four
Drs. of various ilk, ten Herr Direktors. . . . Hegemony is never so sweet
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as when it involves lording it over one’s social betters. When the applica-
tion went to the Board of Directors for approval, it carried Thomsen’s
note: “this is the finest baby that has so far been born into Rotary.”** Ad-
ept though they were at fitting this attractively shaped puzzle piece into
their own picture of the world, the “men of Chicago,” as they were called
in Europe, were inept at figuring out how it fitted into another social
panorama. Consequently, it was not for them to ask how this “finest
baby” would survive in an environment so different from the American
heartland.

With its export-dependent economy, overextended banks, and impov-
erished agriculture, the Saxon heartland of central Europe had become
known in those decades as the “weathervane of the business cycle.”
Saxony was also the bellwether of bum politics. A hotbed of anti-Semi-
tism, its class-riven political system incapable of lending itself to compro-
mise, the region had been in a state of endemic civil war since 1918. The
Great Coalition patched together by the liberal-conservative statesman
Gustav Stresemann, which brought some stability to German politics
from 1926 to 1929, never gained support there, so acute were the ani-
mosities between left and right. Saxony was where Hitler made his first
electoral breakthrough in the May 1928 elections and where, in the cru-
cial January 1932 parliamentary vote, his party won more than 50 per-
cent of the ballots. The liberal center wasn’t holding. With no middle
ground, conservatives of the region wandered toward the far right, at
least so long as the far right was willing to accommodate them."!

In that context, it is not surprising that Rotary took on such a charmed
life and its German members were so devoted. At the Dresden club’s
prime, three-quarters of the members were always in attendance. Lun-
cheons at the Europa-Hof had at least a handful of guests each week, and
often the half-dozen or so men who were excused because they were
away on business or holiday dropped in at clubs elsewhere and signaled
their affection by sending postcards of salutations. Rotary presented
them with a new traditionalism, combining the familiarity of the old with
the freshness and pleasures of the new.” Far from indulging in the hyster-
ical Kulturpessimismus that affected other groups of the German edu-
cated middle class, Rotarians confidently espoused a tamed version of
Friedrich Nietzsche’s damning criticism of German bourgeois conform-
ism. So their talks and writings attacked a blinkered, mechanistic concep-
tion of culture, short-sighted utilitarianism, and blind faith in technologi-
cal panaceas.



46 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

The paradox, then, was that Rotary in Germany emerged as a vehicle
of a powerful, if ambiguous cultural critique. And the antagonist, if not
directly named as such, was the new culture that elsewhere numerous au-
thoritative critics identified quite simply as Amerikanismus. Although the
dazzling conqueror from overseas was never named, the antagonist was
nonetheless the myth of limitless opportunity, the power that based its
claim to legitimacy on its prodigious financial and economic strength, no-
tions of unimpeded efficiency and untrammeled innovation, the disturb-
ing immediacy induced by the mass media, and the shapeless informality
of everyday life. Rotary in Germany thus stood firmly against the sup-
pression of the ethics of the Old World by the New, as well as against the
displacement of the strong self of traditional culture by the immature
personhood of the fragile males of mass society. In sum, far from the
world of the Babbitts, Rotary in Germany stood against all those trends
of modern life that, in a Kantian view, contaminated the world of aes-
thetic consumption with the world of ordinary consumption, in such a
way as to collapse the distinction between facile pleasure as the play of
the senses and feelings, and pure pleasure that sublimates the senses to
express the truly moral man.”

All of this resonated with a sense of their difference not only from
Americans, but from other Europeans as well. Their distinctiveness was
given voice right away in the decision to found their own journal Der
Rotarier, at first to be published in Dresden, but then delegated to the
Munich club, which with Mann and other distinguished writers and art-
ists promised more intellectual heft. “Our impression [is] that the clubs
of our district are on the whole not insignificantly different from Ameri-
can or even from a part of the European clubs,” said Count Cuno in an-
nouncing this undertaking. “We want to express this difference in our
newsletter . . . We hope that our peculiarity can enrich not only the life of
our clubs, but gradually even the life of Rotary International.”*

With real sympathy the Dresdeners must have read “On A Beautiful
Room,” the little essay Thomas Mann published in Der Rotarier’s very
first issue. True creativity no longer called for “princely pomp” or
“sumptuous rooms.” The “era of princes is over”; likewise “the bour-
geois luxury-style has outlived its epoch and died out on aesthetic
grounds.” But the functionality, or Sachlichkeit, of the new aesthetic of
modernism shouldn’t require living like sterile cogs in a gearbox. Nor
should the desire to join productivity with comfort be dismissed as
bourgeois. Rotary members would have recognized their own orderly
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effort to create a “beautiful room” in Mann’s plea to “put together inher-
ited and acquired pieces to create interiors of [one’s] own with intima-

.

tions of elegance,” to cultivate “pleasant but by no means pompous
quarters” seated at one’s desk or relaxed while reading in one’s Empire
chaise.”” They would also have recognized their world-historical mission
in Bambi author the Viennese Felix Salten’s “Remarks on the Rotary
Idea” in the same issue: Europe’s problem was not profitmongering or
cruel individualism, unlike the land of Rotary’s origins (whose civiliza-
tion he capsulized in Five-Minute America, his 1930 travel memoir). The
problem was the class struggle. And the only way to placate that was
for the bourgeoisie to redouble the compactness and civility of its way
of life.*

In sum, the goal of Rotary in Germany was to be an exemplary organi-
zation rather than one open to emulation; its qualities were its compact-
ness and deep passion, its inner life, as it were, rather than the exteri-
orized vernacular of procedure the Americans favored as a means of
connecting to other cultures. It was graced by inimitable manners rather
than, like the Americans, showing off its codes and rituals in order to be
imitated. All told, it was transcendent rather than universal, cosmopoli-
tan rather than global. So the very sociable Rotary brought these men
into a world movement only to see them mark it with their righteous con-
viction that they represented an alternative way of thinking about the
material world.

This self-involvement in no way precluded displays of exquisite hospi-
tality toward outsiders, nowhere more visible than when a party of forty-
eight Americans stopped over in Dresden in mid-June 1931 on their way
to the sixteenth Rotary World Congress in Vienna. It fell to Victor von
Klemperer, who that year was the club’s president, to welcome the Amer-
icans. Times were terrible: the collapse of Austria’s Kreditanstalt the pre-
vious May had shaken the soundest of German financial institutions, his
own Dresdner Bank included. With the knowledge that the financial cri-
sis had been aggravated when U.S. banks cut credit lines and pulled out
capital, von Klemperer welcomed the Americans into their midst. “Never
has Paul Harris’s thought been more pertinent than today,” he intoned,
addressing his audience first in German, then English, “when the whole
world is in crisis and Europe bleeds from a thousand wounds. Just as the
child has to remember with gratitude its parents’ good deeds, so America
has to be mindful of the good earlier generations brought it. American
good will would so greatly help us now.”*” President Herbert Hoover
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Germanic centaurs at play with Lady Liberty in a bookplate
engraved for the Rotary of Steyr, Austria, circa 1930.
By permission of the Collection of Monroe and Aimée Brown Price.

would indeed declare a moratorium on German war debts on June 20.
But that move didn’t prevent the run on German banks a week later.

If their American friends grasped the drama of the appeal, their club
repertoire afforded nothing to voice an adequate response. Rotary was
not a forum for controversial topics at home, not a place to discuss tar-
iffs, much less debt moratoriums. None of them would have influence in
politics as Rotarians in Europe might have had. Anyway, Rotary was rich
with a repertoire to stimulate fellowship, not to display solidarity in the
face of disaster. To show their thanks for the hospitality—which was now
culminating in this breakfast for 149 people, gifts of Meissen china dishes
for the ladies, and a rousing performance of “Home on the Range” and
other American folk tunes arranged by the house pianist and performed
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with his delicate conservatory touch—the foreign guests regaled their
hosts with several choruses of Ruggle’s anthem, “R-O-T-A-R-Y”:

R-O-T-A-R-Y That spells Ro-ta-ry
R-O-T-A-R-Y is known on land
And sea; From North to South, from East to West,

He prof-its most who serves the best; R-O
T-A-R-Y, That spells Ro-ta-ry.

“So for the first time we experienced this custom from overseas,” the
minutes show von Frenckell, the father of Saxon Rotary, observing with a
touch of condescension.”® The unanticipated novelty only made them re-
double their impeccable hospitality. That afternoon they brought their
guests to the exquisite Painting Gallery, toured the Green Vault, with its
treasury of exotica, and took them at teatime to Briilsche Terrace. The
next day von Frenckell, with a score of others, accompanied the Ameri-
cans to the Central Station, where, with fervent farewells and pride in the
graciousness displayed by their beautiful city, even in the face of such
hard times, they waved their guests good-bye with sincere hopes for their
safe journey and a return visit. Their generosity could not be recipro-
cated, as their aristo-bourgeois gift economy demanded. The Dresdeners
knew this. And this knowledge could only have reinforced the sense of
their superior place in the order of things.

All Power to Procedure

One can’t but admire a network that had small-town America hobnob-
bing with the aristo-bourgeoisie of central Europe: Rotary was their in-
vention, an extension of their new power. Whether these close encoun-
ters helped Americans grasp the otherness of the Europeans they came
in contact with is more problematic. Did they consider that their own rit-
uals of jollification seemed folkloric, even puerile for men for whom
Gemiitlichkeit came naturally, for whom conviviality over good food and
drink was as natural as the day was long, who belonged to communities
that used military decorations, state ribbons, and professional emblems
rather than commercial brand names or club badges to show, if not who
they were, where they were positioned in the world at large? Not likely:
Rotary had thrust Americans into a world of great variety at the same
time as it blunted their grasp of the reasons for its diversity. Abroad, as at
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home, the Rotary badge encouraged the half-narcissistic, half-altruistic
belief in the omnipresence of like-minded people. This was all a very
comforting and positive feeling for rising hegemons.

The initial problem for “the Europeans,” as the Americans called
them, was to accept that the uniformity indispensable to the cohesiveness
of the movement was not a straitjacket, that some distant administration
was not going to standardize out of existence the strong individuality
that was fundamental to their Europeanness. Over meetings, they heard
the reassuring sales pitch well practiced on American soil. Every commu-
nity has its “peculiarities.” It is “almost always” necessary to “demon-
strate to a new community Rotary’s fundamental soundness, that it is
suitable and adaptable to local needs.” Gathered around the conference
table at Frankfurt, representatives at the European Advisory Meeting
heard Rotarian Adams, sent by headquarters in 1929 to take the pulse of
European sentiment, reiterate this point with one of those puerile me-
chanical metaphors popular at the time: “We are traveling the same road,
same piece of machinery. The raw products are different in the different
clubs, perhaps the method of manufacturing may differ, but we are all
trying to turn out the same product.”” Europeans seized on the meta-
phor, turning it to their own interests. If Rotary was like a Model T, it
had to be customized for a more discriminating clientele. Not for the Eu-
ropeans, Ford’s slogan “All colors, so long as it’s black.” The question
was whether these exigent and diverse clients merely wanted to upgrade
the machine—say, with wood paneling, leather accouterments, or bright
tail lights. Or did they want to trade it in for a custom-crafted, mahog-
any-paneled European model—say, a Hispano-Suiza or a Bugatti or a
Daimler-Benz?

On the road to customizing their clubs, “the Europeans” had to be
convinced of yet another premise, namely that the rules of procedure that
all clubs had to follow did not emanate from some old-fashioned admin-
istrative power like the long arm of imperial bureaucracy they extended
into their own colonial lands. The Americans intended procedures as a
new form of rules-sharing among an international elite, acting in compli-
ance with common standards of reasonableness and functionality. On the
constitutional level, Rotary strived to appear egalitarian and transparent.
It was governed by a board of directors whose fourteen members were
elected by the delegates at the annual convention. Meeting in Chicago
twice a year, the board debated suggestions passed on to it from all over,
formulated recommendations, and sent any measures requiring consti-
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tutional amendment to a vote at the annual convention. Although the
composition naturally favored American delegates in particular, and the
Anglophone world more generally, since they were the founders and ac-
counted for the largest percentage of overall membership, continental
Europeans were more and more visibly represented by the 1930s.

Nonetheless, the real power of decisionmaking rested with the imper-
turbable “Men of Chicago.” Headquarters was ruled by a general secre-
tary who from 1910 to 1941 was embodied in the athletic figure of
Chesley R. Perry—“Dear Ches” as he was known to acquaintances in
the movement; “Dear Secretary Perry” to his scores of hundreds of other
correspondents. A veteran of the summer war in Cuba and a librarian by
training, Perry was perfectly scripted for the position. Thirty-six years
old when he started, he had the appeal of a familiar film star to faraway
viewers: his air of authority, lean silver-haired handsomeness, and yawn-
ingly bland conservatism suited him equally to playing the upright civil
servant, midwestern military officer (which he was, as a lieutenant in
the reserve), and righteous small-town minister. A skillful businessman
whose first successful investments were in Mexican bonds, he was above
all a joiner, who, once he had attached himself to Paul Harris, funneled
his virtuoso organizational talents into the Rotarian cause. This he inter-
preted in the America-first style of midwestern isolationists, his zealous
one-worldism tempered by the unshakable belief that America always
knew best.*

For most of Perry’s three-decade-plus tenure, the operation’s goals
were to boost the number of clubs and establish them in ever more coun-
tries while avoiding controversy, especially controversy that would im-
pugn Chicago’s authority. Will R. Manier, the charming Nashville, Ten-
nessee, lawyer who was president of Rotary International in the annus
horribilis 1936-37, asked: “What use is it to be hurtful if we let pass
what we don’t expect will eventuate and we hope won’t eventuate?”*!
This tactful inaction justified not vetoing out of hand the Danes’ earnest
proposal to compile European membership lists profession by profession
so that businessmen in the same line of work could make contact with
one another. Words could be spent to condemn this outlandish corpor-
atism; the whole point of the movement was to socialize across the pro-
fessions. But why bother when the matter would disappear for lack of
time and energy? Tactful inaction also justified not blasting a cocka-
mamie proposal from the European Extension Committee to open clubs
in Stalin’s Russia. Why quibble about principles? Nothing could come of
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it, since no business elites existed in the land of the Bolsheviks. Tactful in-
action also justified neutrality in the face of the European dictatorships
down to 1941.

It was already a large concession to the complexity of Europe that an
overseas “office” (not a “headquarters,” it was often stressed) was estab-
lished on the continent in 1925 to supervise regional affairs. The purpose
first and foremost was to improve communication with and among conti-
nental Europeans, not to foster national, much less regional, autonomy.
Like many other international agencies, the office was located in Switzer-
land to take advantage of that country’s central position, neutrality, and
multilingual labor force. However, Zurich was chosen over Geneva, to
put it closer to German-speaking central Europe and farther away from
the League of Nations and other agencies of European internationalism
for which the American officialdom, unlike European Rotarians, showed
scant sympathy. Working out of modest quarters on the fourth floor of
the Basler Bank on 21 Borsenstrasse in the gabled center of Old Zurich,
the European office hummed along like a powerfully charged little trans-
former, routinely switching among five languages to respond to the 2,000
or so queries a month, and if necessary arranging translations into an-
other five. It took instructions from and referred questions back to Chi-
cago, all the while making the arrangements for and presiding over the
European Advisory Committee’s meetings, which in the best of circum-
stances took place in Baden-Baden, where one could also take the baths,
and in the worst in Belgrade, which from west of the Rhine was a two-
day trip on the Orient Express.

If one imagines Rotary International as European elites’ first experi-
ence of extra-European rule, the importance of showing that the rules
were not specifically American, much less arbitrary, coercive, or undemo-
cratic, can be better appreciated. “All power to procedure” could have
been the slogan. “Put things through channels,” “follow traditional us-
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age”—those phrases “worked like magic,” according to the European
secretary, Alex Potter. Whenever this doggedly patient Canadian was
faced with complaints “that rules, regulations, constitutional provisions,
etc. . . . have been put in force by Americans and therefore are not suited
to European conditions,” he found it “psychologically . . . better to tell
them: ‘Well, let’s study the matter and see if we can find anything better’”
rather than to say, “Now boys, you must do this because Rotary Interna-
tional says so.” When seemingly irreconcilable differences arose with the

European leaders, he turned over the problem for review by the “Aims
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and Objects Committee,” “Classification Committee,” “Extension Com-
mittee,” or some other. This strategy worked like a charm: “invariably
they arrive at the same result that has been arrived at previously. But hav-
ing arrived at that result themselves, they are much more satisfied in car-
rying out the regulation than if they feel that it is imposed on them by Ro-
tary International.”®

The urgency to maintain oversight on operations yet not appear to
control them was brought home by the tendency of all the European
clubs to develop national “characters,” some even more obstinate and
disagreeable in their own way than the Germans’.

The British established an especially negative example, as far as Chi-
cago was concerned, by insisting on autonomy of action. Founded in
London in 1911, Rotary International of the British Isles, or RIBI, had
experienced the same impetuous growth as in United States before World
War I, and its membership came from men with similar small and middle-
size business and professional backgrounds. But once the club movement
got going, the civic-political outlook tended to differ, reflecting the de-
clining fortunes of the British Empire. Though conservative, it was re-
form-minded in the Lloyd George tradition, reflecting the perception of
the middle classes that they were being squeezed between the “aristo-
snobs and the plebs”—meaning corporate capital and organized labor.
Later Winston Churchill would try to exploit this sentiment by hav-
ing Ernest Bevin, the Labour leader in his wartime coalition, present the
first glimpse of the government’s plan for postwar reform to London
Rotarians at their weekly luncheon at the Connaught Room in 1940.
This deference to the opinion of Rotarian businessmen, who very warmly
received the proposals that in 1942 would lead to the Beveridge Report,
would do the Conservative Churchill little good over the long run. Many
of the “Brothers,” along with other middle-class voters, swung to Labour
in 1945, putting him out of office.®

It was at British Rotary’s initiative that Chicago had held the first con-
ference abroad, in Edinburgh in 1921, only to discover that its securest
European ally had become its organizational nemesis. A practically au-
tonomous power, Rotary in Britain was now found to have its own Lon-
don headquarters, around which about 60 of the 375 clubs of Great Brit-
ain and Ireland clustered. That arrangement went contrary to the notion
that there should be only one club to a city. It also had its own governing
board, which appointed its own independent district chairs, its own pub-
lications, and its own plethoric contingents of articulate committee men,
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some of whom were also gifted amateur constitutionalists cheerfully in-
tent on criticizing and correcting the injudiciously mercenary, salvation-
ist, sometimes abstruse, and occasionally plain wrong language in the
proliferation of documents by their American brothers. It had its own
system of assessing dues that it had no intention of forwarding to Chi-
cago. Last, it had its own thick relationship with the clubs popping up all
over its imperial dominions, first in Canada and soon afterward in South
Africa, New Zealand, Australia, Singapore, and other outposts of the
empire.

Worse, the British presented a model that Rotary International’s con-
stitution vetoed elsewhere. The district, which was never formally to be
congruent with the nation-state, was the basic unit of administration.
Once the number of clubs reached fifteen, they were grouped in a district.
In practice, clubs were established along national territorial lines. Never-
theless, irrespective of numbers or inclination, there was never to be an
entity called “French Rotary,” much less “German Rotary.” Hence Ro-
tary in mid-1930s France officially consisted of three districts of Rotary
International, and the German clubs were officially called District 73 and
also included the Austrian circles.

Italian Rotary was the outstanding exception. And its peculiarity could
indirectly be blamed on the British, for Rotary had been brought to
Milan in 1923 via Glasgow by the gregarious Scots expatriate James
Henderson, general director since 1911 of the Italian-British textile firm
Cucirini Cantoni Coats, and by the Irish-Italian Leo Giulio Culleton, the
chief engineer and managing director at the Italian subsidiary of Worthing-
ton Pumps. Its first recruits were drawn from the exclusive Anglo-Ameri-
can Circle. The combination of hard-edged British textile manufacture,
Italian bella figura, and American corporate capitalism produced an
anglophilia, snobbery, and suave good fellowship unmatched anywhere
in the world outside the club life of the British Raj. The Italian model, the
founders reiterated, was the self-governing RIBI. Its membership was elit-
ist, “aristocratic” as opposed to “vulgarly democratic.” Expanding slowly,
picky about who joined, Italy’s Rotary was firmly controlled by the high
bourgeoisie of the North. Finding that lowbrow Chicago deeply misun-
derstood who they were when at the outset they were lumped with the
motley club life of Cuba, Spain, and Portugal in the first “Latin” district,
the founders lobbied fiercely to become a separate entity, District 46.
The moment they acquired that status in 1925, having reached the ten-
club minimum, the Italians installed a permanent national council and
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secretariat in Milan, recruited a who’s-who of the professional and busi-
ness elite, and obtained honorary membership, a category that didn’t
officially exist, for the king, nine princes of the royal blood, and, for good
measure, the journalist Arnaldo Mussolini, younger brother of Benito.
Through the voice of Achille Bossi, the club’s permanent secretary, a law-
yer by training and signally clever, Italian Rotary expressed the convic-
tion that true world citizenship began at home with acts of homage to the
government. It therefore cultivated close relations with the Fascist re-
gime, taking great pride in being able to say that Mussolini, as the head
of the government, was its protector. This claim was useful in protecting
the clubs from accusations that they were an extension of the “demo-plu-
tocratic” nations that disdained “proletarian” Italy. The claim remained
plausible until 1938, when the tyrant withdrew his favor.**

What would “the Europeans” have wanted if granted autonomy?
Americans posed that question rhetorically and often with a certain ten-
dentiousness to prompt their brethren to recognize how important this
putatively neutral movement was to their cohesiveness as Europeans. In-
deed, all the Europeans looked after their nations’ interests in some mea-
sure. What kind of elites would they have been if they hadn’t? Thus
Rotarian M. B. Gerbel, the master Austrian road and bridge engineer,
was a major patron of Balkan clubs as a means of reinforcing German-
Austrian business in the area, as well as enlarging the German-language
bloc. In turn, the French, out of fear of German expansion, played an es-
pecially dynamic role in the international leadership. District 46 hosted
the international conference on May 5-8, 1937, at Nice, a huge suc-
cess in spite of the bad times; moreover, its onetime governor, Maurice
Duperrey, an abrasives manufacturer, was the first continental European
to hold the presidency of Rotary International, an event he commemo-
rated during his tenure in 1937-38 with a twenty-day trip round the
world, the thrust of which was to show that French universalism was as
dynamic as the American version. The small neutrals were bigger players
than their size denoted, with all due difference between, at one extreme,
the Swedes, whose idea of impartiality contemplated strong ties to Ger-
many and overlooked its expansionist impulses toward eastern Europe,
and, at the other, Belgium, whose vulnerability made it a small but shrill
guard dog against big-power nationalism.

The dilemma was indeed to find some middle ground between Euro-
pean self-rule and American-led globalism. “Whispering voices” wanted
to put an end to “the so-called American supremacy,” as Kurt Belfrage,



56 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

the distinguished Swedish banker, acknowledged. But if these efforts
were successful, he doubted that a “united and unanimous European Ro-
tary” would survive. To protect the internationalism of the movement
given the tempestuousness of intra-European relations, members had to
be as pragmatic as the Americans, but even more idealistic. “Let us stand
with our feet on solid earth but with our eyes turned upwards,” he
exhorted his fellows. That was high-flown language for a banker. Louis
Steinmann, a Belgian, put the problem in more down-to-earth terms:
“Europe is not ready for Area Administration. We are too national
for this.”®

Using American to Speak European

In turn, as if to clarify that American leadership stemmed from best prac-
tice rather than bureaucratic manipulation, the Americans underscored:
“We care nothing about administration”; “we want to be assured that
the program of Rotary is finding a way into the hearts of the people.”*
Practically speaking, this meant first and foremost the literal translation
of its principles, disseminated in pamphlets of astounding prolixity, num-
ber, and abstruseness of language. The bigger problem was to embrace
these principles: for Europeans, “It was not simply a question of form
but of thought,” as Edouard Willems, Rotary of Belgium’s founder, re-
marked. “In the process of translation, European thinking has somehow
to replace the Anglo-Saxon.”®’

Translation in the literal sense was indispensable nonetheless. Al-
though English was the leading global language by the 1920s, it was cer-
tainly not the language of European bourgeois civilization. Within all of
Europe it was the first language of only 47 million people, most all of
them living in the British Isles. Far more people, at least 80 million, spoke
German, which was also the second language for many minorities of cen-
tral Europe. French, in addition to being spoken by 41 million French cit-
izens and tens of thousands in France’s empire, was also the second lan-
guage of intellectual elites thanks to the prestige of its literature and the
legacy of the Enlightenment. Spanish, though spoken by only 16 million
people in Europe, was the lingua franca of Latin America, where there
was an active Rotary movement. Italian may have been spoken almost
exclusively in Italy, in onetime Venetian outposts in the eastern Mediter-
ranean, and by hundreds of thousands of immigrants. But that language,
too, accounted for at least 40 million speakers.®
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The translation of Rotarian terminology into European was further
complicated by what Antoine Meillet, professor of Indo-European lan-
guages at the College de France, called the “crisis of European lan-
guages.” By that he meant, first, the fracturing of the European language
map with the proliferation of national languages—Czech, Polish, Hun-
garian, Serbo-Croatian—as new states were founded in east-central Eu-
rope after World War I. He also meant the end of the so-called universal
tongues, meaning those written and spoken by elites: his own French, the
language of international conferences; and German, the language that
had dominated central and eastern Europe. The “crisis” of tongues was
further reflected in the jargons of new professions like the cinema and ad-
vertising, as well as the vocabularies of movements and institutions like
Rotary itself.”” Rotary International’s language, then, was not yet En-
glish—at least not in principle. It simply couldn’t be. Too few continen-
tal Rotarians spoke it. In Dresden one-fifth of the club members indi-
cated that they knew English, more than knew French.” Wisely, then, the
European secretariat recognized four official languages—French, Ger-
man, Italian, and Spanish—in addition to English, and they supervised
the task of translating documents into five more. Occasional motions to
use English as a universal language to simplify communication, at least at
the world congresses, were resoundingly defeated. European business-
men were canny in their recognition that to accept English as the official
language was to sanction a wholesale transfer of cultural capital to the
Anglo-American world.

Even so, the language of procedure was loaded with words whose
translation implied the transfer of the civic culture in which they origi-
nated. True, some words didn’t catch on, like “brothers.” National no-
tions of male companionship dictated the preservation of “Brat,”
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“Briider,” “amico,” “campafero,” or “comrade,” each suggesting a dif-
ferent notion of fraternity, friendship, and intimacy.”" However, the trans-
lation of the founding organizational principles, and especially the trans-
lation of the classification principle and the principle of service, involved
real linguistic struggles. Here the stakes were high.

The classification principle was “unerringly” to guide the selection of
members. To help aspirant clubs to identify prospective members, Rotary
International generated a universal list of professions. By the 1930s this
general catalogue included around 2,300 lines of work, from Aeronautics
to Wool. Most of the choices reflected the list’s American origins: Bever-
ages and Broadcasting were juxtaposed with Building and Burials; and
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Real Estate and Recreation were followed by Religion. These major clas-
sifications were in turn subdivided; Real Estate, for example, could en-
compass business properties as well as private homes. Religion demon-
strated the liberality of the U.S. conception of belief; organized with the
impartiality of the alphabet, the subdivision started with Buddhism, fol-
lowed by Christianity (subdivided once more into Established Churches,
Free Churches, Roman Catholicism), and moved along through Confu-
cianism, Hinduism, Judaism, Muhammadanism, and Taoism to Zoroas-
trianism. In effect, a profession was defined by the capacity to offer the
community a ware or service. By that token, priests, ministers, imams,
rabbis, gurus, and the like all provided religious offices; and, similarly,
realtors supplied home purchases, veterinarians animal care, and con-
certmasters artistic enjoyment.

Though the universal list was formulated for the express purpose of
avoiding controversy, no aspect of the “rules of Chicago” generated more
perplexity, ridicule, and protests. Not that Rotary International was in-
flexible about deviations from the norm, provided the local clubs could
provide some plausible sociological explanation. Indeed, local clubs-
in-formation took a certain self-absorbed pleasure in measuring the ec-
centricities of their social profile with respect to the larger scheme of
things, especially in view of the end result, which was for a faraway au-
thority to certify that they were indeed a “representative cross-section”
of the local community. To establish the club at Vichy, Rotary Interna-
tional recognized a whole roster of medical subspecialties—liver doctors;
plastic surgeons; eye, nose, and throat specialists; dieticians—as befitted
treatment of maladies under cure at the world-famous French spa town.
At Plauen, a somber Saxon manufacturing center eighty miles southwest
of Dresden, the sponsors, after having had to make a special plea for
membership because their town’s population was under 100,000, were
hugely gratified to discover that their backwater’s main claim to fame,
namely felt cloth processing, had made it onto the universal list of classi-
fications. This recognition salved the sense of mortification of the found-
ing secretary, whose poor English caused the initial application to gen-
erate a flurry of correspondence. His German-English dictionary had
supplied him with a “false friend,” Filz, which could be translated as
“felt” but also as “skinflint.” How embarrassing to have chosen such a
word to describe the occupation of Mr. Riidiger, Rodewisch Felt Manu-
facturing’s chief sales manager.”

Nothing could prevent the Italians from giving the principle “their
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own interpretation,” as the British chair of the subcommittee on clas-
sification ruefully put it. Aside from listing honorary members, mainly
royalty related to the House of Savoy and high government officials, a
practice that went wholly against the notion that Rotary should not be
considered an honorific title, they included the federali of the Fascist
party, sometimes real thugs, by listing them under the category “charities
and public works, directors of.” The prince of Niscemi, a Sicilian bo#n vi-
vant living off his vast landed estates, was classified as a “horse trainer.””
It would be simple to write off these classifications as spurious or to ar-
gue, as Europeans themselves sometimes did in self-criticism, that the sys-
tem only encouraged lying. Behind these original interpretations, there
was a different notion of elites, one not bound up with hard-and-fast
definitions of professions, and with a different notion of the community
as well, one disinclined to open old hierarchies to new professions or to
elaborate a new ethic of service.

Take Elbe-Florence. For the Dresdeners, it was first and foremost a city
of finance and industry, the arts, and men devoted to service to the state.
Their pride in the city’s cultural mission was especially notable. Not only
did they include the heads of all of the leading cultural institutions, from
the State Opera and the State Symphony Orchestra to the State Historical
Museum and the famous Hygiene Museum, but they also wanted to in-
clude leading artists. That was perfectly fine, Chicago replied, provided
the prospective members’ renown as artists provided them with an inde-
pendent income. Can we detect the hand of the corresponding secretary,
von Frenckell, the husband of singer Minni Nast, in the request that the
fine arts classification be further subdivided to include both the baritone
and the tenor of the State Opera? That query clearly bollixed the Men of
Chicago. Only after consulting the board’s Committee on Classifications
and corresponding with the Zurich office did they finally deliver their
Solomonic decision. A singer was a singer. The service he provided came
from the quality of voice that made his reputation. The public didn’t care
whether he was a tenor or a baritone provided it was satisfied with his
performance. Hence, by proposing two singers, Dresden was mistakenly
“proposing a duplication of services.””* Dresden wisely, perhaps with hi-
larity, let the matter drop. What could be expected from cultural philis-
tines, unable to distinguish a tenor from a baritone, understand their
amour-propre, or appreciate their rivalry for public admiration?

If Dresdeners were perplexed by Chicago’s commodification of artists,
the Chicagoans must have puzzled over the Dresdeners’ devaluing of
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commerce. In the United States, professions related to commerce were
omnipresent; in Britain as well. But as a rule, the farther east and south
one went on the European continent, the more conspicuous was their ab-
sence. Dresden never had any representative from commerce. Most re-
tailers could be described as petit bourgeois; their manners, education,
culture, and schedules were so different from those of the high bourgeoi-
sie that no luncheon club could bridge the chasm. The other complica-
tion was that when retailing did become big business, mainly in large cit-
ies, most proprietors were Jewish. True, Georg Tietz, the Jewish principal
of the Hermann Tietz Department Store, was a sometime member of
the Berlin Rotary. And his cousin Alfred Leonhard, the head of Tietz’s
Rhineland branch, was a leading member in Cologne. So was the latter’s
friend at the Saarbriicken Club, Martin Cohen, the chief of the Passage-
Department Store. But given a choice, the preference was for Jews from
other professions. In Paris and elsewhere, to speak of the overrepre-
sentation of commerce among members was to employ a code word for
too many Jews.”

To translate “service,” the other fundamental principle of organiza-
tion, was equally challenging. Ethics of noblesse oblige, altruism, and sol-
idarity ran deep in the European upper classes, in different measure
among all faiths, Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish. In Catholicism it was
attached to charity; in Protestantism, to the Calvinist calling. However,
the notion of “good works” was divorced from the particular meaning
that “service” had acquired in the United States, where it resonated with
connotations of uplift, neighborliness, helpfulness, but also the attentive-
ness of provider to customers and clients.

As we will often find here, struggles over transferring a concept were
reflected in struggles over translation. The French played with solidar-
isme—though that evoked late nineteenth-century reform movements.
Servir caught on quickly enough, though as the French pun on the word
suggested, too few local Rotarians grasped the distinction between “to
help out” (servir) and “to help oneself to” (se servir). Italians played with
altruismo and noblesse oblige, an atavism, before embracing an equiva-
lent of the English word, servizio, at first putting it in quotation marks
“as if it were a dirty word.” Local Rotarians liked the neologism; it re-
flected the times, which shunned vapidly passé humanism for the Fascist
New Man’s efficient action. They also liked to recall that service was by
no means a new concept for ancient merchant cultures. On a sixteenth-
century Spoleto doorway, somebody noted the inscription: “To serve,
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you gain—Serve as much as you can.”’® And at the Mann family’s mer-
chant offices in Lubeck, somebody remembered seeing the motto “En-
joy your business during the day, but do it so you can sleep well at
night.” The closest German word, Dienst, sounded like domestic service,
some complained, and the common rendering, Dienstleistung, or “ser-
vice-performance,” was ridiculed as incorrect German. Rotarian purists
like von Frenckell thought the best term was a neologism, Der Service-
Gedanke. Few Germans were convinced. Von Frenckell also thought
that the perfect translation for “Service above Self” was the phrase Ge-
meinnutz vor Eigennutz, or “public need before private greed.” That had
become a favorite Nazi slogan, drawn from the lexicon of medieval soli-
darity. Nobody outdid the Italians in semantic sleights of hand: embar-
rassed by the firestorm that broke out abroad upon Italy’s invasion of
Ethiopia in 19335, the Italian Rotary urged their European brethren to re-
gard the Fascist regime’s mission in East Africa as a “service to civiliza-
tion” (servizio alla civilta).”

If we look at how the Rotary clubs of Duluth and Dresden approached
the problem of building bridges, quite literally, the differences become
clear. The Duluth Rotary’s first and proudest achievement, completed in
only two months in 1917, was to raise $2,000 to build a wooden span
across the nearby Pigeon River to link the United States with Canada. Be-
fore then, the only way to cross the roiling torrent was by steamship three
times weekly or by a chartered boat. The “Outlaw Bridge,” as it was
proudly named, offered the only local crossing until 1930, when the U.S.
and Canadian governments cooperated to put up a steel structure.” In a
similar affirmation of cross-border communication, the Dresdeners con-
templated as their club’s first activity to petition the German State Rail-
road System about the frustrating delays at the border between Saxony
and Czechoslovakia, and they were greatly pleased that the Prague club,
founded by Jan Masaryk, did likewise by forwarding a complaint to the
Czech Ministry of Transportation. On the Dresdeners’ side, however,
doubts arose as to whether the club as a whole should be involved or only
the members whose interests would benefit. This one initiative, it was de-
cided, was justifiable on the grounds that several other groups were back-
ing it as well. But beyond this modest lobbying, there was no further ac-
tion.”” Admittedly, the worlds of possibility were incomparably different:
in the case of Duluth, the virtual absence of government, an unguarded
wilderness frontier, a habit of action unfettered by rules and regulation,
in contrast to Dresden, where the organization of the railroad system was
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an affair of high politics, organized interests, and state bureaucracy and
the frontier lined with heavily policed customs points. But it is also true
that the bourgeoisie of Dresden regarded their club as Kultur, and would
have been appalled to sully it with base economic considerations.

Dresden’s dilemma was common on the continent, not because Euro-
pean clubs were egotistical, indifferent, or benighted, but because the
“service ideal” was hard to imagine, much less to implement, in commu-
nities wracked by partisan, religious, and regional splits. When the so-
cially conscious bourgeoisie of France, Belgium, and the Netherlands
took up service in the cause of social reform in the politically polarized
world of the 1930s, they risked splitting clubs down the middle, between
partisans of Popular Front movements and loyalists of far-right group-
ings. When, in the aftermath of the bloody repression of the Asturian
miners’ strikes in October 1934, the Rotarians of Spain wanted “to bring
[their] grain of sand to relieve so much pain,” they were determined to
abide by “absolute nonpartisanship” because “suffering knows no ideol-
ogy.” Hence the Madrid club voted to pay the expenses for raising five
boys, orphans of the civil guard killed in the course of confronting the
miners. To be even-handed, they also proposed to pay an equivalent sum
in money, clothing, food, and medicine to the defeated workers’ families.
In the end, though, their goal of “peace and cooperation” was a chimera
in the face of near—civil war conditions, and their action “served, sadly, to
very little effect.”®

Of course, there were cases in which the service ideal was narrowly
self-serving, designed solely to benefit the elite. In Milan, an egregious
case, service took the form of building the first golf club at Monza, subsi-
dizing the publication of automobile guidebooks for the Touring Club of
Italy, raising Rotarian monies for fellowships and prizes for university
students, and, in the face of intense soliciting by the local Fascist “direc-
tors of charity,” making generous contributions to the Fascist Winter
Help funds.

The Businessman’s Church

For Europe, Rotary raised the specter of religion. In America, it had not.
Or had it? Tocqueville had asserted that Christianity in the United States
was an “established and irresistible fact which no one seeks to attack or
to defend.”® Rotary asserted that it was ecumenical, true to the reli-
gious pluralism of American society. Nonetheless, though no records
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were kept on members’ religion, the vast majority of Rotarians were
Protestant churchgoers. Moreover, the salvationist rhetoric of Rotary res-
onated with a religious vocabulary. So Paul Harris, “like the Apostle
Paul, was converted on the Road to Tarsus,” and the brothers, like all
good Christians, subscribed to the Golden Rule, which was incorporated
into a Rotary Code of Ethics to guide business practice. Lacking the reli-
gious intensity of Christian cults, the Rotarian “faith” was like a dab of
cologne that exuded a pleasant odor of sanctity. It was thus perfectly
suited to societies in which religious creeds were sworn to like advertising
pitches: “I believe in this product, not that one.” Since Rotarianism was
not a creed, from the American perspective, there was no reason for it not
to flourish even where church and state had not been blessed as in Amer-
ica by being separated by the Constitution.

Initially clubs did pop up in Catholic countries, including France, Italy,
Austria, and Spain; in predominantly Protestant Sweden and England;
and in religiously mixed countries, notably Germany and Holland. Per-
haps because Rotary’s literature was written mainly in American English,
perhaps because the Vatican was preoccupied elsewhere, mainly with the
Marxist atheism of Bolshevik Russia, for two decades Rotary eluded the
vigilance of the Jesuits, the Catholic Church’s guard dog against reli-
giously suspect movements.

However, all roads eventually lead to Rome. In 1927 the sharp-eyed
bishop of San Miguel in El Salvador alerted the Vatican’s secretary of
state to a newly founded businessmen’s club in San Salvador that, after
consulting his synod, he denounced as “a suspicious, seditious, and se-
cret association” akin to freemasonry, Communism, and the egregiously
heretical sect Theosophism, known for combining oriental mysticism,
Protestant fundamentalism, and an eccentric feminism. The matter was
immediately delegated for study to the competent congregations of the
Apostolic See, namely the Consistory, which oversaw the clergy, and the
Holy Office, which rendered judgments on questions of faith. Meanwhile
the Jesuits set to work. In Spain, where they worriedly saw clubs forming
in sixteen cities toward establishing a local district, the investigation was
entrusted to the thirty-four-year-old professor of theology Felipe Alonso
Barcena, S.]J., expert in the study of apologetics. The brilliant young
zealot’s conclusions, presented in a two-part article in Razon y Fe (Rea-
son and Faith), were devastating. Aside from condemning the frivolous
social climbing, ostentatiously expensive weekly luncheons, and moral
hypocrisy of parvenu elites—all vices, but none major transgressions—he
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exposed the kinship with freemasonry and the doctrinal heterodoxy of
this “businessman’s Church.” These acts could be cardinal sins.*

Barely a year later, on June 16 and July 21, 1928, the voice of the Vati-
can reverberated through the quasi-official Civilta Cattolica, the mouth-
piece of the Jesuits. By ordaining itself as a moral authority, Rotary had
been found to encourage “the common heresy, condemned by Leo XIII in
his 1884 Encyclical, Humanus Genus, that man was sufficient unto him-
self when it came to interpreting moral law, no specific religion was oblig-
atory, and any creed could be his guide.” Moreover, even if Rotary wasn’t
actually in league with freemasonry, the Church’s two-century-old neme-
sis, it certainly acted as if it were, displaying the same “utilitarian individ-
ualism,” the same “religious indifferentism.” The Consistory soon pre-
scribed penalties: any priest who joined Rotary did so under “pain of
mortal sin and excommunication” from the sacraments. Pending further
study, the Vatican left action on the moral danger wrought by member-
ship among lay Catholics to the discretion of individual archdioceses.*

The Church’s reaction was so ferocious because it had been engaged in
a full-fledged counter-reformation since at least 1917. Faced on the one
hand with atheistic Russia and on the other by materialistic, immoral
America, while in Europe itself secular religions tugged on the faithful—
on the left in the form of messianic communism, and on the right, fascist
paganism—Pius XI boldly moved to reconstitute an integrally Catholic
society. Once he had obtained recognition of the Vatican’s statehood by
means of the Lateran Accords signed with Fascist Italy in 1929, he laid
the basis of a civil society in his postage-stamp kingdom, first in the form
of public services, such as a radio transmitter, railroad station, and gov-
ernment post office. Then, using all the weapons in his power—anath-
ema, conciliation, but also the Church’s grip over Catholic elites, who
operated in the arenas of business, military, and civil service—Pius ap-
pealed to a restoration of Christianity. Based on the idea of class recon-
ciliation, Christian solidarity, austerity, and benevolence, the Catholic
counter-reformation of the early twentieth century was advancing a sub-
culture as distant from market culture as could be tolerated under a cap-
italist system.

Inevitably this endeavor portrayed the United States in an ambiguous
role. On the one hand, America was the crucible of religious experimen-
tation. On the other hand, it was the homeland of millions of Catholic
faithful. When Leo XIII composed his apostolic letter, Testern Benevo-
lentiae of January 22, 1899, to denounce religious modernism, meaning
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the belief that doctrine should be updated with popular ideas and meth-
ods, he called it by the name that the Curia used, namely Americanism.
At the same time Leo made it clear that his usage wasn’t intended to con-
demn “the characteristic qualities that reflect honor on the people of
America.” The problem for later popes who fulsomely praised the Ameri-
can Legion of Decency, the Hays Code, and other institutions typical of
American moral policing was that for every example of this positive civic
action, there was a score of lay movements of dubious religious inspira-
tion claiming to offer ethical guidance. Rotary International was even
more problematic because of its global pretensions. Hitherto the ecclesi-
astical potentates close to the Curia had stayed clear of pronouncing on
the morality of great powers, the Soviet Union with its dangerous athe-
ism being a special exception. However, in the spread of Rotary, the Jesu-
its condemned the “gigantic efforts of the United States to expand and
consolidate its political and economic expansion throughout the world,”
using “moral interferences to consolidate economic hegemony.”**

These were fulminating words, opening the prospect of excommunica-
tion. Turning to the Americans, Europeans appealed for help to explain
that Rotary was neither religious nor freemasonic. In response, the Amer-
icans launched a massive, sustained public relations campaign to appeal
to common sense and educated opinion. Everybody was a target, from
the holy pontiff to the lowliest prelate, from the agnostic layman to the
religiously devout. The campaign underscored that Rotary membership
did not interfere with churchgoing or with the plurality of religious be-
liefs. If Rotary’s district governor for Mexico sent a message of congratu-
lations to the new President Calles (who like all presidents of Mexico in
the wake of the Revolution was zealously anticlerical), he was merely be-
ing respectful of public authority; if Rotary in Mexico made a donation
to the Young Men’s Christian Association, this was not religious propa-
ganda, but good deeds. The goal was simply to provide playgrounds and
other help to the wretchedly poor youth of the metropolis. As for the alle-
gations of freemasonic ties: yes, Paul Harris had once been a Mason, but
not at the time he founded Rotary and certainly not at present. As for the
good faith of Catholics who belonged: who could doubt the devotion of
Germany’s Count Cuno or Count Henry Carton de Wiart, the onetime
premier of Belgium and the head of the Catholic party, not to mention the
273 Roman Catholic clergymen, members in good standing in the United
States and Canadian clubs?® Like other American Catholic Rotarians of
high standing called on to speak about “Why you enjoy being a member
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of Rotary,” John Cavanaugh, the longtime president of the University of
Notre Dame, publicly endorsed this “beautiful and beneficent move-
ment.” “I am a member of Rotary myself and I strongly recommend it to
European Catholics.”®

The accusations by the Catholic hierarchy, inflamed by right-wing
movements, were hard to lay to rest. Through the connection to freema-
sonry, Rotarianism was associated with all the bugaboos of the counter-
revolutionary right, including the world Zionist conspiracy, Bolshevism,
and the racially and religiously hybrid Theosophism. At bottom, the
Catholic Church was saying that under the pretext of moralizing, honest
people acting in good faith were forgetting the true fonts of morality. In
rejoinder, European Rotarians said that honest people joined not to par-
take of a new religious ethic, but to express a new public ethos.?” The dif-
ference was measured by a thin line—one the devout had crossed innu-
merable times since Calvin. By the 1920s the Americans had practically
erased the distinction, so bent were they on promoting the new spirit of
service capitalism. Following in the Protestant tradition, Rotary was urg-
ing European Catholics too to believe that religion worked not by means
of doctrinal persuasion, much less ecclesiastical power, but by individu-
ally interpreting scripture as a guide to social conduct. At Rotary’s urg-
ing, Catholics were to become not less religious, but differently religious.

Toward that end, European Rotarians subscribed to what had previ-
ously been regarded as American models of religious pluralism. When, in
the wake of the riots attending the Stavisky corruption scandals of 1934,
Rotary in France came under attack from the far right as a freemasonic,
antireligious secret society, Governor Fabvre strongly recommended that
each incoming president start by making a round of courtesy calls: the
first stop was the prefect, the representative in loco of the national gov-
ernment, followed by the heads of all the religious communities, includ-
ing Israelites, Protestants, and Catholics.®

That Rotary was able to defend itself from the most censorious as-
saults of the Catholic Church (at least outside Spain) depended not so
much on tactfulness as on the degree to which religious practice was be-
coming more privatized, more informal, and more religious in the most
formal sense—Dby partaking in the rituals of churchgoing. In Italy, Rotary
played on this growing separation. But it also found a backup in nepo-
tistic relations. Pius XI’s nephew, the engineer Count Franco Ratti, was
one of the Milan Rotary’s most distinguished members. His Holiness had
given him permission to join, it was said, and Pius also gave his blessings



THE SERVICE ETHIC 67

to his nephew’s society marriage to the daughter of Senator Silvio Crespi,
the textile magnate, another prominent Rotarian. Vox populi had it that
the blessing forgave at least one other peccadillo as well.*’

In Spain, by contrast, religiosity was practically synonymous with ev-
eryday material existence among Catholics. It was a nation whose King,
Alfonso XIII, had consecrated it to the Sacred Heart of Jesus in 1919.
“You will reign in Spain,” said the dedication inscribed on the giant
statue on a hilltop outside Madrid in consolation for the ingratitude of
the modern world. The country was beset by cultural civil war well be-
fore General Franco’s insurrection against the Republic in June 1936,
agitated by the new Constitution in 1931, which declared church and
state separated.” When one reads of the vicissitudes of everyday life for
Rotarians—all men of considerable substance and standing—the effect is
at once risible and harrowing. In Valencia the president of Rotary, Leno
de Respinosa, was prevented from buying a piece of property and then
forced to withdraw his sons from their Jesuit school. The Infante Don
Jaime, heir to the Carlist pretender to the throne, was constrained to
postpone his entrance into the Madrid Club, lest his son be barred from
making his First Communion. At Majorca, President Forteza withdrew
on the grounds that his mother had already suffered too much on behalf
of his convictions. After making her habitual donation to the parish char-
ity, she reminded the priest to make his usual visit to the house to bless
her son. When in all innocence she let drop that Forteza had become a
Rotarian, the good padre imprecated so furiously that he was a sinner
unworthy of a visit from a minister of God that she collapsed from grief.
Out of sympathy, the club agreed to suspend meetings to await better
times.”" It reopened briefly, only to close down when the civil war broke
out. Like other Rotary clubs, it was permanently banned by the Franco
dictatorship in 1940, not to reopen until 1978, two years after Generalis-
simo Franco’s death.

Drawing the Line

Left to their own devices, there is no reason to believe that Rotary clubs
would not have spread in Europe, the economic crisis being only a mo-
mentary deterrent. The only place where clubs had ever actually closed of
their own volition, Rotary boasted, was in the United States, and, more
than anything else, this phenomenon testified to the volatility of U.S. so-
ciety. Occasionally members simply became bored. More often sudden
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economic busts caused enterprises to go out of business, making their
heads ineligible for Rotary membership or dooming whole townships to
collapse together with their club life.

Europeans faced another kind of problem, namely that more and more
insistently their governments demanded proof that their citizens were
first and foremost nationalists rather than internationalists. As soon as
they began to join Rotary, Europeans started to debate over how to di-
vide their loyalties. The Italians, having had to live with a dictatorship
from the start, were especially open to professing their dual faith. At
the 1929 Dallas Congress it was they who brought to a vote a measure
affirming that allegiance to one’s own nation was not just compatible
with, but the very premise for, being a good internationalist. At the time
the concept was unproblematic, especially for American empire-builders,
who took it for granted that it was their patriotic duty to be globally
minded.

This dilemma—where to place one’s loyalties—would be brought
home to the Dresdeners with shocking immediacy after Adolf Hitler be-
came chancellor in January 1933. Though numerous members had been
sympathetic to an authoritarian solution to the crisis of the Republic, as a
group they felt no joy in this turn of events. Almost immediately they
were faced with a party diktat, which was then tempered, calling for civil
servants and Nazi party members to give up membership. Worse, they
were mortified to read that their clubs, born of such good intentions,
were being excoriated by the National Socialist press as “freemasonic,
pacifistic, internationalist and big capitalist organizations in disguise, di-
rected from abroad and alien to our lifestyle”; that they were aristocratic
dueling societies or even vile gambling circles. In the next couple of
months the clubs experienced a spate of resignations. Some came from
civil servants abiding by the injunction to quit; others from sitting lord
mayors and other public officials who, after being replaced by Nazi loyal-
ists, lost the classification that had made them eligible for membership;
still others were well-known liberals and Freemasons. Then the anti-Jew-
ish laws caused Jewish members to resign. Their departure was volun-
tary, it was said, like all the others. And sometimes it was, out of solidar-
ity with the effort to keep the club alive.”

The whole movement in Saxony would have collapsed had not von
Frenckell devised a cunning step to take the situation in hand. Acting
according to what its members were convinced was an honorable end—
to serve the state, and especially to repair Germany’s tarnished image
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abroad—the Dresden Rotary committed an act that according to Interna-
tional Rotary procedure was illegal: it dissolved itself and reformed with
a new membership, one of its own choosing, vetted to conform to the
diktats of the Nazi regime that barred non-Aryans, Freemasons, and vari-
ous and sundry other personae non gratae. By law, three of its Jewish
members could legally belong, and the new organization invited them
back, all of them front-line veterans of the Great War, whose sacrifices for
the Fatherland were still being honored by not depriving them of citizen-
ship. The two von Klemperers together with a more recent member,
Friedrich Salzburg, a prominent notary public specializing in family law,
agreed to rejoin, though only after talking the matter over with the Jew-
ish members who had not been invited back. Together they decided that
their continued presence would help to uphold the aims and objects of
the Rotary movement.”

Who knows what discomfort this threesome felt over the next two
years? The von Klemperer brothers continued to come, but more and
more infrequently as, surreptitiously, they prepared to leave Germany.
By contrast, Fritz Salzburg always attended. Being a newcomer, the
company was important to him, especially since his best friend, Ernst
Winckler, also nicknamed Fritz, a gentile with whom he had passed two
years on the Western Front, was a fellow member. As the club became
more fully immersed in the Nazi new times, the beautiful room lost its
protective charm. True, members “grumbled” about Hitler and thought
that Nazism was “against culture” and “unhealthy.”™ But the political
tone of the times was closely reflected in the obsequious message that
President Grunert sent in the name of the club to local political and mili-
tary authorities on March 18, 19335, to celebrate Hitler’s orders to re-
arm Germany; it said: “Best wishes on the occasion of this historic deci-
sion.”” Invitations to attend the weekly get-togethers went out to local
Nazi officials, even to the Saxon Gauleiter Mutschmann, who, to their
discomfort, continued to snub them.

In October 1935 directives from the Nazi party lifted the exemption
for Jewish front-line soldiers. The von Klemperers were prepared for this
move; both had ceased to attend meetings. Fritz Salzburg was not. He re-
called being puzzled when Dr. Grunert, the club president, showed up at
his home in person early in the morning of October 16. Grunert apolo-
gized for having to “convey something that is infinitely horrible”: at
a hastily called meeting the evening before, club members had voted to
end his membership. Even the membership secretary, his best friend,
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Winckler? Salzburg asked in disbelief. Yes, all of them. “That’s Unro-
tarian,” Salzburg burst out. “No,” the president corrected him; “It’s in-
human.” Salzburg immediately sent off a long letter of protest to under-
score that he had not resigned and that the action violated Rotarian
statutes. The members ignored it. To show him that nothing personal was
intended, Winckler continued to invite Salzburg and his wife to dine at
his home, reminding him of the “time they faced death together” con-
fronting the French enemy; and the elegant Kithne, who made a special
point of having him attend a soirée at his home, tried to salve his hurt
feelings by seating him next to the Rotary president. A few weeks later,
after he was notified that non-Aryan notaries had been banned from
work, Salzburg patched together what he could of his property. In 1937
he and his family fled to Switzerland and after long travels took up resi-
dence in Berkeley, California.”

For Rotary in Germany to survive under the Third Reich in the pride-
ful, meaningful way its members wanted, it needed recognition from
the new regime. That was the conclusion of its leaders as membership
dropped and they worried over the still-pending threat that civil servants
and Nazi party members would be barred. If Rotary was to serve the na-
tion, especially if it was to help to counter mean criticisms from the for-
eign press, it could not be a second-class club network. Nor could they, as
the cultivated elite, be treated as second-class citizens. The dispute was
over how low they should stoop for these ends.

Fate had it that Rotary’s future was placed in the graceful hands of one
of Dresden’s charter members. Hugo Grille, a former head of the judicial
police and founder of the Saxon Artist’s League, had served as presi-
dent of the Rotary of Chemnitz before retiring to Berlin in 1935. The
men of Chicago, in the belief that he was a “high Nazi,” were convinced
that Grille could handle the tricky local situation. Good civil servant
that he was, Grille had indeed obtained a party card in 1933. But as a
man of the old school, a former member of General Liidendorff’s circle,
he was prickly about which Nazis he intended to deal with: the poten-
tate Goering ideally; possibly the S.S. chief, Himmler; and Koch, the ad-
ministrative head of the Nazi party. But never that vulgar Goebbels:
“I wouldn’t proffer him my hand!” Gossips had overheard his original
words. When somebody quoted them to him, he dismissively said he had
been misquoted; his actual words had been: “[Goebbels] didn’t want to
shake hands.” Like many conservative nationalists, he hoped that Hit-
ler’s rule was a passing phenomenon. But after the foreign minister, the
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traditionalist Konstantin von Neurath, lost influence and was finally re-
moved in November 1937, nobody was left in high places to champion
Rotary’s alleged usefulness to quell anti-German “hate propaganda.”®

Nevertheless, Grille, like other conservatives, continued to place hope
in the German legal system. In an effort to clarify Rotary’s status, he put
the case in the hands of a lawyer, Dr. Krueger, an expert on gambling re-
sort licenses, also known for having excellent connections with high-
placed party men. Meticulously, he set about clarifying three issues. The
first was that Rotary was not a refuge for Freemasons. The three “first-
degree” Masons who had been identified had long since left the move-
ment. The second issue, whether Rotary was friendly toward Jews, was
trickier. The evidence showed that all Jewish members had been ejected.
If it was true that in their travels abroad Rotarians occasionally come
into contact with Jews, that was the nature of international business. And
that was surely not a problem Rotary could be expected to solve. The
final clarification involved Rotary’s status as an international organiza-
tion. With tacit approval from Rotary International, District 73 dropped
mention of Objective 6, namely international peace. More and more,
members spoke of it as “German Rotary.” They completely Germanized
the American-English terminology. When they gathered for the district
meeting in Hanover in May 1937, it took tactful prompting from T. C.
Thomsen’s self-possessed wife, the opera singer Thomsen-Bjorg, to elicit
a toast, even a halfhearted one, to the health of Rotary International.”®

Above all, Rotarians in Germany sought just a word from high up that
Nazi party members and civil servants could remain members. How, oth-
erwise, could Rotary dedicate itself to serving the Fatherland? That per-
mission was not to come: in late summer, a decree from the Nazi party’s
Supreme Arbitration Court spelled out that by December 1937 all mem-
bers of the party who were also members of the club had either to resign
their party membership or resign from Rotary. It would have been sense-
less, even dangerous, to dally; on September 7, 1937, the Rotary of Dis-
trict 73 declared itself dissolved.

In Italy by late 1937 Mussolini was more and more isolated from the
Western powers and more and more in league with Hitler. Now, to show
off the pure vigor of Fascist Italy, the regime embarked on its so-called re-
form of custom. To call somebody a cosmopolitan, much less a covert in-
ternationalist, became nasty invective. The civilized bourgeois manners
cultivated by Rotarians in the form of handshakes, luncheon meetings,
and the little courtesies of friendship aroused the fury of fisticuff Fascists.
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When the news arrived that Rotary had disbanded in Germany, high-
placed members rushed over to the Duce’s official residence at Palazzo
Venezia to urge him to censor the news. He obliged. In June, as a further
token of his favor, he took time from his famously overburdened sched-
ule to welcome 150 Japanese and American Rotarians who, on their
stopover in Rome on return from the Nice conference, came by to pay
their respects to the Duce.” Barely six months later, however, the Duce
had become indifferent to their fate. The anti-Jewish laws of November
1938 required that all organizations purge their non-Aryan members.
And many of the northern clubs had at least one, if not a handful, of Jew-
ish members, mostly engineers and professors. Some of these men had
been in the clubs for over a decade.

Later it would be said that resistance to the anti-Jewish laws decided
the Italian clubs to disband. If so, it would have been the first time Italian
Rotarians had acted on firm principles. Having long made a virtue of be-
ing flexible about the rules of Chicago, if they could have they would cer-
tainly have flouted this one too. At Como, which had some Jewish mem-
bers, Angelo Luzzani, a lawyer, volunteered that his group was willing to
“sacrifice and accept the racial laws if it [is] so decreed by the govern-
ment.”'™ When the matter was discussed at Messina, where there were
no Jewish members, Professor Martino, holder of the chair in physiology
at the university, surely got nods of agreement when he made the point
that “no Rotary rule actually prescribes that there have to be Jewish ele-
ments in the single districts.”'®" Above all, it was what Milan thought
that mattered. And the Milanese, from their long dealings with the Brit-
ish and American movements, knew enough about international proce-
dure to realize that Rotary International would not tolerate outright ex-
pulsions, even though it had shown itself remarkably tolerant regarding
the so-called resignations of the Jewish members in Germany. Indeed, the
ever-pliable President Bill Manier had made a point of coming to Europe
to work behind the scenes with Lester Struthers, the new European com-
missioner, to smother the protests of members who, instead of departing
quietly like the Jewish members at Dresden, noisily agitated to revoke the
club charters for violating the rules.'*

The highly placed Milanese had by now concluded that even if their
cherished Jewish members had resigned as a token of solidarity, nothing
was going to save the clubs. Rome had become more and more outland-
ish in its philo-German behavior. Practical enough to know that nothing
would pacify the regime, the leadership followed the German exam-
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ple, disbanding the groups in December 1938 with a panache that von
Frenckell would have appreciated. The reason officially given—which
Chicago gratefully publicized—was that Italian Rotary’s goals were now
being fulfilled by government policies. In other words, Fascist totalitari-
anism had reached such an acme of perfection in its services that the
men’s clubs were simply no longer needed. In Milan on December 20,
witnesses recorded the sobs of the female secretary who had been em-
ployed there twelve years. President Portaluppi, choking back tears as he
addressed the ninety people present, offered consoling words to the effect
that their “mission had been fulfilled” and their “patrimony of ideas
would remain alive.” After rolling up the banner and packing away the
registers, they spent several minutes toasting and embracing one another.
In unison, before leaving the room at 2:30, they shouted, “Long live the
king, long live Savoy!” Then somebody called out, “Let’s meet next Tues-
day at Tantalo’s restaurant.”'® The aristo-bourgeois lifestyle still had
other cultural resources.

Dresden was not graced with so glorious a finale. The process of saving
Rotary from the Nazis had been going for three years and was completely
mired in arcane legalisms, rumor about which would filter back to the
Dresden club, whose members, with the old guard departed, were now
out of the loop. The quality of membership had declined. The art of the
luncheon talk had degenerated, so that often lunch was accompanied by
a fifty-minute political rant. The bitter joke circulated that the goal of the
old club members (notably Heinrich Arnhold) had been 100 percent at-
tendance whereas 100 percent absence was the aim of the new.'™ Still, the
occasional attendance of eleven of the founders, including the fun-loving
Bliicher and the amiable architect Kiithne, recalled the good old days.
But the charm was gone. In the spring of 1937 the founding father,
von Frenckell, retired with his wife to his estates in Finland. His with-
drawal showed his impeccable manners.'” By then his former employer,
the Arnhold Bank, had been put in the hands of an Aryan receiver.
With the vile Gauleiter Martin Mutschmann setting the social tone, von
Frenckell’s gracious ways, if not suspect, were not a significant social as-
set. Anyway, he never made good on his gracious promise to return to
visit with his old friends.

On August 30, 1937, in the expectation that the Nazi party’s Supreme
Arbitration Court would reaffirm its veto on Rotary membership for civil
servants and party members, Dresden’s Rotarians gathered for the last
time. Arriving at the Europa-Hof in business dress (as the invitation to
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the emergency meeting prescribed), they agreed to the motion to dissolve
their group.'” The meeting over, they straggled out onto Prager Strasse,
though not before some stickler for the rules charged the secretary to
wrap up the charter and mail it back to Chicago. That was the procedure
to follow in the event of dissolution if one went by the book, which clubs
rarely did. So Charter 3010 of Rotary International made its way back to
be archived in the offices on East Wacker Drive.

Conceivably, the Dresden group, like the Italians or members from
the clubs in Hamburg, Munich, Stuttgart, and elsewhere, continued to
meet as “circles of friends.” The Parisians recalled that after Rotary was
banned by the occupying German forces, they would gather in the large
hotels and brasseries, moving from place to place to avoid notice, com-
bining resistance with a small » with companionable dining. Once when
eating at La Rotonde they were caught off guard by the sudden approach
of an imposing German military officer. As they shrank down behind
their table, they recognized Karl Schippert, the onetime governor of Dis-
trict 73, a charter member of the Stuttgart club, and the former chief ex-
ecutive of Daimler-Benz. At present he was a general in the Wehrmacht
in command of the Renault automobile works, and it was hard for
Duperrey, a former president of Rotary International, and his fellow din-
ing companions to think of him as other than what he was, the enemy.
Their exchange of pleasantries was civil but brief.'”

If the Dresden Rotarians did continue to meet informally as a circle of
friends, the real end came on the night of February 13-14, 1945, when
Allied planes, the spires of the Old City centered in their bomb sights,
blitzed the city for fourteen hours. Undeflected from their targets by pal-
try bursts of antiaircraft fire, the bombardments ignited an inferno of
fire that engulfed eleven square miles of the city, killing scores of thou-
sands. Prager Strasse lay at the epicenter, and all the buildings lining its
graceful course were pulverized into burning mounds rising two stories
high, including the Europa-Hof, where the club had met 400 times.'"
Around the same time, Duluth, its industries booming from the last
wartime commissions, reached the acme of its prosperity. At the Hotel
Spalding on bustling Superior Street the Rotarians met imperturbably
every Thursday at noon.



CHAPTER 2

A Decent Standard of Living

How Europeans Were Measured by the American Way of Life

Nowhbere in the history of the world is there evidence that
any country has ever deliberately set about raising the stan-
dard of living of its neighbors, let alone that of the entire
world.

STANLEY HILLER,

San Francisco businessman, 1945

International relations between nations have become so
easy and close through modern technology and the commu-
nication it makes possible, that the European, often without
being conscious of it, applies American conditions as a stan-
dard for his own.

ADOLF HITLER,

Nazi party head, 1928

IN 1945 STANLEY HILLER was just an ordinary American citizen. A San
Francisco businessman active in the U.S. war effort, he was so fervid
about an idea that he paid a vanity press to bring his version of it to the
public. His thought was that “so long as there are millions of people who
are confined to living on the barest subsistence level, we have in them the
potential soldiers who will rise under another Hitler or Mussolini to
wage future wars.” His prescription was ambitiously high-minded: “we
must reorder the economy of the world [so] that all people will have the
opportunity to work for a fair remuneration.”’

In 1928, when Adolf Hitler dictated the quotation above, he was a
demagogue with a flagging cause. The subject of his musing—the fa-
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mously rich “American Standard of Living”—had intrigued him since
1924, when, to celebrate his release from Landsberg Prison, his friend
Ernst Haftstaingl made him a present of Henry Ford’s just-translated
autobiography.” An ardent motoring fan, Hitler had long marveled at
Ford’s capacity to pay high wages yet turn out a wonderful machine
at a reasonable price. But now he was worried that Fordismus might
prove successful in Germany. If mass production boosted supply and high
wages raised demand, then his dire predictions about Germany’s future
would be disproved, and he risked becoming just another right-wing irri-
tant. He consoled himself that “the standard of living is not autarchic”;
that the masses “want to lead a life like others and cannot.”® He would
exploit that need, as he said elsewhere, to convince them that the “bread
of survival” was the “fruit of war.”

In radically different ways, each of these men was speaking to the issue
of the standard of living. No issue in the modern world has generated
greater dispute or more disparate remedies than the minimum that hu-
mans require to live in dignity. Indeed, by the early twentieth century a
whole science had developed around the problem of measuring and im-
proving living standards, inspired at times by the quest for social justice
and at others by fear of social disorder, the search for economic stability,
or embarrassment over national backwardness.* To start with two of the
least competent authorities on the matter, one a dilettante, the other a
demagogue, might thus be regarded as a scholarly disservice. Yet in their
own different ways both men saw a new twist to this vexed problem,
namely that with the growing internationalization of cultural models, liv-
ing standards became an everyday element of the struggle among great
powers for global leadership. Accordingly, Stanley Hiller limpidly ex-
pressed the imperial project that had matured in the United States over
the previous half-century. This had the high standard of living as a
uniquely American invention whose universal spread was at once eco-
nomically advantageous to American trade, a force for world order and
political democracy, and generative of no significant negative effects, at
least none regarded as pernicious enough to excite probing discussion. In
turn, Adolf Hitler presciently captured a dilemma that eluded contempo-
rary statesmen, namely that in a global world, as changing standards of
living spilled over from one nation to another, old demands for social jus-
tice became intertwined with new strivings for consumer satisfaction. De-
prived, discontented people were lured by the prosperity and possessions
common in other, better-off countries; and for their rulers, “the fight
against the child begins.”’
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On how to placate these invidious comparisons, optimistic American
mass consumer culture and pessimistic European bourgeois commercial
civilization clearly parted ways. Like many other Americans of his time,
Hiller believed that with increased productivity from technology and
open trade, material well-being would become global. In that belief he
was the child of Woodrow Wilson and a direct descendant of Adam
Smith. Like many other Europeans of his time, the Nazi leader believed
that growth was zero-sum: if some people gained, others would lose. Bar-
ring checks on birthrates—which Hitler abhorred as damaging to the
race—or the accumulation of new resources—which he declared impossi-
ble without expanding empire—the German nation was destined to ex-
pire. In his apocalyptic pessimism, he was the spawn of the turn-of-the-
nineteenth-century English parson Thomas Malthus, who calculated that
as population grew in geometric ratio and the means of subsistence grew
arithmetically, the human species would periodically be culled by famine,
disease, and strife. In the coming global struggle over resources, whole
nations would be excluded from nature’s feast, and the weak would fall
prey to the strong. This bleak vision resonated widely in the wake of the
ruinous conflict of World War I as the terms of trade definitively shifted,
and the Old World could no longer count on the New for the mag-
nificent ghost acreage of bygone centuries, precious remittances from
millions of emigrants, cheap staples, or high returns on invested capital.
The United States had escaped the Malthusian vise, whereas Europe was
being choked in its grip. Worse, the United States offered models of new
ways of living that completely bypassed political control, multiplying
wants and desires, exacerbating feelings of social exclusion, and increas-
ing pressures for radical change.

In the previous chapter we saw how European elites were nudged by
the new spirit of capitalism to change their conception of everyday cul-
ture by embracing the service ethic. Closed off by their class and cultural
outlooks from grasping the sense of the American project or faced with
its unfeasibility because of their surroundings, they saw the fate of their
clubs bear witness to a Europe radically diverging from America. De-
fining the “high” or “decent” standard of living as a function of income,
the goods that income could buy, and the individual choices these pur-
chases entailed, Americans also confronted European society with a dif-
ferent conception of norms of living. In the face of bourgeois legacies of
invidious social distinctions, political cleavages, and, in increasing mea-
sure, legalized ethnic and racial bias, American consumer practices ad-
vanced the promise of leveling away differences with a neutral standard,
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namely money income, higher wages, and the access these provided to a
plethora of mass-produced goods.

Even as the American standard of living spoke to the need to raise
purchasing power to promote recovery from the Great Depression, it
sparked fears of out-of-control consumption. European business leaders,
eager though they were to experiment with Fordism to increase output,
were also under intense pressure from reformers and workers to intro-
duce the whole package—not just technologies to increase productivity,
but also higher purchasing power, with who knew what effect on ev-
eryday habits. The American standard also distressed cultural elites, who
feared a debasement of taste, craftsmanship, and civility. But social re-
formers too were wary that the American standard, by shaking up the
familiarly austere hierarchies of wants, would cause organized labor to
lose its political edge and workers their ethical compass.

Making Detroit the Measure of All Europe

The frustrating predicament faced by reformers turns up unexpectedly in
the records of the very statesman to whom contemporaries turned for
calm and clear-cut answers on the subject of the standard of living. Zut
(damn), tant pis (tough), impossible (no way), Je n’accepte pas (unaccept-
able), tant pis encore (tough again), “They expect us to do all that for
25,000 dollars”—these intemperate words were out of character for Al-
bert Thomas, the revered French socialist who in 1920 had become chief
of the International Labor Organization in Geneva, the very first agency
set up to monitor and improve standards of living on a global scale. But
they are clearly his, tidy marginalia on the typewritten letter dated July
16, 1929, from Major Lyndall Urwick, head of the International Man-
agement Institute. The matter that the shrewd Britisher was trying to ne-
gotiate regarded what would come to be known as the Ford-ILO In-
quiry.® This inquiry would be the first effort to compare systematically
the living conditions of workers in the United States and Europe in the
twentieth century. It was also the first to impose on Europeans the ur-
gency of grappling with what the Americans meant by a “decent” stan-
dard of living.

Why Thomas—a man who was famed for his steely-nerved constancy
at surely the most thankless job in the world—should have been repeat-
edly caught off guard as the Inquiry proceeded over the next two years
requires a glance backward to April 23, 1929, when a request for help
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from Ford Motor Company Limited was received at the International La-
bor Organization. At the time, the world’s best-known company had just
begun another big push into global markets, and it was seeking informa-
tion on living costs in the European region in order to determine the pay
scales in the seventeen cities in twelve different countries where it either
had already established or intended to set up its plants.

The avowed purpose sounded innocent enough: this was to know
“how much a Parisian, German, etc. worker would need to expend if his
general standard of living was to be approximately equivalent to that of
his Detroit counterpart.” This “general standard of living” should be
treated as a monetary sum, advised Sir Percival Perry, chairman of Ford’s
London-based European operations. More precisely, it should be calcu-
lated as the total monies the worker family disbursed each year on food,
shelter, clothing, taxes, and so on. Accordingly, the first step was to
find out how the lowest-paid, regularly employed wage earners at Ford’s
Detroit assembly plants spent their paychecks in a given year. The next
was to determine what it would cost workers in each of the selected Eu-
ropean cities to consume an equivalent basket of goods and services. If in
Paris, for example, the commodity basket cost 85 percent of what it cost
in Detroit (adjusted for currency differences), the Ford Company would
pay the Parisian automobile assembler 85 percent of the Detroit wage.
The aim, Sir Percival reiterated, was to help the Ford Company “deter-
mine the maximum efficiency” of the worker regardless of where he
lived.”

Now in principle, a request of this kind was not inappropriate. In-
quiries about the nuts and bolts of working-class existence fitted right in
with the lofty mandate of the International Labor Organization. Con-
ceived in the side chambers of Versailles in the course of drawing up the
treaties to end World War I, the ILO was intended to support the League
of Nations’ peacekeeping machinery. Its specific task was to reform the
“conditions of labour,” guided by the humanistic principle that “Labour
is not a commodity.”® At the time there was so little public and official
knowledge about the unequal treatment of workers from one region of
the world to the next that simply to collect and disseminate information
on wages and prices performed an invaluable public service.

That the Ford Company had turned to the ILO out of self-interest no-
body doubted. Even so, this could be regarded as a gratifying develop-
ment. For up to then, official America had kept its distance not just from
the League of Nations but also from its other agencies, the most impor-



80 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

tant being the ILO. This isolationism vexed Thomas, who, like other in-
ternationalists, was sympathetic to America’s democracy but appalled by
its self-isolating foreign policy. By boycotting the ILO, the United States
had absented itself from scores of international agreements drawn up to
regulate conditions of work. This absence was especially irksome given
that American enterprises were the major beneficiary of accords that, by
reducing industrial unrest, fostering cooperation between workers and
employers, and curbing the influence of the Soviet-backed Red Interna-
tional of Labor Unions, favored American investment abroad. The Ford
request, it was hoped, would be a step toward recognizing that “eco-
nomic internationalization” had important social dimensions.

Thomas hesitated nonetheless, out of concern that Ford’s request for a
European-wide study was too complicated an undertaking for the ILO.
Who except the Americans could think that such data were easy to come
by, as if there were some ready-made reference collection on standards of
living for places as far-flung as Cork on the Irish Sea and Istanbul on the
Bosphorus and for people as far apart in their daily needs as the hard-
drinking, potato-fed workers of Catholic Ireland and the abstemious,
flatbread-eating laborers of Muslim Turkey? European statisticians had
made little headway in performing calculations about standards of living
on the basis not just of how much workers received in wages, but of what
Americans called their “purchasing power,” meaning the goods and ser-
vices they could buy with their wages. And there had been little investiga-
tion on “expenditure on consumption habits,” meaning how workers ac-
tually spent their income. What’s more, nobody even spoke of a common
European standard of living. Nor for that matter was it common usage to
speak of a French, German, or Belgian standard of shared national pref-
erences for this or that set of consumer goods. Up to then, figures on the
spending habits of workers, much less any other social group, though
plentiful, were piecemeal.’

Such an inquiry would thus require travel to the United States, trips
back and forth across the Channel, and grueling forays around the conti-
nent. It could never be completed within the six-month time frame that
the Ford Company demanded. And for the sake of scientific accuracy, it
could not be pursued in the narrow terms that the Ford Company speci-
fied it wanted, namely by taking the standard of living of its workers at
Detroit as the model for all of Europe. In sum, the whole undertaking
was considered of dubious worth even if the ILO had had the funds to
conduct it. But these it lacked, since its only income came from the mod-
est government grants and employer and union dues of its member states.
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The matter would assuredly have been shelved after perfunctory con-
sultations in the ILO offices had not the New York Times’s Geneva cor-
respondent, Clarence Streit, turned it into an appealing news story. A
convinced internationalist himself, practiced at making the League of
Nations appear newsworthy to the Times’s locally absorbed readership,
the American journalist made the Ford request out to be an ambitiously
modern all-American operation that deserved philanthropic support if it
were not to fail in the face of Old World ineptitude.'’ Early 1929 was a
perfect time for his pitch. Henry Ford was fully back in the public eye af-
ter reopening the factories he had shut down in 1927 to retool the assem-
bly lines to produce his new Model A. The cars were now available in
salesrooms all over the country, and for the first time, Ford was advertis-
ing. Moreover, June 1929 was the most affluent moment yet recorded in
the history of the American economy, if one believed the index of output
of producer goods. American philanthropists, hugely enriched on the
stock market, were keen to adopt European causes. They had every inter-
est in supporting the spirit of peace augured by the 1929 Pact of Paris,
brokered by American secretary of state Kellogg and the French foreign
minister Briand to swear all of the Great War belligerents to end wars of
aggression. Aside from doing good, American philanthropy was heavily
invested in the stability of the European area as American banks poured
in hundreds of millions of dollars in short-term loans.

The Inquiry immediately found a benevolent angel in the figure of Ed-
ward Filene, the Boston department-store magnate, a devoted interna-
tionalist, and a great fan of Henry Ford. He pledged his own foundation,
the Twentieth Century Fund, to contribute $25,000 to the project, prom-
ising to pay it out of his own pocket if the fund’s board of governors had
any objections. In the page-and-a-half-long telegram addressed to the
ILO announcing the gift, Filene lauded Henry Ford’s “announced inten-
tion to establish the same scale of real wages for all employees, regardless
of the country in which they work.” Mr. Ford paid a “high cultural
wage” to his own employees in Detroit while turning out an automobile
“at a price the masses could buy” and making “a record breaking profit
in the process.” Filene continued: “If [Ford] can help to bring about the
same changes in Europe, it will mean higher wages, lower prices, greater
total profits, and higher standards of living in Europe and as a result
greater world prosperity and an enormous impetus to world peace.”"!

Now we find out why Thomas was so angry: not because of the self-
serving nature of the Ford Company’s initial request, nor because of its
ingenuousness, which some regarded as characteristically American, nor



82 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

because of Edward Filene’s fanciful posturing about Ford’s contribution
to peace in Europe. What Thomas could not abide was the Twentieth
Century Fund’s presumption to impose conditions on the conduct of the
Inquiry. Acting as if the American foundation world were ideologically
Simon-pure whereas a foreign-based international agency dedicated to
labor reform was impeded by ideological baggage, the U.S. donors de-
manded that outside consultants be hired to ensure the “authoritative-
ness” of the results. They also insisted on monthly progress reports to re-
lease the monies as if the Geneva staff were layabouts. The most irksome
matter was that they insisted on a six-month deadline to finish and circu-
late the results, as if science could be rushed.'? And “all this for 25,000
dollars,” as Thomas had commented in his infuriated scribbles. It was
one matter to accept donations to conduct scientific research. That was
Thomas’s conception of the relationship. It was another to be paid to do
market research on behalf of a giant U.S. corporation under the pretext
that the whole world would profit.

But Thomas’s ambition was not only to do good social science. He had
a political agenda as well. And that was what finally decided him to
abandon his usual prudence, accept the money, and push ahead with the
Inquiry subject to the conditions demanded by the donor. Like other Eu-
ropean socialists, Thomas was committed to the politics of high wages,
which the Ford Company claimed to have pioneered in the United States.
This commitment made him willing to risk irritating labor delegates,
who were always suspicious of capitalist motives, disturb fellow reform-
ers worried about Ford’s intrusiveness, and infuriate European employ-
ers fearful of Ford’s competition. When word of the agreement reached
Paris, the business press declared itself aghast at this latest “insidious ma-
neuver” by U.S. capitalism: it bore all the hallmarks of the “American
triptych,” namely “all-out super-protectionism, financial hegemony . . .
and economic imperialism manifested in multiple and varied guises.”
Anybody with a business mind at all would have treated Ford’s request as
pure demagoguery. Everybody, except perhaps those naive socialists at
the ILO, knew that management calculated wages not on the basis of the
local cost of living, but on the basis of labor productivity, investment in
machinery, the supply of workers, production plans, and the costs of raw
materials and other expenses, not to mention estimates about their mar-
ket position vis-a-vis competitors."

Moderates too, notably the Belgian government’s delegate, the es-
teemed statistician Max Gottschalk, head of the Solvay Sociology In-



A DECENT STANDARD OF LIVING 83

stitute, the country’s leading social research center, cautioned Thomas
against getting the ILO involved. Thomas had to know that the Ford
Company was engaged in dumping; that is, it was selling parts and equip-
ment under cost on the European market. If it made cars entirely in Eu-
rope for European consumption, it wouldn’t be paying high wages. Then,
the social fallout from the Inquiry had to be gauged. Not much imagina-
tion was needed to foresee the “general malaise”—indeed “real dan-
ger”—that would result when documents showed in black and white that
Ford workers in Detroit were paid weekly, say, the equivalent of 216 Bel-
gian francs. In real terms, that was equivalent to a far smaller sum, 108
Belgian francs. But the average Belgian worker was paid only half that, a
miserable 54 francs. To see the risks, it sufficed to look at what had hap-
pened in Antwerp, where the Ford Company already operated an assem-
bly plant, using parts that had been “knocked-down” and crated in
Kerny, New Jersey, and shipped over on the S.S. Oneida. The prodigious
output had already contributed to wiping out ten of the fifteen craft-
based automobile firms that had been Belgians’ pride in the early 1920s.
If Ford upped his wage rate to 108 Belgian francs, the rest of the firms
were doomed. Even worse was to come: as the best skilled workers were
stolen away by the Americans and the rest began to agitate for higher
pay, the whole metallurgical sector would be thrown into turmoil."* The
sagacious Gottschalk, no radical, was only urging caution.

In sum, this “Ford business”—as it was coming to be called—was
clearly a can of worms. In retrospect it is also possible to see a certain
self-promotional chicanery at work as the company, by publicizing its de-
sire to promote a high wage, sought allies in the labor movement to over-
ride resistance from protectionist national manufacturers. Notwithstand-
ing, Thomas was now resolved to go ahead. Such a study appealed to him
as a politician, restive at intransigent opposition to experiments that
might lead to higher wages. It appealed to him as an intellectual, head of
his class at the elite Ecole Normale Supérieure, by enabling him to deepen
his familiarity with America’s fast-growing fields of applied social sci-
ence. He already had a good friend in Herbert Feis, the Harvard-trained
economic historian, who in 1927 precociously published the first empiri-
cal evidence linking global trade expansion to improved wage conditions.
And at various meetings cosponsored by the Rockefeller-funded Social
Science Research Council, he deepened his acquaintance with Charles
Merriam, the University of Chicago sociologist in charge of the SSRC’s
project on international wage comparisons.” These men were not social-
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ists, of course. They were progress-minded Americans who at times
seemed naive, even vulgar in their quest, as they put it, to know “what
kind of life incomes can purchase” and what the “competition between
different commodities” revealed about “ideals and values in the daily life
of people.” That said, their eagerness to connect to the world made them
fresh spirits compared to the shriveled academicism of much contempo-
rary European social science. And they were much to be admired for their
confidence that massive data collecting would yield a rich fund of com-
mon knowledge, free of manipulation by government and powerful inter-
ests, that could be used “to fix things up.”'

Confident that he could master New World money and know-how,
Thomas reiterated how “deeply gratified” the ILO was for Filene’s gener-
ous offer of financial help, and without consulting again with his restive
board, on October 8, 1929, five and a half months after Sir Percival’s ini-
tial request, he officially launched the Inquiry.'” The deadline set for com-
pleting the report was six to eight months later, by May 1930 at the lat-
est. That week, trading on the New York Stock Exchange was running
ragged after its astronomical highs in September. The panic occurred two
weeks later, followed by the great plunge in stock values the following
Tuesday, October 29.

As the investigation began, it was immediately clear that nobody had
an exact idea of the living standards of the so-called average Ford worker
in Detroit. Though the company had a well-deserved reputation for
snooping in the private lives of its employees, it had disbanded its infa-
mous Sociological Department in 1921. Thereafter it destroyed the thou-
sands of confidential files accumulated by the scores of investigators it
had employed since 1914, the year the five-dollar day was introduced, to
inspect whether Ford workers were spending their pay envelopes accord-
ing to the idiosyncratic standards of efficiency and puritanism that the
boss had designed as the condition for getting the whole payment. Edsel,
Henry’s brow-beaten son, who was delegated to handle such minor is-
sues, explained that the company could not help out because it lacked the
facilities.'®

In truth, knowledge of how workers spent their wages and free time no
longer engaged the busybody paternalism of intrusive employers. It had
become society’s responsibility generally, as evidenced by the sheer num-
ber of government offices, corporate marketing departments, and as-
sorted private agencies devoted to collecting data about consumer behav-
ior. Having enlisted help from the two most reliable institutions, the U.S.
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Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Michigan-based National Bureau of
Economic Research, the Inquiry promised to proceed expeditiously.

The investigators’ first task was to establish a “commodity budget” for
all their subjects. As soon as they figured out the yearly amount the aver-
age automobile worker earned, they would pore over checkbooks, credit
records, wives’ estimates, and various miscellaneous measures to calcu-
late how the take-home pay was apportioned. But nothing was straight-
forward here. To start, workers were said to earn $1,750 annually, or
seven dollars a day, five days a week. But this pay rate, though an increase
from the celebrated five dollars of 1914 and the six-dollar day to catch up
with inflation in the 1920s, had been established under political pressure
the previous November 22, 1929. That was when Herbert Hoover had
summoned Henry Ford and other U.S. business leaders for an emergency
meeting at the White House. There the president pleaded with them to
support recovery from the October stock market panic by reaffirming as
publicly as possible their commitment to the New Era’s “doctrine of high
wages.” Henry Ford himself took the lead. But within a year, as the finan-
cial panic spread, he reneged on his commitment, and the wage fell back
to six dollars, sometimes even lower."”

Another obstacle was that calculations were based on the budget of the
lowest-paid “average worker.” This figure was defined as a fully em-
ployed family man, meaning he had worked at least forty-five weeks the
previous year, was the sole support of a wife and two or three children,
and had no other source of income or additional dependents. This must
have been a rare creature. Out of a workforce in excess of 100,000, the
company supplied a list of 1,740 men, from which the investigators
culled its sample of 100.%

Just to determine what workers spent their wages on in Detroit took
eight months. Reaching the Geneva offices in July 1930 (two months af-
ter the putative deadline), the results required another several weeks to be
converted into the metric system, for prices to be recomputed in seven-
teen currencies, and for the myriad terms of comparison to be translated
into a half-dozen languages.

Meanwhile the European investigators, fanning out from the cities
closest to Geneva—Marseilles, Genoa, Trieste, and Frankfurt—and then
moving in ever-wider circles to visit Barcelona, Antwerp, Stockholm, and
Helsinki, toward the most distant, Cork and Istanbul, found their tasks
rough going. Sometimes governments stinted on offering help, either out
of indifference or, as in France, to show disagreement with the Inquiry’s
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goals and methods. Sometimes they were overly solicitous, as in Great
Britain. There officials followed the project closely for fear that if the
Trade Union Council learned how much pay varied from place to place,
they would agitate for wage adjustments. To deter leaks, they insisted
that pounds and shillings not be used in the final report, only index
numbers.*!

It was harder to overcome skepticism that it was possible, much less
desirable, to make rigorous comparisons about different ways of living.
Even if the money cost turned out to be equal, was a loaf of American
white bread really the equivalent of a loaf of Scandinavian rye? Swedish
nutritionists were studiously neutral when they posed the question.
French investigators were vocally skeptical. As the old French proverb
went, “One stick of wood is not the same as another.” The same held for
a brioche as well as a pat of butter. Any housewife at a Parisian market
could tell you that the price of butter could vary by 15 to 20 percent, de-
pending on whether it came from hay-fed Normandes or from a herd of
Salers grazed in the Auvergne. It was common sense, then, that if the
comparison between Detroit and Europe truly took account not just of
the cost and quantity of products, but also of the quality and the myriad
of individual tastes and preferences, the margin for error was infinite.*
Not only different classes within the nation, but also different communi-
ties, experienced their ways of life in incommensurably different fash-
ions. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics was only being disingenuous
or naive when it affirmed that the Detroit study was “entirely objective
and colorless, as can only be expected from a Government report.”*
“Speaking frankly,” said Pierre Laval, who was France’s minister of so-
cial security and labor at the time, the methods being used were “not sus-
ceptible to” or even close to “approximating” a “scientific solution.”**
Hence the French government could not lend the Inquiry its official
support.

Observers did indeed seem susceptible to invidious comparisons. Who
would refrain, for example, from making a value judgment about the fact
that the abstemious but fun-seeking Detroit worker spent his fifty cents
of disposable income at the moviehouse whereas his bibulous Berlin
counterpart spent his five pfennigs at a beerhall? How to dissuade investi-
gators from reflecting on the “psychological, sociological, and hedonistic
considerations” that went into the workers’ choices? The response de-
signed to check these “instinctive” judgments showed positivistic social
science at its most fetishistic. The goods were to speak for themselves.
Accordingly, investigators would collect physical specimens of the De-
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Henry Ford’s Europe: sites of the Ford-1LO Inquiry, 1929-1931.

By permission of the author.

troit commodity basket and ship them to Europe to make them available
on site. So, in addition to compiling lists with the nutritional and caloric
content of perishable items and drawing up estimates of the 100 house-
holds’ expenditures on commodities and services, the women experts of
the Department of Agriculture’s Bureau of Home Economics packed two
wooden trunks with samples of clothing and household dry goods and
sent them off.

The years 1930 and 1931 were a tumultuous time for unaccompanied
baggage to be crisscrossing frontiers. Though furnished with special dip-
lomatic waivers to expedite customs formalities, the trunks’ progress
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around the continent was travailed. One was inexplicably sidetracked for
a month while en route from Berlin to Warsaw. The trunk destined for
Barcelona arrived amidst the turmoil following the collapse of the dicta-
torship of General Miguel Primo de Rivera at the end of January 1930,
and with the staff of the state labor and statistical offices out on strike,
nobody was on hand to receive it. It was an unpropitious moment any-
way to do anything in the name of the Ford Company, since, without
warning, it had just shut down its Barcelona assembly plants to retaliate
against the higher customs duties the Spanish government had imposed
on auto parts. This measure had been taken to retaliate against the Haw-
ley-Smoot Act that Hoover had signed into law in June 1930, jacking up
U.S. tariffs against European imports.” Fortunately, the trunk was even-
tually consigned to officials kindly disposed toward the ILO, who pro-
ceeded to complete the assignment.

So felicitous an outcome was not fated for the trunk destined for Italy,
whose arrival found the northern regions gripped by labor unrest and
Fascist leaders on full alert as a result of the fall of their brother dictator-
ship in Spain. In the best of circumstances, the Duce’s regime, which had
outlawed free labor unions to replace them with puppet Fascist syndi-
cates, was out of sympathy with the International Labor Organization.
However, the real obstacle to cooperation was Giovanni Agnelli, the
head of Fiat, who intended to preserve his company’s monopoly over
Italian car production. Lobbying hard against the Ford Company, he
had his wish gratified in October 1929, when Mussolini ordered Ford’s
Trieste plant to close down and denied the company authorization to
build any new ones.* Consequently, the cargo was returned unopened to
the sender, and Genoa and Trieste, the two Italian cities selected for the
study, were dropped from the comparison.

When the trunks did reach their proper destinations, they revealed a
material culture that was visibly bountiful compared with the European.
From the sets of attire provided for a family of four—a mother and father
and two children, a boy and a girl—as well as from the notation that they
spent 12 percent of their annual budget on clothing, it was clear that
American workers were investing in smart dressing. They renewed their
wardrobes constantly. In 1929, when wages were at their postwar peak,
an average husband bought annually five shirts, two ties, two cotton
union suits, fourteen pairs of cotton socks and one pair of what looked
like dress socks made of silk or rayon, one pair of suspenders, two pairs
of shoes, two pairs of leather and nine pairs of cotton work gloves. From
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the look of it, the quality of the wool suit, purchased on average every
two and a half years, was first-rate; likewise the quality of the slouch-
ing silk-banded felt hats, famous from Hollywood movies, purchased on
average one every two years; so also the wool overcoat, made to last
about seven. The typical worker’s wife renewed practically her entire
wardrobe every two years. In 1929 alone she had purchased two colorful
cotton, rayon, or silk dresses, eight pairs of stockings, including four of
silk or rayon, three housedresses, a variety of underwear and night-
gowns, and two pairs of shoes. Even more was spent on the children’s
garb than on the adults, the equivalent on average of one-twentieth of
the family budget. The labels and handiwork showed that all of it was
store-bought, right down to the ruffled rayon petticoats to go under the
plaid, back-sashed school dresses. By contrast, European working-class
children wore clothing that was almost always home-made and often
patched together from adult castoffs and hand-me-downs. The house-
hold linens folded up beneath the clothing showed the prodigious use
of cotton in U.S. manufacturing; whether the sateen-bound wool blan-
kets were comparable to German and Scandinavian eiderdown was more
debatable. The food lists showed that Detroit workers ate a remark-
ably varied, plentiful, and nutritious diet. By contrast, though their own
workers were well-fed, Swedish investigators observed, they consumed
hefty quantities of a far smaller range of products, and they dosed these
with prodigious quantities of tobacco and alcohol, a habit, it was prud-
ishly commented, that added spark to the diet but little in the way of
nutrition. The quality of American housing looked so good as to raise
troubling questions of comparison. Single-family houses averaging 4.1
rooms, equipped with gas, electricity, central heating, bathroom, and
windows with views, were rare in European cities, where the average
worker shelter, averaging 2 to 3 rooms, was in a decrepit state. In Berlin
and Frankfurt, to find something equivalent in size and comforts, one
would have to look at the housing of upper civil servants. As for personal
services, American workers spent goodly sums out of pocket on doc-
tors and, not infrequently, dentists too, and some had taken out life in-
surance policies as well. Compared with the Europeans’, their budgets
showed skimpy outlays for social insurance and mutual aid societies and,
unsurprisingly, none at all for union dues, as Ford ran a closed shop.”
The most remarkable difference was that Ford workers were con-
stantly renewing an ample stock of mass-produced home conveniences,
from radios, phonographs, and electric irons to electric washing ma-
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chines and vacuum cleaners. Nearly half of the families owned an auto-
mobile, some of which may well have been purchased new, as the price of
the Model T had dropped to $440 by the 1920s. Most cars had been pur-
chased for recreation, not strictly to commute, and installment payments
and maintenance costs weighed heavily on the family budget. By con-
trast, no European workers had a car or dreamed of getting one. Minute
percentages of young males owned motorcycles, some with sidecars. Bi-
cycles were precious possessions. But then, relatively few European bour-
geois households owned automobiles either. France and Britain, the two
most motorized countries in Europe, had only one car for every twenty
people at the end of the 1930s; Germany, one for every forty; and Italy,
about one for every hundred; while in the United States there was one au-
tomobile for every four.”® Clearly, it was pointless to price the cost of liv-
ing for a European worker by putting a car in his commodity basket.

Yet another significant difference was that Detroit workers commonly
used consumer credit. Indeed, credit enabled them to outspend their an-
nual incomes, if only by a little. By contrast, consumer credit was little
practiced by European workers. Experiments with installment buying on
furniture and larger articles failed as soon as there was an economic
downturn. In Great Britain, workers still ruefully knew credit as the
“never-never.” To get from one payday to the next, European workers re-
lied on informal arrangements with shopkeepers, who sized up their
creditworthiness for the basics, food and fuel, and recorded their debits
and payments in the store ledger.”’

In sum, the more the ways of living were brought into contact, the
more the complicated process of comparing them stretched on. Finally, in
November 1931, two and a half years after Sir Percival’s initial request,
twenty-five months after the Inquiry was authorized to begin, and seven-
teen months after it was due to be finished, stung by the U.S. donor’s ac-
cusations that it was engaging in “sharp practices” by not producing
results, the ILO released the final report.’® Realizing that his own gov-
erning board was in turmoil over the findings and fearful that the brou-
haha would lead to its suppression, Thomas avoided sending it up for
final approval.” Meanwhile, in New York City, at the behest of the
Twentieth Century Fund, Edward L. Bernays, the founding genius of
American public relations, prepared a barrage of publicity to celebrate
the English-language edition’s release. By then, however, it was unclear
whether the point was to celebrate the success of international collabora-
tion, the generosity of U.S. business philanthropy, or the American poli-
tics of high wages.
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One thing was certain: released at Christmastime 1931, this “most
bullish” account of the American Standard of Living belonged to another
time.*> Most of the 100 workers interviewed in 1929-30 were now job-
less as skyrocketing unemployment rates withered the American auto in-
dustry. Ford himself, still denying that there was an economic crisis, had
put 75,000 workers on “indefinite holiday” under the pretext that the
company had to retool the assembly lines for a brand-new model. Who-
ever survived the layoffs could still earn seven dollars a day, provided he
could fulfill his new daily productivity quota, which was as much as half
again higher, so that by the end of his shift he would have staggered
out of the factory gates limp and ashen-faced. Of the thousands laid
off, none were eligible for relief, since the Ford workers were bereft of
unemployment insurance. They weren’t even eligible for the modest sums
doled out by the municipality, which tided over other jobless people until
1935, when the New Deal finally cobbled together the country’s first na-
tional unemployment compensation scheme. Local government initia-
tives depended on business taxes, and Ford’s fifty-seven-acre Highland
Park plant and its River Rouge branch had been deliberately placed out-
side the Detroit city limits to avoid paying municipal levies.*

In the calm of lakeside Geneva, the rush to publication provoked the
proverbial tempest in the bureaucratic teapot. As the ILO’ governing
board protested that it had not approved the final version (nor even au-
thorized it properly in the first place), some delegates picked apart its
more idiosyncratic findings while others wondered at the conspiracy that
had caused the volume to be published in English but not in the ILO’s
other official tongues, French and German.** To mollify critics, the edi-
tors quickly put out a second, significantly revised edition, this time in all
three languages. The new edition also offered the opportunity to make
certain changes, such as the title, from the ambitious An International
Enquiry into the Costs of Living to the more self-effacing A Contribu-
tion to the Study of International Comparisons of Costs of Living. The
study’s real scope was presented more modestly too: a statistical “exer-

> .

it aimed to compare “costs of living,” it was underscored, not

35

cise,’
“standards of living.

By 1932 the value of even that goal had been thrown into question. As
the economic crisis spread across the globe, prices declined sharply and
unemployment shot up. As one country after another pulled off the gold
standard, currencies capered this way and that, tariff barriers mounted,
and governments increasingly manipulated statistics for political ends.*
In London in April 1931, when Sir Percival was solicited for his views on
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the report, his cherub-pink clergyman’s face pursed with perplexity as he
disarmingly confessed to having let the whole matter slip his mind. By
then, softening sales and rising tariffs had cut catastrophically into Ford’s
European market, and the company was closing down plants and pulling
back from the continent. Back in 1929, well before the company could
get feedback from the ILO, it had gone ahead and set its workers’ wage
scales “empirically.” Following its usual practices abroad, management
had checked the going pay rates, set the wage just high enough to cream
off the best laborers from the region, and required that unions be banned
in exchange for better wages. The “high” or “efficiency wage,” as Henry
Ford himself once confessed, was “a flexible concept.” With an affable
nod to the effort put into the report, Sir Percival sportingly offered to
check its findings against the wage scales the Ford Company had actually
adopted, off the record, the only point being to test whether management
was on its toes.”” This was as much thanks as the ILO got for this thank-
less project. For Albert Thomas, his bearlike constitution notwithstand-
ing, it was one more checkmate for European social reformism. On May
8, 1932, at age fifty-seven on a visit back to Paris, he died in a boulevard
café after collapsing from a pulmonary embolism.

What a Pandora’s box, to compare conditions of living in the United
States and Europe: the first such effort since the United States had be-
come hegemonic; and the first occasion for Europeans and Americans to
debate what it meant to define a “decent” standard of living. Out of the
confrontation, Europeans saw two market cultures sharply divided over
the meaning of standards. They would have found much to agree with in
James Bryce’s remark that Americans had a “habit of destroying all qual-
ities by relating them to their measurable monetary value” and dismiss-
ing “situations where . . . it is no longer possible to apply the monetary
standard.” This outlook fostered a high regard for quantity and the mea-
surement thereof and, by extension, “a tendency to mistake bigness for
greatness.”*® When the ILO’s governing board met to discuss the report’s
findings, the normally reticent Armand Julin, a Belgian statistician, burst
out: “To compare a real man with a phantom” was indecent; it was ethi-
cally wrong to treat workers as if they lived under “conditions of free
choice”; their existence depended “not just upon conditions of employ-
ment and wages” but also upon “circumstances of life” over which they
had little control. Hard figures gave “an impression of precision” that
was “false.” Far from being “reassuring in their fixity,” they provoked “a
sense of insecurity”; they aroused envy, yet failed to impart any sense of
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what workers really wanted when they spoke of wanting a “decent” exis-
tence.”

As France’s preeminent labor economist Frangois Simiand put the final
touches on his three-volume study Le salaire, he voiced similar concerns.
Wages could take many forms, not just pure cash, but also goods in kind,
gifts, and services. Likewise, to consider the significance of how wages
were spent in terms of only one factor, the standard of living, was inade-
quate to understand the norms shaping people’s choices. He advised two
terms: “manner of living,” or train de vie, which was akin to “standard
of living” and investigated choices based on income; and “style of life,”
or genre de vie, which called attention to other complex noneconomic
considerations that shaped spending, especially social standing, but also
community values and religion, not to mention climate and other physi-
cal factors.” From the moment he had heard about the Ford-ILO Inquiry,
Simiand had been dismissive. What could possibly be learned from an ex-
periment with human subjects that treated people like draft animals,
itemizing the calories they ingested? The whole exercise, he joked with
colleagues and students, was like calculating an elephant’s upkeep in
Lapland as if it still lived in India or a reindeer’s in India as if it still lived
in Lapland.*!

To Americans, this continental hauteur about the quality of life was
nothing more than Old World elitism. Arguments that cited the compli-
cations created by the diversity of tastes from one group to another
sounded like scientific ineptitude or social hypocrisy camouflaged behind
cultural highmindedness. It was fine to be skeptical about comparisons.
Nobody would accuse Europeans of social bias if they said that car-own-
ing was a luxury for workers in Europe, and not a good indicator of the
standard of living, whereas it was a necessity for American workers, who
lived in sprawling municipalities with no public transportation. But when
the same investigators remarked that European workers lacked the in-
door plumbing “to permit of washing oneself properly,” and then let it
slip that, even when water was available, the workers displayed an “aver-
sion” to frequent bathing, that was social bias.* For who could really say
to what standards of cleanliness would they have held themselves if the
climate had not been so damp and cold, if there were public baths, or if
they and their parents before them had homes equipped with running
water, even a cold-water kitchen tap, much less a whole separate warm,
even sunny bathroom, set up with a flush toilet, sink, tub, shower, and
hot and cold running water? What would their standard have been had
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they been surrounded, like American immigrants, with cheap, brightly
packaged milled soap, subjected to the wrinkled-up noses and pained
looks of teachers, supervisors, and fellow citizens if they smelled, and
bombarded with newspaper and magazine advertisements for Camay,
Palmolive, or Ponds soap that made it gross behavior to exude a new dis-
covery called “body odor”?

In sum, one conclusion might be that the wants of the Detroit workers
were expansive because of several decades of high wages. If so, it could
equally be said that the wants of European workers had been depressed
by several decades of low wages.* European statistical science could well
scoff at the American notion of measuring the standard of living in terms
of the preferences revealed by the goods and services that a given sum of
money could buy. Still, like it or not, money notoriously offers a universal
form of measurement in capitalist societies, and consumer goods are
nothing if not tangible choices that people are making about their own
well-being. Surely, the total sum of the comforts in goods and services
that a certain level of income afforded a nation’s citizenry provided a
plausible index of its rank in the world scale of civilized well-being. That
was what many Americans believed, and were convinced others believed
as well.

Anyway, the “facts” were now circulating as part of the public record,
and the dense little book larded with charts and statistics took on a life of
its own, often mis-cited and the butt of ridicule as misguided, superficial,
or, worse, biased social science. So Detroit came to set the terms of com-
parison: the measure of bread was a loaf of processed white flour, not a
round of rye or a crusty baguette; the measure of bedding, mass-pro-
duced cotton and wool rather than the eiderdown; the measure of chil-
dren’s clothing, store-bought outfits rather than home-sewn goods; the
measure of social security, private spending on insurance rather than
state pensions or other collective social provisions. Even critics of the
minute sample, the crude comparisons, and the ambiguous results ended
up speaking knowledgeably of a cluster of habits they called “the Ameri-
can Standard of Living.”

Yet the American standard had not won in some objective comparison,
for the question of which continent offered a better life and to whom
could never be answered conclusively. Rather, American consumer cul-
ture had seized the high ground by asserting that the good life consists of
a decent income for lots of people spent individually by purchasing goods
that they believe enable them to live comfortably. And they defined it by
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claiming to be able to measure it scientifically by the amount of wages,
the expansion of purchasing power, the bountiful output of mass produc-
tion, and the range of individual choices provided by private enterprise.

But what, then, did Europeans intend when they spoke of the norms
implicit in their “way of life”? The experts spoke of nonmarket consid-
erations. But how to calculate these? They spoke of incommensurable
needs. How then could people be compared without making invidious
distinctions or, worse, legitimating some people’s needs as lesser or more
worthy than others’? These questions prompt us to ask how these two
very different conceptions of identifying the appropriate and necessary
arose and how, in turn, responding to America’s advance, Europeans de-
fended their “way of life” in a more and more reactionary way.

Advancing the American Standard

The Ford-ILO Inquiry resonated with Henry Ford’s own fabulous story
of how his company had achieved “the greatest revolution in the matter
of rewards for its workers ever known to the industrial world.”* This
self-edifying tale was rehearsed in three brief, widely translated books;
My Life and Work, published in 1922, Hitler’s bible; My Philosophy of
Industry, coming out in 1929; and Moving Forward, dating from 1930.
Personable and didactic, these little how-to books offered nostrums
about living efficiently in the modern world. They also lent an altogether
false coherence to the narrative about the coming of mass consumption,
making it a matter of huge efficiency, big supply, heightened wages, and
sharpened demand.

The five-dollar day gave the story a touch of magic. Announced to the
world on January 5, 1914, the new compensation scheme was pure ge-
nius from the point of view of labor management and publicity. Doubling
the prevailing daily wage rate of $2.43 for an eight-hour five-day week, it
crowned the decade-long transformation that had turned the Ford Com-
pany, founded in 1903, from being one of several scores of craft shops,
with a payroll of 150 employees and turning out a fraction of the total
U.S. output of 1,700 cars a year, into a megafactory employing 14,000
people and producing nearly half of all American cars. After settling on
the design of the all-purpose vehicle known as the Model T, the farmer’s
son turned mechanic-entrepreneur speeded up the tempo of innovation.
First perfecting the breakdown of tasks, then lining up single-purpose
machinery, thereafter incorporating the time-and-motion studies of the
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renowned industrial engineer Frederick W. Taylor to compel the men to
keep up with the machines, finally management had the whole process
hoisted off the ground with a power-driven conveyor system—the assem-
bly line—to move pieces from one factory hand to the next. There was
only one hitch: by the time the finished cars rolled off the line, one every
ninety-three minutes, an average of half of Ford’s employees were quit-
ting every month. Worse, as exhausted laborers finished their shifts, In-
ternational Workers of the World organizers were waiting in front of the
factory gates to persuade them to join the union drive. Without some
measure to reduce turnover and foreclose unionization, the firm could
not profit from its huge investments, much less expand as intended. The
offer of the pay hike plus bonus proved to be right on the mark. The day
after it was announced, 12,000 applicants crowded into the company lot
to line up for 4,000 openings. From then on, the Ford Company got the
pick of the labor force, speeded up the assembly line, eliminated the dis-
gruntled, incapable, and absentee, and forestalled unionization for fully
two decades. Ford himself, notoriously a man of few words, summed up
the experiment as “one of the finest cost-cutting moves we ever made.”*
Overnight, he became a folk hero and the Model T a household name.

The policy of so influential a company had a lasting effect by making
the high wage seem central to the success of the twentieth-century Ameri-
can economy and the supply from production the primum mobile of
the demand central to mass consumer society. Accordingly, the United
States had become a high-wage economy compared with Europe, because
land and capital were abundant whereas labor remained scarce, inelas-
tic, and hence costly. Consequently, the cost of labor relative to capital
was higher than in Europe, entrepreneurs had an incentive to introduce
more and perhaps superior labor-saving machines, and high productivity
yielded increased wages. In turn, high wages, freely disposed of by the
worker, unencumbered by heavy taxation, union dues, and other with-
holdings, yielded mass consumption, which then fed profits, which in
turn promoted investment. Any business management that failed to re-
joice in this virtuous circle, so its boosters argued, was technologically
backward, shortsighted, or plain mean-spirited.

European elites were judged guilty on all scores as the Americans
seized the moral high ground during the 1920s boom. Much as in the
nineteenth century, when American republicans had argued that the
Union was superior to European aristocratic society in terms of property
distribution, in the twentieth-century, American progressives argued that
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U.S. civilization was superior to European bourgeois society in terms
of income distribution. Europe squandered its men and hoarded its re-
sources, went a familiar refrain, whereas America hoarded its men and
squandered its resources—a strategy that was no vice in a pre-ecological
age. On one side of the Atlantic, economic retribution yielded a “mere
living wage” resulting in economic stagnation; on the other, it yielded “a
high standard of living” that generated prosperity. The difference was as
simple as it was fundamental, explained Paul Mazur, the genius merger
manager and economist, in his bestselling book American Prosperity: Eu-
rope tightened its belt to the last notch, whereas the United States let its
out to the first. The goal should be to feed the man to fill out the belt, not
to yank it tight to fit a shrinking waistline.*

Yet it isn’t at all obvious how the industrial productivity that yielded
relatively high wages in the United States—an economic strategy that
plainly could be afforded by only a few score of the giant consumer-ori-
ented industries—could convert a whole society to the tenets of a full-
blown mass-consumer culture. Other factors also play a role in explain-
ing the coming of age of the American Standard of Living and why the
United States took the high road to consumer abundance, whereas Euro-
pean society, already embarked on a low road, moved first toward the
American model, then veered sharply away from it, before being pitched
onto the tracks of the German-dominated New Order.

The first element, plainly, was the United States’ unusual set of re-
sources. When narratives about American economic greatness speak of
plentiful natural reserves, the imagination goes to coal, iron, tin, copper,
abundant water, petroleum, or any of the other staples that go to indus-
trial production and in which the nation abounded. Not enough is said
about the remarkably precocious industrialization of agriculture or the
bounty from a vast informal empire that early established what the histo-
rian William Appleman Williams called “the imperial confusion of an
economically defined standard of living with a culturally defined quality
of life.”* Vast resources of food were indispensable to the modern con-
sumer in order not just to avoid perennial shortages, but to push down
food costs so that even slight increments of wage could go to other goods
like clothes and shelter. Whereas many Europeans were haunted by re-
curring food shortages down to the 1950s, from the 1870s urban Ameri-
cans were becoming accustomed to a varied and nutritious diet, one that
by offering a wide menu of choices also familiarized people with assort-
ment in other domains. Prospering agriculture turned rural lands into
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wealthy markets, peopled by mail-order customers. And fast transporta-
tion, in addition to making Americans the world’s largest consumers
of sugar and tobacco, made coffee, chicle gum, coca extracts for cola
drinks, pineapples, and banana bunches everyday decencies. The banana,
speeded from quasi-colonies in Central America by refrigerated express
cargo and quick freight carriage, turned up by the ton in the Philadelphia
Ghetto, Chicago’s North Side, and New York’s Lower East Side, where it
sold at six cents a dozen. By “its simplicity, economy of preparation, and
low price,” the Wharton School economist Simon E. Patten wrote, it
“added . . . permanently to the laborers’ fund of goods.”**

The second element to account for the rise of mass consumer cul-
ture was the breadth and depth of the U.S. domestic market and the large
size of American industry. Nobody can ignore the huge scale and scope
of consumer-oriented enterprises, and how these capitalized on a single
market whose fast-growing population reached 123 million by 1930, a
third of Europe’s 370 million, spread over a land mass of 3 million square
miles compared with Europe’s 2 million.”” Wedded to the three S’s of high
productivity, namely simplification, standardization, and specialization,
giant American manufactures tended to narrow the range of products,
aiming for profits on quantity with low unit costs.” In turn, these giants’
grip on markets was periodically loosened by smaller flexible, regional
firms, which, finding outlets in chain-store outlets like Woolworth’s, con-
tributed to the precocious growth of mass retailing. Even when these
smaller enterprises went bankrupt or were bought out, they teased gov-
ernment into antimonopoly legislation, set the pace of consumer innova-
tion, and encouraged an ethos of service.”' The net outcome was a home
market, constantly expanding outward and downward, the widest, deep-
est, and fastest-growing of any nation in the world.

The third element was the precocious development of a proletarian
consumer consciousness. Ensuring decent wages to pay for a decent stan-
dard of living was as much a labor as a business strategy. To resist em-
ployer efforts to drive down wages in the late nineteenth century, native-
born white male laborers defied being reduced to “wage slaves”; their la-
bor was their flesh and blood, not to be negotiated away in paltry wages.
Having imposed by strikes and sabotage the principle that their manhood
was not for sale, they accepted payment on other grounds: not to alien-
ate their labor, but to acquire the necessaries for a dignified existence.*
This populist consumerism worked for the socially best-armed and most
skilled laborers because they conceived of their struggle as aimed at two
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enemies: one was the extortionist boss, and the other, their contemptible
competitors in the labor market, in the figure of scrounging Paddy the
Irishman, spineless John the Chinaman, and indolent Negroes, dagos,
and wops “who live like vermin, whose families cost nothing, and whose
food and clothing are but nominal in cost.”** To bargain with the former
while forestalling the latter, workers authorized their unions to negotiate
special relations with business and government to damp down competi-
tion from alien labor (which could be foreign-born, black, or female) and
to engage in pugnacious “buy American” campaigns.

Populist consumerism was thus not at all incompatible with bloody la-
bor struggles. Collective action, combined with a fundamentally individ-
ualist use of social goods, would build a Big Rock Candy Mountain of
well-being for all who earned a fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work. When
the good fight was finally won, labor militants saw a wonderfully materi-
alist fantasy of the world to come: gymnasiums, great swimming pools,
and bathrooms of marble; industrial plants decorated with collections su-
perior to the displays at the Metropolitan Museum of Art; and for labor-
ers, the comfort of Morris chairs in which to rest their weary limbs.** Nor
did populist consumerism preclude a peculiarly American form of work-
ing-class internationalism. Claiming for itself the right to a decent liveli-
hood, American labor set itself on a different course from both the conti-
nental socialist movements, which under Marxist influence battled for
socially just retribution and political representation as universal rights,
and British trade unionism, which in the name of the age-old right of
John Bull to the basic decencies built a strong common front among
workers by battling for across-the-board wage hikes.” But the American
labor movement also stood for keeping on the lookout for unfair compe-
tition from low-wage foreign lands and exhorting the oppressed workers
of those benighted places to rally to the “high-wage doctrine.”

Naturally, populist consumerism was reinforced by rising wages. How-
ever, high wages are to be understood not simply as a quantity, but rather
as a sum paid in cash, regularly, and to a larger and larger proportion of
working people. It replaced payments in kind like company housing,
food rations, and other dribs and drabs of employer paternalism. There
were few withholdings on the pay envelope, but equally slight govern-
ment or company entitlements to compensate if it stopped. With cash
wages, workers could dispose of their income flexibly, stimulated by
floods of innovative goods, advertising, fast-changing consumer mores,
and the availability of credit. Unable to rely on state help in times of
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need, workers had to learn to manage their wages to take account of the
booms and busts of the business cycle. In flush times, the whole family
was free-spending; in hard times, it was provident. In sum, training that
taught workers to treat their income as a form of capital, to be invested in
household equipment, if possible in home ownership, testified to their
entrepreneurship as consumers as well as to their apparent freedom of
action.’®

Populist consumerism would have been inconceivable unless filtered
through “the democratic style of public life.” Werner Sombart, Europe’s
most acute observer of turn-of-the-century capitalist growth, is often
cited as having argued that socialism in America foundered on “shoals of
roast beef and apple pie,” which is to say that workers were bought off
by mass consumption. He said nothing of the kind. His point was that in
the United States “the style of living,” meaning new goods and habits,
was experienced through “a situation of social ease,” whereas in Europe
it was filtered through enduring legacies of class discrimination. Hence it
was not the “finely fitting dress suit, patent leather boots and elegant
clothes of the latest fashion that made trade union leaders move about
with the same grace as any aristocrat in Germany—it was the self assur-
ance, the absence of stigma of being a class apart that almost all Euro-
pean workers have about them.” Income inequality was not the issue, for
it was greater in the United States than elsewhere. But the absence of the
status distinctions inherited from feudal relations “made the distance . . .
even smaller in the consciousness of the various classes than it really is.”*’
So as new goods flooded onto the market and businesses in search of cus-
tomers knocked off cheaper models, the sumptuary lines between classes
became more and more porous. In a country of immigrants, the newcom-
ers wanted to make themselves as much like those who had already ar-
rived as possible. Since mass goods like the Model T or brand-name
soaps lacked a specific class connotation—though marketers would al-
ways be working to invest them with status connotations—the most ob-
vious means of indicating this likeness was a sumptuary one, by possess-
ing objects like everybody else’s. Which is not to say that this equality of
access to innovative goods was in any way incompatible with racial prej-
udice, inequality of material circumstances, and vicious acts of social
snobbery.

Nothing marked American consumer culture’s precocious develop-
ment more than the wide consensus that had emerged by the 1920s that
all its citizens partook more or less of the American Standard of Living.*®
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The very notion of a “decent,” “high,” or “cultural” wage marked a
clear departure from the nineteenth century, when “standard of living”
denoted the absolute minimum necessary for workers to survive, and the
main issue was whether, in accordance with early nineteenth-century
British economist David Ricardo’s “dismal law” on wages, the minimum
would be pushed below the subsistence rate as workers competed for
scarce jobs. Adding the omnibus word “American” to the term imparted
to it an altogether new sense: that shared material habits were the single
most palpable evidence of the unity of the American people, that a set of
norms guided the American people, and that in turn the American people
revealed these in their individual choices.

Behind this belief stood a revolution in outlooks toward mass con-
sumption that endorsed America’s passage from what Simon Patten
called a “deficit” or “pain” to a “surplus” or “pleasure” economy. Out
of the “new bases of civilization” in moviegoing, banana-eating, and the
other humble pastimes of contemporary life, the philosopher saw a new
morality coming into being. Its basis was the proper management of na-
tional economic resources, such as raising the minimum standard with-
out dropping the consumption levels of other classes. Hence Malthus’s
catastrophic prognosis about mankind’s animal-like predicament, to for-
nicate and procreate until the food supply was outstripped, then to perish
fighting over the scraps, was declared dead; and likewise, Marx’s fear-
some dialectic of class struggle to divide the surplus generated out of ad-
vances in the means of production. Forsaking Judeo-Christian asceticism,
Patten declared that with a “higher standard of living” would come “a
higher threshold of desire.” Novelty in experience and taste not only
quickened the wits but refined the senses. The true gluttons were primi-
tive men; the well-fed became epicures. More consumption thus resulted
in a more ethical society; no higher good, no natural law, no transcendent
principle of human justice needed to be invoked to justify the right to a
decent standard of living.”

Now only two more elements were needed to establish the American
standard. The first was to reveal what Americans wanted. Regardless of
the high value accorded personal privacy, Americans exposed their every
nook and cranny to probes and tests in the name of consumer science. As
public and private national surveys of consumer expenditure multiplied
into the hundreds by the early 1930s, no self-respecting study of the di-
rection of American civilization could ignore consumer trends. The result
was a cacophonous public voice around what constituted an “adequate,
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healthy and decent standard of living.”*® From “expenditures, the status
of housing, and hundreds of other things,” the new sciences of consump-
tion produced the outlines of the “American standard.” For Margaret
Reid, the well-known home economist, it was “characterized by absence
of class distinction, and by a measurement of values in terms of money;
much importance is attached to the new, to speed, to time-saving. One
family dwellings are common and home ownership rates high. Health
and formal education, although not necessarily learning, are conspicuous
among the things people strive for.”*'

The final element was to classify Americans according to their capacity
to achieve this standard. With his “standard of living groups,” Columbia
economist and business consultant Paul H. Nystrom produced the first
complete profile. At the bottom, regrettably, there were still the lower or-
ders, by which he meant the 18.5 percent (counting “the work shy and
tramps”) who lived at the level of bare subsistence and thus “lacked the
necessities and much of the comforts and conveniences of life.” Those
numbers, presumably, would have included most of the African-Ameri-
can population at the time, along with impoverished rural whites and
Native Americans. However, the great bulk of the American people, 71.4
percent, partook of the consumer market for all classes of goods, their
consumption or use of necessities, comforts, conveniences, and luxu-
ries increasing in quantity, quality, and price with advances in their level
of income. Above them, a relatively small 10 percent of the popula-
tion showed “well-to-do and liberal” standards of living, representing
“higher levels of purchasing power and expenditure for all classes of
consumer goods.”®* Henceforth there were classes of goods, but no
longer classes of people. About that time, advertising, pollsters, and
economists appropriated Nystrom’s categories, to divide all of the na-
tion’s people into income bands ranked from A to D.

The standard of living, then, connoted not just the sum total and types
of goods the American people owned, but also the means by which they
were acquired, through higher and higher levels of income. The Ameri-
can Standard of Living affirmed that the habit of breaking habits demon-
strated social vitality; that as desires matured, they became more varied
and complex; that social emulation in using goods was natural and posi-
tive; that no class monopolized standards of taste; and, finally, that as
new goods came on the market, being in theory available to one and all
(depending on income), the whole society became more cohesive and
communicative. Of course, there was vast room for improvement, with a
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fifth of the population practically completely cut out and levels of access
very unequal. Yet even at the lower-middling levels, consumers were rec-
ognized as having acquired a real if small power in their capacity to make
choices. Thereby consumer habits came to be hailed as a daily plebiscite
about the quality of life, a minimalist exercise of citizenship reinforcing a
feeling of national belonging. Eliminating inequality required not over-
hauling the system, but maintaining wages and improving consumers’
skills in order to increase their purchasing power. The agenda of social
justice could thus forgo any ambitious overhauling of the system for the
opportunity to pick and choose among alternative offers. From the early
1920s, Americans spoke of the “freedom of demand [as] the first essen-
tial of freedom in general.”*

The power granted to consumers to exercise this freedom seemed to
be hugely enhanced as the term “consumer sovereignty” entered the
American vocabulary scarcely a decade later. A London-born political
economist, H. A. Hutt, a professor at the University of Capetown before
moving to the United States, was the first to insist that in the face of au-
thoritarian regimes and command economies, free societies had to cham-
pion the power citizens might exercise by means of their choices as con-
sumers.** His point was not that the consumer had the last word or that
unfettered consumer rule would efface class inequalities. Market econo-
mies existed not to equalize or liberate, but to allocate and preserve exist-
ing freedoms in the face of the encroaching state. However, to speak of
sovereign consumers with their own specific needs and rights represented
progress of a kind. If this generalization represented a leap in hypocrisy
concerning the reality of social relations, it also contemplated a leap in
the civility of public discourse. It thus made it possible to speak about
other people’s collective habits without obvious bias, cruel hyperbole, or
denigrating epithets. Regardless of wealth or power, all people were con-

sumers.

Defending the European Way of Life

When the self-anointed Tocqueville of the twentieth century, André
Siegfried, asked what American democracy portended for European lib-
eralism, his answer was full of trepidation. The “technical talk” coming
out of the United States sounded neutral, France’s leading political sociol-
ogist wrote in 1926, only when, in reality, it was suffused with “a whole
conception of man, of society, and of life” at odds with the European way
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of existence. Europe had to live as “befitting a great old civilization, in
knowledge of her handicaps, the lack of raw materials on the spot, the
scarcity of available capital, the poor buying power of her European cli-
entele.” Her “treasures” lay in “the individual resourcefulness of her
sons, their creative ability, their tradition for work, and their simplicity of
life.” This way of existence risked being devastated by “the somewhat
unreasonable and excessive standard of living of the New World.”* So
spoke a cosmopolitan liberal who repeatedly professed admiration for
the land where “for the first time the white race is achieving something
independent of European leadership.” Most of Europe’s elites thought as
he did.

The problem is not whether the American Standard of Living was de-
testable or desirable, a point that recurred time and again as Fordism
with its offer of a quick economic fix worked its demagogic charm across
the political spectrum. On the far left, there were the Communists, no-
tably Antonio Gramsci, who wrote passionately and idiosyncratically
about “Americanism and Fordism” in his Prison Notebooks, endors-
ing in it the power to sweep away the detritus of Europe’s feudal-bour-
geois past.® On the extreme right, the academic baron Friedrich Gottl-
Ottlilienfeld, professor of political economy at the University of Berlin,
where he was Sombart’s colleague, was an exemplary figure. In the 1924
pamphlet book he tentatively titled Fordismus?, he popularized a reac-
tionary “white socialism” that would collectivize the abundance spilling
out of the assembly line to deflect the masses from the revolutionary
“red” variety.”” It was the enduring popularity of this misbegotten screed
among right-wingers that in 1928 had alerted Hitler to the need to clarify
his own view on the matter.

The problem is rather whether it was realistic at all to expect a stan-
dard akin to the American to develop in early twentieth-century Europe.
After all, no overhaul in the regime of consumption had occurred in the
European states such as had taken place in the United States over the
previous fifty years in consequence of its vast resources, its democratic
heritage, and the accumulation of numerous deep, subtle, and sustained
changes in the country’s economic institutions, demographics, social rela-
tions, and cultural outlooks.

The most ingenious responses rested not so much on reforms on the
national level as on projects to unify European nations in order to create
a consumer market equal in size to the American. French economist
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Francois Delaisi presented one especially searching plan at the cusp of the
1930s, his goal nothing less than to harness “horse-power Europe” to
“horse-drawn Europe,” by which he meant the northwestern area, with
its modern industry and relatively high consumption, to the southern and
eastern regions, with their low levels of urbanization, scattered rural pop-
ulation, and subsistence agriculture. The first step this imaginative pan-
Europeanist proposed was to rechannel toward eastern Europe the big
flows of American capital that were going into Germany, where they pro-
duced an excess of manufacturing capacity and recession. In 1932, faced
with the Depression and emboldened by Soviet-type planning, Delaisi ad-
vanced a second, more ambitious proposal. The so-called Delaisi Plan
would bring producers together with consumers by retooling Europe’s
commercial infrastructure, including transportation, postal systems, and
other means of communication. It also called for Europe’s colonial great
powers to take a lesson from the United States, end formal empire, which
was only a waste of resources and a source of conflict, and “return to Eu-
rope.” Then, to widen and deepen their domestic markets, European
governments had to take a lesson from Ford and treat the European re-
gion as a single market. With purchasing power on the rise and cheap
goods pressing the market, Europe would pull out of stagnation and de-
velop along American lines.®® Though prescient, Delaisi’s utopia foun-
dered on the shoals of the Great Depression.

Anyway, it would be mistaken to see early twentieth-century Europe’s
problem as a dearth of consumer-oriented production. Admittedly, every-
thing about the European area was scaled and shaped differently from
the American: from the size, output, and intrafirm arrangements of its en-
terprises, modes of distribution, and notions of profit, to the very concept
of the consumer. The best face that can be put on Europe’s consumer-ori-
ented economy is that it was based on flourishing but segmented regional
markets. Innovations with a view to widening these local areas of ex-
change could not depend on investment in vast new assembly plants op-
erating with single-purpose tools and unskilled labor, as in the United
States, but rather on installing general-purpose machinery to turn out a
more varied array of customized products.’ Relying on a versatile, stable
labor force, enterprises could have kept their workers more or less con-
tinuously employed by changing their batches of goods. But they could
never have raised their wages. European manufacturers had barely recov-
ered from the dislocations of supply from World War I and inflation dur-
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ing the 1920s before being knocked flat by the Depression. Desperate to
reduce costs, they whittled back money income, upped nonmonetary
compensations, jettisoned safety measures, and skimped on product
quality. Whenever possible, firms making similar lines of products struck
deals to keep prices at remunerative levels and divided up markets in the
hope of reducing competition. Most sought tariff protection. The net ef-
fect was low productivity, high prices, slow turnover, and insignificant in-
novation in consumer goods.

Had there been real prospects of increasing demand, business strate-
gies could conceivably have changed. However, Europe’s population
growth had been slowing to an average of 6.5 percent per decade from
1890 on, whereas in the United States population growth from immigra-
tion and strong birthrates leaped ahead by 19 percent. In “horse-drawn
Europe,” large swathes of people lived in semiautarchy, making sparse
use of money and purchasing little from local markets. Generally, over-
all purchasing power grew slowly. Whereas the United States saw a re-
markable 23 percent increase from 1913 to 1929, western Europe aver-
aged only 5.5 percent. In the United States, per capita income, adjusted
to the cost of living, after doubling between 1869 and 1899, nearly
doubled again from 1909 to 1942 following some wild fluctuations in
the early 1930s. Sweden alone kept pace. France showed no visible gains
at all in per capita income from 1913 to 1947. Nor did Germany or
Italy.”

Although income was not evenly distributed, consumer habits showed
change nonetheless. So Europeans experienced boomlets in the 1920s
and even in the 1930s as bourgeois clients purchased automobiles, union-
ized workers bought dining sets and other household appliances, urban
shopgirls who lived at home indulged in small personal luxuries such as
scarves, hair clips, or lipstick, and people of all classes made a habit of
moviegoing and purchasing home radio sets. However, these trends did
not add up to a rise in the standard of living in the American sense. Nor
did they result in that virtuous circle that had mass production push
prices lower, made the consumption of new goods more general, enriched
the businessman, fostered new investment, and shook up the old hierar-
chies of needs.

Instead, the very demand for new goods and pastimes ran up against a
fortress of obstacles. Class-bound norms of consumption formed one
bulwark, the culture of poverty of the socialist and working-class move-
ments another. Pressing up against these barriers, new consumer behav-
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iors acted as a source of social fragmentation rather than social integra-
tion; they produced new sources of differentiation and exclusion rather
than making standards more homogeneous and accessible. At best, con-
sumers were worrisomely ill-understood, unpredictable social figures. At
worst, their needs were identified with the demands of the lower orders,
volatile, ravenous, capricious, hence contributing to the unpredictability
of economic trends, political polarization, and the degradation of na-
tional culture.

Above all, new consumer habits pressed up against European societies’
barriers of “distinction.” The term, though largely identified with French
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s massive empirical study published in 1976,
first appeared in a slim interpretative essay called La barriere et le niveau,
published in 1925. The author, Edmond Goblot, was a professor of logic
with an unconventional mind, who assiduously took note of the lines of
exclusion and inclusion within French society as he slowly advanced in
his career through the French provinces.” By “distinction” Goblot meant
several features peculiar to the bourgeois classes’ social relations: from
their habits of purchase and air of refinement to their incessant if subtle
struggle to set themselves off materially from other social classes. Admit-
tedly, no sociologist could have documented this way of life scientifically,
since bourgeois families regarded the privacy of their domiciles as a pre-
rogative no snooping surveyor dared to breach. However, Goblot was fa-
miliar enough with the milieu to sketch out several general rules that dis-
tinguished the bourgeoisie’s behaviors as consumers from others. First,
there was the abode, which whether house or apartment and no matter
how poor, was furnished with a reception room, separate quarters for the
children, and a kitchen nook adjacent to the servants’ area. The last were
indispensable to the operation of a household in which modern comforts
such as running water, elevators, gas stoves, and adequate illumination
were often lacking, and the women of the class were not held to perform
menial labor. Though expenditure for food was frugal, dining was elabo-
rate, supplies attentively purchased and prepared, the timing of presen-
tation impeccable, the place settings just so, the napery immaculate. Oth-
ers remarked on the distinctive manners, from handwriting and style of
dress—noting the prescriptions about when to wear a bowler and when a
top hat, and those regulating the etiquette of receiving at home—to the
regularity of spa treatments, automobile touring, and family vacations at
the seaside and mountains. To be bourgeois also meant the capacity to
monopolize the major means of social reproduction, including higher
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education and control over art patronage, and to set taste and influence
public opinion. Reflecting this remarkably formalized way of life, irre-
spective of profession, income, family size, and place of residence, the
bourgeoisie was ineffably set apart by dress, body movement, and physi-
cal affect. Goblot made the point as a matter of fact: “One can tell a
bourgeois from a man of the people simply by a glance as they pass in the
street; a gentleman simply isn’t to be confused with a man, much less a
lady with a woman.””*

The origins of this singularly cohesive style of life lay in the society of
orders of the old regime, and the efforts made by the bourgeoisie, in the
slow process of displacing aristocratic elites, to seize their aesthetic sensi-
bility and power to pattern taste and fashion to establish their own influ-
ence. At its acme on the eve of World War I, the bourgeoisie’s lifestyle ap-
peared to be so well defined, clear-cut, and exclusive that Goblot was
tempted to characterize it as castelike. However, distinction arose not
from birth, as under the prerevolutionary old regime, but through inher-
ited economic power, and especially through the capacity of bourgeois
families to use their social standing to establish monopolies over goods
and services. From Karl Marx, the analyst of capital, we learn that cul-
tural power depends on class position, which in turn depends on rela-
tions to production, and that the former will be eroded and eventually
overthrown as the latter are revolutionized. From Max Weber, the ana-
lyst of the sticky power of social stratification, we learn that social status,
when enhanced by the control of access to goods and services, can be
quite impervious to declining economic fortunes.”

Far from declining, new forces weighed in to reinforce the social barri-
ers within the old regime of consumption. Governments protected craft
industries dedicated to luxury production. They also made certain that
regardless of their productivity, their functionaries were accorded the sal-
aries and prerequisites appropriate to upholding a way of life redounding
to the decorum of the nation. Governments also upheld the elites’ mo-
nopoly over the educational system. The fact that cultural goods were
so treasured, yet so stingily and unevenly distributed, raised the prestige
of the traditional cultural establishment. More important, it raised its
prestige in the eyes of all the professions that in some way benefitted from
its organization, from the newspaper editorial writer and leading trade
union leader down to the local head of the public library and the elemen-
tary school teacher. This attachment alerted a wide if socially disparate
elite to dig in their heels in the face of potential changes in national taste
and styles.
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In its formality and conservatism, how distant this European bourgeois
regime of consumption appears from the relations Thorstein Veblen de-
tailed in The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899). In contrast to the per-
petuation of social distance, monopolies over goods, and conspicuous
displays of separation, Veblen’s admittedly fanciful picture told of threat-
ening proximity, competition over goods, and the volatility of the Gilded
Age’s new wealthy acting out their craving for social recognition in ata-
vistic warrior displays. The dynamics of “invidious comparison” ran up
and down the class pyramid in a general frenzy of emulation. “Conspicu-
ous consumption,” also Veblen’s term, had the superrich in their bur-
nished carriages ostentatiously setting off to charity balls; and it had
workers at the taverns on payday outdoing each other in offering rounds
of drinks to all comers.” Fifteen years later, Veblen would have observed
the impact of innovative goods like canned foods, the safety razor, or au-
tomobiles, whose rapid diffusion was associated with rising income and
new needs rather than the demonstration of social rank. Purchasers paid
for them by economizing on some other object. Thereby, such goods gave
a further jolt to an already contentious social hierarchy, yet a jolt that
could be absorbed, as new purchases could be paid for out of rising in-
come and had been legitimated as appropriate to the whole society’s
move to a higher American standard of living.

In Europe, by contrast, slow and uneven growth inhibited the flow of
innovative goods onto the market even while making their social impact
more disruptive. Lacking economic means, the lower levels of the bour-
geoisie had trouble emulating the higher. Yet they couldn’t turn their
backs on them either, for they accepted bourgeois standards as their own,
and neither the market nor another social authority sanctioned an alter-
native. To make their circumstances harder, they were trapped in a strug-
gle over the “positional goods” of bourgeois society: goods like entry to
the higher educational system, with its deluxe ornaments, the study of
Greek and Latin, which, as they were democratized, lost their status
value.” Newcomers similarly wanted access to libraries, hotels, spas, and
the seaside, not to mention the first-class compartments of trains, the box
seats at the opera, and the motor roads transited by the wealthy in their
touring cars. But once newcomers had access to them, these goods and
services could not yield the same satisfactions. Thus an excess of demand
for bourgeois lifestyles outstripped bourgeois opportunities, inflating
prices and conflict over claims. To democratize scarce status goods was
an affront to their original proprietors; to maintain their exclusivity, an
affront to new aspirants.
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The classes in between were the worst hit, those whom the Germans
classified as the Mittelstand and other cultures called the petit bourgeoi-
sie. Suddenly, it was they rather than the unemployed worker, the ragged
peasant or the inveterate poor, who elicited an outpouring of public pity
for the sag in their means of living from inflation and unemployment.
From the early 1920s, stories abounded about the upstanding lamp-
shademaker around the corner, the dutiful accountant at such-and-such a
state ministry, and the loyal bank clerk who were to be observed quietly
cadging from passersby, while their prematurely aged wives, stressed by
economic worries, threw themselves on the mercy of storekeepers for
credit and bundled up the family lace, drapery, and silver plate for furtive
trips to the pawnshop.” Drawn from the artisan economy, state bureau-
cracies, and the modern service sector, their incomes often differed little
from the wages of the unionized, skilled working classes, though in terms
of lifestyle and mental habits they couldn’t live like workers, any more
than they or their wives could engage in manual labor. It was their inti-
mate distress about the crumbling hierarchies of the old regime of con-
sumption that made for an emotional war zone, and their fear of losing
this struggle with a Medusa-like enemy—the workers, America, the rich,
the Jew—that pitched them onto the side of reactionaries in the 1930s.
Meanwhile, the more volatile the political situation, the more weight was
given to constancy in everyday culture. The American, it was said, never
having had to face down revolutionary upheavals, could live with unend-
ing restlessness of taste and style; the European, having experienced the
press of revolutionary mobs, panicked if his slippers and dressing gown
were misplaced.”” Faced with cutting back, the middle classes tried to de-
fend their common interests by means of organizations more apt to rep-
resent their outward marks as a status group than their economic inter-
ests. In this endeavor they were usually ineffective.”® Nothing seemed to
stop this bleeding of the social body, short of another way of thinking
about standards, one that would attach them to a new mass middle way
of life. How such an existence could be conceived, much less instated,
was the question of questions.

Why Was There No Consumerism in Europe?

The creation of any new standard was greatly complicated by the fact
that the other face of the society of distinctions was the working-class
subculture, whose features shaped and were shaped by the socialist
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movement. Around 1900, Werner Sombart’s sympathy for Europe’s so-
cialist working-class movement had provoked him to ask whether con-
sumer abundance had obstructed its spread in the United States. Suppose
the “Red Prince” of European sociology had turned the question back to
his own world to ask: “Why is there no consumerism in Europe?” Would
he have successfully highlighted the peculiarities of his own society that
obstructed the advance of populist consumerism?

To start, European socialists had rich if deeply divided traditions of
thinking about the standard of living. On the one hand, socialism as a po-
litical movement supported the demand for higher wages both to im-
prove working-class material life and to demonstrate the limits of cap-
italism as an economic system by advancing demands that it could not
deliver on. On the other hand, socialism was ethically and culturally in-
vested in Western traditions of asceticism. The socialist good life drew on
the egalitarianism of Christian poverty as well as the austerity of human-
ism. It spoke of Christ breaking bread with his followers and Saint Fran-
cis’ vows of poverty. It resonated with Erasmus of Rotterdam’s charming
words: “When I have a little money I buy books; when I have a little
more, food and clothes.” It rejoiced in visions of natural abundance:
“There is no wealth but life,” the gentle guild socialist John Ruskin used
to say. True poverty was not a lack of things, nor could the whole arc of
life’s possibilities be conceived as finding satisfaction through market ex-
changes. In recognition of the great variety of human sensual, physical,
and intellectual needs, Karl Marx imagined that when the chains of pri-
vate property had finally been broken off, mankind would be free at last
to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, and read in the evening.

Nineteenth-century socialism had nurtured this rich view of life’s
pleasures. In the oft-reprinted The Right to Laziness (1887), Marx’s own
son-in-law Paul Lafargue, the creole husband of his beloved chestnut-
haired daughter Laura, gave a particularly seductive French twist to the
utopian dreams of satisfactions that were also a leitmotif of the fantasiz-
ing of Charles Fourier’s Phalansterian movement, the American Edward
Bellamy’s Looking Backward, and the whole range of folksy orators at
May Day festivities who conjured up with fanciful rhetoric the promise
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of the fabled land of Cockaigne. For Lafargue, the workers” “rights to la-
ziness” were “a thousand times more noble and sacred” than the “con-
sumptive Rights of Man concocted by the head-in-the-clouds lawyers of
the bourgeois revolution.” As scornful of Judeo-Christian asceticism as

his contemporary Nietzsche, Lafargue called on the bourgeoisie to re-
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nounce the work ethic, to force itself “to work but three hours a day, to
do nothing and play around the rest of the day and night.” Thus “liber-
ated from its task as universal consumer, it will hurry about dismissing
the mob of soldiers, judges, hangers-on, pimps, etc., which it retired from
useful work to help it consume and waste.” In turn, the working class
“will have to stretch its consumer capacities infinitely. Instead of eating
one or two ounces of spoiled meat a day, if it eats meat at all, it will eat
joyous beefsteaks of a pound or two; instead of drinking bad wine in
moderation, more Catholic than the Pope, it will gulp down huge, deep
tankers of Bordeaux, of Burgundy, undiluted, and leave the water to the
animals.””

Why these European visions of the Big Rock Candy Mountain should
have turned into doctrinal blasphemy by the early twentieth century, su-
perseded by the austere notion of needs we associate with twentieth-cen-
tury Communism, is hard to pinpoint. Partly, it resulted from the destruc-
tion in dreary urban ghettos of workers’ ties to the Rabelaisian play of
rural festivities. Partly, it grew out of the insufferable regimentation of
the mass-production factory. Partly, it was the effect of the killjoy aus-
terity of socialist leaders who truly believed in the redemptive value of
misery and that their constituents’ poverty made them worthy of any
sacrifice in the struggle for socialism. Anyhow, by the 1920s European
socialism was notably unimaginative about the copious, useful, and at-
tractive output of manufacture, especially standardized, mass manufac-
ture. And to the degree that it reflected upon this production, it was to
argue that it satisfied inauthentic, as opposed to real, needs. The two
types of socialists who were the most insufferably unimaginative about
what workers could do with material possessions were also those most
enamored of Fordism. One was the Communist revolutionary who had
broken away from the tedium of social reformism in the name of van-
guard politics. The other was the efficiency-minded trade unionist who,
though intent on winning higher wages for his constituents, was remark-
ably inhibited about spelling out what they might actually do with them.

The machine could be the “workers’ friend,” exhorted Hyacinthe
Dubrueil, the well-known French trade unionist; just imagine the bounty
of aluminum pots and pans that could be turned out from spanking-
new assembly lines!®® Between the minimum of bread and shelter and
the maximum, a small-cylinder automobile, it was as if nothing existed
worth fantasizing about. The multitudinous household conveniences a
working-class woman might imagine, including the aluminum pots, but
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also warm water, down-filled pillows, or a crank-driven washing ma-
chine, much less silk stockings, a flower vase, or lace doilies, lay outside
the ken of the hard-nosed male socialist’s imagination.

Ideally, socialism would accomplish the great leap from the realm of
necessity to the realm of freedom by allying the intellectual who had re-
nounced everything with the plebs, who had nothing. On the one hand,
the self-mortifying asceticism of the left argued for extinguishing the self
in the collective, especially insofar as the self gave expression to worri-
somely contradictory desires. To concentrate on the nonnecessary was a
diversion and source of self-dissipation, and to renounce the bourgeois
lifestyle was the way to overcome the material separation between the
classes. Communism had “an appeal to the ascetic in us,” the pleasure-
loving John Maynard Keynes remarked, speaking of the left-sympathiz-
ing university students of the 1930s. “Cambridge undergraduates were
never disillusioned when they took their inevitable trip to ‘Bolshiedom’
and found it ‘dreadfully uncomfortable.” That is what they are looking
for.”®!

On the other hand, left asceticism saw the worker as innately possessed
of animal vitality that was easily diverted into crude material wants un-
less refined by political consciousness and the discipline of party organi-
zation. Once he had stepped onto the hedonic treadmill, he could very
well end up like his counterpart in Detroit who on payday, as he stepped
out of the factory gates, was mobbed by wives, bookies, salesmen, bill
collectors, representatives of installment credit firms, and sheriffs’ bailiffs
with bankruptcy writs to attach wages.” In the United States, however,
there were puritanism and Prohibition to keep workers in check. Lacking
these checks, the New Man of European socialism needed to have his de-
sires sublimated by measures to steer him clear of the degraded social be-
haviors of petit-bourgeois strivers and anchor him solidly in the working-
class community. The more urgent problem was that the working-class
family lived in a cramped, dark apartment, ate large amounts of carbo-
hydrates, wore remade and mended clothing, stayed mostly within walk-
ing distance of home except for going to work, and hung around the
neighborhood as its main social activity. But these issues had to be ad-
dressed collectively. Here properly was the space for the most capacious
and lovely thinking about the good life: functionally laid out subsidized
apartments, stately parks, public transportation, decent schools, fine the-
ater with discounts and special matinees for the masses, organized va-
cations.
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Until the 1950s most European workers would not have traded harder
work for more money in any case, even if their bosses had been disposed
to negotiate higher wages in return for higher output. Lacking new needs,
it was futile to argue for sacrifice of time and labor today for the gratifica-
tion of goods tomorrow. If anything, the preference was for more leisure:
there was plenty to live for provided one wasn’t working.” Anyway,
nothing indicated that high productivity in itself was a worthwhile goal,
or that improved compensation was in any way related to more intense
labor. Unlike American businessmen, who were legendary for working
round the clock, Europe’s rentier classes were legendary for being para-
sites, living off the fat of the land and producing nothing except for their
own selfish pleasure. And enough of them lived that way to justify the
legend. Likewise, the pay of the myriad of government functionaries was
tied to their station as servants of the state rather than to the level of ser-
vices they provided the public. Emergencies like war caused pay to in-
crease, especially in military-related employment. Otherwise, it was well
known that the workers best organized politically had the best chance of
obtaining higher wages, not the ones who were most productive.

All said, obtaining social justice was a far more tangible goal than get-
ting goods. Around 1950, when sociologist Paul-Henry Chombart de
Lauwe queried Parisian workers around contract negotiation time what
they wanted from life, they answered: to secure what little they already
had. “The issue,” to use the French sociologist’s elegant synthesis, was
“subsistence, not future substance, immediate survival, not future flour-
ishing.”® In turn, employers believed that if they raised wages, the work-
ers would “waste their surplus buying power in vulgar and transient sat-
isfactions.” Whoever expected workers to live austerely because of their
poverty found their behavior as consumers unpredictable, if not capri-
cious. The workers on the dole at Wigan Pier took sugar and sweets
with their cup of tea, George Orwell noted, to twit tongue-clucking do-
gooders.” Wanting for everything, Chombart de Lauwe’s Parisian work-
men were in turn anxious and playful, depressed and expansive, pinched
and generous. On the eve of payday, their wives fretted whether they
could put food on the table, they were so burdened with debt. Yet the day
afterward, with the storekeeper placated, they loaded up on meat and
sweets as if there were no tomorrow.

Given that workers were conceived as a group apart, their habits
shaped less by income than by life choices imposed by their condition as
manual laborers, how could their standards of living ever be expected to
change? This was the conundrum that the French sociologist Maurice
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Halbwachs, a socialist, returned to again and again in the course of his
wide-ranging intellectual life. Born in 1877, just a year older than Albert
Thomas, whose classmate he had been at the Ecole Normale Supérieure
and under whom he worked during World War I, Halbwachs was such a
cosmopolitan and a polymath that he seemed unlikely to nurse any pre-
conceptions about the needs of different classes in contemporary society.

Yet Halbwachs’s first book, an investigation into “the hierarchy of
needs in contemporary industrial societies,” only reaffirmed what seemed
intuitive at the time, namely that social classes lived in ways utterly segre-
gated from each other even if they had similar incomes. Accordingly,
the family of a salaried man partitioned his income like a bourgeois fam-
ily, spending as little as possible on food, stretching its budget to pay
for respectable housing, the children’s education, help for Madame, and
the summer holiday. By contrast, the working-class family spent rela-
tively large sums on food while putting aside little for housing. The dif-
ferences were a surprise, for the only real “law” regarding consumption,
Engel’s Law, formulated by Ernst Engel, the head of mid-nineteenth-cen-
tury Prussia’s Office of Statistics, said that the less a family’s income, the
more proportionally would be spent on food. At equal revenue, then,
both salary and wage earners should be spending the same. To explain
this difference, Halbwachs drew from Emile Durkheim, his teacher, the
argument that the styles of life of groups were conditioned by their col-
lective self-image; the workers, by being “forced into contact with inani-
mate things,” hence “becoming cut off from the rest of the human com-
munity,” to compensate for the absence of companionability at work,
overspent (in view of their income) on sociable afterwork pastimes, on
food in particular. By comparison with the petit bourgeoisie, they in-
vested proportionally little in housing, since it would only reinforce their
isolation. The conclusion was a familiar one: different classes thought of
themselves differently. More income for the worker simply meant that
he and his family ate more. Bourgeois blinkers prevented Halbwachs,

2

though a socialist and expert on the housing “problem,” to consider
whether the impossibility for workers of finding decent housing may not
have been the most trenchant factor.*

The only socialists fully committed to considering workers in their full-
ness as consumers were the leaders of the consumer cooperative move-
ment. But socialist consumerism, unlike American populist consumerism,
was too politicized to fit easily into the bourgeois regime of consumption,
as it reinforced the workers’ subcultures even while increasing the work-

ing-class standard of living.
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The annals of the European labor movement celebrated as one of its
most noble moments the day in 1844 when twenty-eight impoverished
flannel weavers from the bleak little valley town of Rochdale in the En-
glish Midlands, each subscribing two or three pounds for the cause, col-
lected a tidy capital to open an outlet to sell flour, butter, sugar, and
oatmeal. Before this effort, workers in the valleys of Lancashire and
Yorkshire had banded together against exploitation by local shops, man-
ufacturers’ outlets, and distributors’ monopolies to provide unadulterated
foods and decently made clothing at low prices only to splinter over the
vexed problem of how to distribute the profits. It was the genius of the
Rochdale “pioneers” to have solved the problem of profiteering by pay-
ing out 5 percent interest on the share capital in proportion to their sub-
scribers’ investment and purchases. Any excess was paid out in the form
of a dividend to the members. Accordingly, cooperativists, as they became
known, saw it as being to their advantage to make purchases at their store
and to welcome new subscribers from among their neighbors. Spreading
with industrialization, the movement had millions of members globally by
the turn of the twentieth century, from Seattle and Minsk to Calcutta.®”

Every region and country had its prophet. France’s was Charles Gide.
A political economist, the founder of the so-called Nimes School, he was
hugely influential not only in French-speaking areas but in Europe gener-
ally. For Gide, the consumer was “king.” Consumer sovereignty, as he
used the concept, was a great force arising out of the sentiment that con-
sumers were the “forgotten third estate.” Like the common people who
had banded together to overturn the tyranny of the old regime of aristo-
crats, they would join forces to overturn the oppression of the old regime
of the producers.®® In contrast to the American concept of consumers,
which was the clustering of individual desires revealed through market
choices, the will of Gide’s consumers operated collectively by means of a
myriad of cooperative outlets. At their apogee in the 1920s, their entry-
ways marked by a “lode star” rather than by “a lowly store sign,” they
oriented the norms of consumption of thousands of working-class com-
munities.¥

However, socialist cooperativism did not lead an easy existence, as is
demonstrated by the grandest of cooperative undertakings, centered in
Belgium, the heartland of European labor reformism, and housed in
the grandest of buildings, the Maison du Peuple of downtown Brussels.
When Victor Horty’s six-story art nouveau structure was inaugurated in
1899, fully half of it was dedicated to the cooperative’s business. The
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scores of delegates from abroad, the chants of “Long live the Interna-
tional,” the fireworks, the tens of thousands of celebrants were also cele-
brating a working-class undertaking that in its layout, merchandising
techniques, and quality of product rivaled any bourgeois department
store. Yet this was a poor man’s consumer sovereignty. First, it could not
sustain material standards, much less set them: styles were still set by
bourgeois fashion leaders, and the workers’ purchasing power wobbled
up and down according to the business cycle. When the economy turned
sour, niceties suffered; dress passed from being fashionable to merely
decent, and bread became the biggest-selling item. Second, sourcing
presented a problem: to find the cheapest prices, buyers sought stingier-
paying manufacturers, and it was entirely conceivable that these were not
just not unionized workers, but not even Belgian.” Third, “buying for so-
cialism” enhanced social distance rather than closing it. Emulation works
when the upper classes take pride in being imitated, as business elites in
the United States did, in effect, by promoting the mass production of
knock-offs, not when they feel intimidated by emulation and bitterly stig-
matize it as class envy.

The cooperatives’ most trenchant critics came not from the bourgeois
elites, however, but from the cultural milieu closest to them, the one
shaped by the neosocialist faction of the Belgian Workers Party. The most
qualified and prominent of the critics, Hendrik De Man, scion of a lead-
ing Flemish family from Antwerp and the boldest and best-known reviser
of socialism during the interwar years, had been a great admirer of the
United States, which he had visited in the last year of the war and where,
completely disillusioned with Europe, he had intended to go to live, mov-
ing his whole family to Seattle to find “new spiritual anchorage” and re-
start his life as a university professor. In his paean to the United States,
Au pays du Taylorisme, he made light of Sombart’s worry that the Ameri-
can working class had been seduced away from radical politics by mate-
rial comforts, and he spoke of his special affection for the West Coast’s
efficient cooperatives. Belgian workers should learn from their successes.
That, at least, was his line until the moment he recalled as “the worst day
of his life.””" This occurred sometime in the mid-1920s when he suddenly
realized that the European working class was being suborned from so-
cialism by similar material influences. With a stroke of brilliance, he
turned Sombart’s question on its head: the problem to be investigated
was not “Why is there 7o socialism in America?” but “Why is there so-
cialism in Europe?”
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De Man’s answer was that socialism in Europe responded not to the
misery caused by industrialization, but to deep needs for democracy, eq-
uity, and ethical meaning absent in European bourgeois civilization. To
build an effective agenda of reform, the socialist movement had to set its
sights high. Workers suffered not just from economic deprivation, but
from a sense of social inferiority. If given the opportunity, they would try
to placate their envy by “buying into” a “culture of imitation.” His con-
clusion, apostate for the time, was that the battle for socialism had to po-
sition itself around ethical issues as opposed to material acquisitions. But
if the goal was a revolution in values, then America’s materialist culture
stood as a real threat. Turning against American mass culture in the late
1920s, by the mid-1930s the socialist widely regarded as the European
movement’s leading intellectual embarked on a search for a “national”
socialism. In 1940 De Man would embrace Hitler’s New Order.”

Around the same time, Werner Sombart, the onetime “red prince” of
German sociology, arrived at similarly damning conclusions about prole-
tarian consumerism. During the 1920s he had become more and more
convinced that in the era of what he called “high capitalism,” the bour-
geoisie’s goal in accumulating capital had once more changed character.
In early capitalist times, it had sought profits at the same time as aim-
ing to satisfy its own well-defined needs. In the contemporary world it
was motivated by pure desire—infinite, unleashed, and destructive of all
values. The Americans had set the pace, but the true prototype of the
modern capitalist was the Jew, a figure who, though admirable for his
clairvoyance, was much to be deplored for his cultural rootlessness. Con-
verted to Nazism after 1933, Sombart was increasingly outspoken in his
belief that German socialism, by which he meant the ideology of the Nazi
regime, needed to spell out new “good” standards of consumer taste and
well-being. Neither the old bourgeois classes with their futile luxury nor
the “uniformity of gray proletarian poverty” was capable of generating a
principled vision of living. A “simple state” like old Prussia offered a con-
vincing model, and so did the outlook of its sovereign, Frederick the
Great, who, though he “wore a shabby uniform . . . knew how to distin-

guish between noble and ignoble needs.””

Commanding Consumers

As Sombart’s reactionary call makes clear, the 1930s brought a sea
change in perspectives on the standard of living. In the 1920s it was rare



A DECENT STANDARD OF LIVING 119

to hear consumption spoken of outside the cooperative movement.”* Lib-
eral economists recognized that it existed as a problem. After all, World
War I could not have been fought without rationing and other regula-
tions on consumption on the home front. However, until the debates over
improved wages were recast as debates over increasing purchasing power
to salvage the whole capitalist system from the Great Crisis, scarcity was
treated as an underlying condition of human existence, free markets as
the device to allocate them, and consumption as just another liberty, like
commerce, subject to the vicissitudes of politics and the market. For con-
ventional liberal political economy, there was more consumption in good
times, less in bad. Consequently, liberal commentators had ignored major
new trends. First, governments had long been regulating consumption in
one way or another by rationing, wage restraints, “buy national” cam-
paigns, taxation, tariffs, and so on. Second, as Keynes said, the Great
War, by “disclosing the possibility of consumption to all,” had spelled
“the end of the true religion around non-consumption of the cake of pro-
duction”; not only could pressures to redistribute wealth not be put off
forever, but the bourgeois ethic of saving rather than spending promised
to become an obstacle to capitalist development.” Finally, the Depres-
sion, whether it was diagnosed as resulting from overproduction or from
underconsumption, failed to respond to traditional liberal deflationary
remedies that would cut government spending to the bone to drive down
costs, wages, and prices until the moment was again ripe for the capitalist
to invest.

Indeed, government response to the Great Depression spelled the death
knell of the political economy underpinnings of the old regime of con-
sumption. Across the board, from left to right—from the British Labour-
ite Ramsay McDonald to Germany’s conservative Catholic Chancellor
Briining—governments deflated economies and wrought political havoc.
To aid the jobless, none of the provisions currently available worked: nei-
ther the meager dole, nor improvised public works projects, nor spotty
unemployment insurance. It was only a question of time before they were
all turned out of office by protest movements, massive shifts of votes to
the parliamentary opposition, and the reinforcing of antiparliamentary
movements.

One remarkable outcome was that pumping up purchasing power be-
gan to be viewed as indispensable to the recovery of capitalism. Keynes is
invariably credited with explaining the hitherto little-understood deter-
minants of effective demand by emphasizing the need to understand the
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overall level of consumer expenditures. Leaving aside conventional dis-
tinctions between the producer and the consumer, a distinction favored
by liberal economists who held that it was impediments between the
two—such as cartels, bureaucracy, and bad regulations—that had caused
the crisis and prevented rapid remedy, Keynes developed the notion of a
consumption function to complement other economic aggregates such as
the investment function or the demand for money. Exploring this func-
tion, he discovered that richer people saved proportionately more and
thus consumed proportionately less, thereby reducing rates of invest-
ment. This unexpected conclusion spelled out that the unpredictable
force was the investor, the capitalist producer, and the bourgeois cus-
tomer, who failed to use their potential savings, rather than the mass con-
sumer, whose demand was capable of being properly managed through
monetary and fiscal policy. A social snob, Keynes assumed an agnostic
position on what consumers actually did with their purchasing power,
provided they used it.”

In the event, Keynes’s theories had hardly begun to circulate before the
measures required to elevate purchasing power moved to the center of
debate. Inevitably eyes turned toward the United States, where Franklin
Roosevelt, by means of the New Deal, looked as if he were successfully
raising purchasing power, empowering the people, and checking orga-
nized business. In reality he was engaged in a different undertaking: by
recognizing collective rights to bargaining at the same time as setting up
social security, he greatly strengthened both U.S. capitalism and Ameri-
can democracy. However, his government regarded the consumer not as a
political force, but as an aggregate in economic growth. Policies ener-
gized the economically diffuse interests of the consumer to offset the
power of the strong and concentrated, but not to the point of impeding
free enterprise, overseeing any redistribution of wealth, or investing sub-
stantial new regulatory authority in the federal government.”

In Europe, however, projects to augment purchasing power immedi-
ately opened the vexed question of how masses of people would use it.
Suddenly European nations faced problems that Americans had either re-
solved over time, such as the assimilation of immigrants to national
norms of living, or had ceased having to face at all after 1914, like pres-
sure from imported goods and foreign models of consumption. In other
words, the idea that the economy’s recovery depended on giving free rein
to consumer choice came into vogue just as these very theories were go-
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ing out of favor. What forces, then, were to moderate changes of con-
sumer habit, protect against the exaggerations of foreign customs on
both cultural and economic grounds, and set positive standards, aligning
market trends and cultural messages to the appropriate national resource
mix? All of a sudden it was clear how very useful the concept of a na-
tional standard of living could be.”®

By the second half of the 1930s, then, Europe became the stage for var-
ious experiments to establish new national standards of living, with the
right and the left in competition with each other and both having the
American experience in mind. Two more different politics with respect to
the standard of living could hardly be imagined than those taken by the
French Popular Front of Léon Blum and by Hitler’s Third Reich. Blum’s
left-wing coalition aimed at raising purchasing power across the board,
redistributing wealth, and empowering workers through collective bar-
gaining. By contrast, the Nazi regime aimed at “as much butter as neces-
sary and as many guns as possible.””” Within the constraints of a closed
economy, more and more oriented to war preparation, it endeavored to
supply cheaply the consumer goods whose lack had made Germany seem
backward, modify the class-divisive nature of cultural goods, and distrib-
ute scarce resources by rewarding and depriving consumers according to
their place in the hierarchy of utility and race of the so-called People’s
Community, or Volksgemeinschaft.

For conservatives, the French Popular Front presented the worst-case
scenario: not only were they hostile to higher wages, but they were terri-
fied about the changes in the way of life that the left in power boded.
Winning the elections in May 1936, the radical socialist alliance thought
it was following the New Deal when it undertook to raise purchasing
power by across-the-board salary and wage increases. For that purpose,
the government of the socialist Léon Blum took three measures: it re-
duced the work week to forty hours without cutting wages, thereby
spreading employment; it undertook public works to increase jobs; and
it raised agricultural prices to augment peasant incomes.'” Audacious
though it was on these issues, it didn’t want to risk devaluing the franc
for fear of hurting the middle-class way of life based on savings and in-
come or to give the big bourgeoisie an even bigger fright by establishing
controls over capital. Consequently, the overvalued franc made it hard to
export goods, and the lack of controls permitted capital flight, provoking
the financial crisis that brought down the government.
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Yet what a time it was, the nearly two years the Blum government
lasted in power. Unfettered by the forty-hour work week, the institution
of the weekend, the first paid holidays, the festive atmosphere and strikes
at the workplace that caused labor productivity to plunge, the working
class came as close to achieving Lafargue’s “right to laziness” as could be
imagined in a modern industrial society. With the appointment by the
Cabinet of the first undersecretary for sports and leisure, Leo Lagrange,
who spurred tourism with discounts on rail fares, the Popular Front cele-
brated the consumption of leisure as well as the consumption of goods.'"

The Popular Front’s confidence that measures to increase working-
class consumption would also foster democratization reflected a real shift
from the conventional asceticism of socialist thought. Here Maurice
Halbwachs comes back into the picture: in 1933 he brought out a new
book on the standard of living of the working classes, revisiting his 1912
work, his views completely changed, he wrote, not just by the time that
had elapsed, but also by distance. By that he meant the hugely widened
perspective he had gained from his four-month stay in the United States
in the autumn of 1930, when he taught at the University of Chicago at
the invitation of Robert E. Park, America’s most innovative urban sociol-
ogist. The qualities that led him to be invited, including his acute sense of
“the realities of daily life,” his genius for statistics, and his curiosity
about racial variety and a “white humanity so different from ours,” surely
played an important role in making him change his earlier views. But his
intermediary was the “precious document” that a leading trade union of-
ficial pressed on him when he stopped over at the Bureau of Labor in
Washington, D.C., on his way home. This was none other than the docu-
mentation compiled in Detroit for the notorious Ford-ILO Inquiry.'”

Upon returning to Paris, Halbwachs pored over the Inquiry’s findings
as he set about analyzing the best data on living standards available for
Europe. These were provided by the German Statistical Office’s mas-
sive study of 2,036 families undertaken in 1927-28 to take stock of the
toll of inflation on ordinary Germans. Reading it through the lens of the
U.S. experience, he discerned how differently laborers, white-collar em-
ployees, and state officials spent their earnings according to their so-
cial standing. Yet now he had been sensitized to the idea that new needs
could cause people to jettison fixed hierarchies of wants.'” “Style of life”
was not dependent on “type of labor.” The worker made social choices.
Conceivably, workers might even display a precocious interest in new
consumer habits, provided they had the income, since, unlike the bour-



A DECENT STANDARD OF LIVING 123

geoisie and lower middle class, they were less invested in the prevailing
standards from which society excluded them. To capture these trends,
Halbwachs titled his new book The Evolution of Needs.

True, Halbwachs had a hard time bringing his colleagues around to his
views. When the French Institute of Sociology hosted a discussion at-
tended by his best friend, Simiand, and a handful of other skeptics, their
major concern was to discuss the political implications: they wanted their
longtime associate to explain how worker consciousness would be af-
fected by the so-called higher standard of living. Were American workers
becoming more bourgeois? Did they purchase the products to improve
their social standing? Were they forsaking socialism in pursuit of an illu-
sory capitalist well-being? Were not their wants artificial, shaped by ad-
vertising? Halbwachs confidently answered that the hoary Marxist dis-
tinction between real and false needs was ill posed. Sewing machines,
electric irons, washing machines, and kitchen gadgets were not trifles;
they deeply altered ways of living, for women especially. Imperturbable,
he ignored Marcel Mauss’s misogynist crack: “They don’t even know
what good cooking means. Even women on the farms serve pork and
beans from a can.” The new consumer habits, he reassured them, were
motivated by the desire not to belong to a new class but to engage in a
new realm of collective endeavor in which conventional social distinc-
tions no longer mattered. As surely as the new regime of consumption
brought forth new freedoms, it would also bring forth new constraints.
Therefore, there was need to foresee an end to working-class politics.'™

Nonetheless, in late 1930s France, after the Popular Front’s wage hikes
had caused the biggest leap in working-class income in French history,
differences in consumption habits increased rather than narrowing, exac-
erbating rather than reducing status tensions. The only scientific study we
have to go on was conducted by Henry Delpech, a conservative jurist at
the University of Toulouse who, in his search for data from his home-
town, confronted the usual problems, namely that workers kept spotty
records, though they were generous about showing them, whereas bour-
geois families, though their accounting techniques would do a small firm
proud, hid them like their wounded dignity “behind the closed doors of
gelid townhouses.” Even so, the evidence showed a practically “super-
stitious,” “profound difference of mentality” about what each class
regarded as necessary to its well-being. The rentier family, faced with de-
clining income, saved on food to keep up appearances; the small func-
tionary who benefited from salary increases spent more, buying more
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diverse foods; and the manual worker, also with higher earnings, in-
creased his meat consumption, purchasing better cuts.'”

The opinion that consumers’ excesses, encouraged by the Popular
Front’s wage and leisure policies, directly contributed to the crisis of the
Third Republic was widespread in bourgeois opinion. “The standard of
living of the people is depending more and more upon the generosity of
the State, and less on any real economic foundation,” André Siegfried in-
sisted. The French were literally eating themselves into dependency as the
rise of food imports shifted the balance of payments from favoring the
metropolis to favoring France’s colonies.'” This uncontrolled appetite—
for leisure as well as for food—reinforced the conviction, already widely
held by conservatives, that the French consumer’s nature was irremedia-
bly “prodigal,” “undisciplined,” and “irrational.” These behaviors legiti-
mated cutting back on wages as well as calling for experiments with
planned consumption such as they saw being undertaken by their ever
more formidable neighbor, Germany.'"”

By the late 1930s Nazi Germany had become the model for the most
radical experiments in “command consumption.” The other major Euro-
pean alternative was the Soviet Union. But the consumer side of Stalin’s
Five-Year Plans was never viewed with the same awe as the production
side. That forced investment in girding the Soviet Union with industry
had as its counterpart disinvesting in the most basic necessities—food,
shelter, and clothing—for 80 percent of the population, nobody bothered
to discuss; nor that the plans required a giant administration to ration
scarcity with the aim of differentiating Moscow and Leningrad from the
rest of the country and the privileged party bureaucrat and shock-worker
from the famished small farmer and labor-camp inmate.'”® By contrast,
the Fuhrer publicized his Volkisch standard of living in no uncertain terms
as the paradigmatic European alternative to the American way of life.

The first practice indispensable to a regime running out of gold and
foreign exchange, and dependent on food imports, especially colonial
goods and fats, was autarchy. The pressure was on by means of “buy
German” campaigns, rationing, and special propaganda directed at the
German housewife “against the boundless imports of the postwar pe-
riod—which seduced our housewives into making demands on the Ger-
man market disconnected from the soil.” Incited by Nazi bureaucrats,
German enterprise showed a genius for ersatz. Some substitutes were
easy, such as German apples for tropical fruits, though they never com-
pensated for the much-lamented loss of bananas; others, like barley malt
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for coffee, were more deluding from the point of view of taste and stimu-
lation. Finding substitutes for fats was especially difficult, since the coun-
try relied on imports, including tons of lard from the United States, and
creamed curd, margarine, marmalade, and other sweeteners were not
in sufficient supply to compensate. The chemical and plastics industries
outdid themselves to find replacements for rubber, wool, and cotton.
Propaganda for ersatz, recommendations on diet, injunctions to “buy
national”—all sensitized German consumers to the nationality of their
expenditures.'”

Command consumption assigned highly visible political value to inno-
vative goods, such as the radio and especially the automobile. No com-
modity so much as the automobile had marked Germany’s backwardness
in consumption with respect to the United States, and none had more vis-
ibly signaled the difference between the classes. And no other problem re-
lated to provisioning engaged the Fithrer’s attention so much. To deliver a
low-cost car, he had Austrian-born auto engineer Fernand Porsche visit
Detroit, design a new model, and draw up plans for production. Unable
to obtain support for production from private capital, notably Opel and
Ford, Hitler turned to Robert Ley, head of the Labor Front. Eager to ex-
pand his administrative empire, Ley agreed to oversee the Volkswagen
project, as well as devising an ingenious plan to fund it out of prepay-
ments from future customers. Within a year 250,000 families joined the
plan, contracting to pay 5 RM per week for four years. Consumer con-
fidence must have been dampened when the assembly lines of the huge
plant built at Wolfburg in Lower Saxony were retooled to turn out mili-
tary vehicles. And the plan holders would have received no satisfaction, if
they were still alive, when civilian production started up again in 1948.
By then their deposits had disappeared into the Soviet zone of occupa-
tion, and appeals through the courts to honor their purchase contracts
came to naught in 1954, when the final ruling went against the plaintiffs.
Caveat emptor had a special meaning under totalitarian regimes.""

Command consumption also depended on rationing bare necessities
like clothing. In 1938, in recognition that three-quarters of all textile
fiber was imported, the state speeded plans to produce more ersatz fab-
rics and to increase flax imports from the USSR. Nonetheless, if the army
was to be properly clothed, civilian demand had to drop by 75 percent.
Hence drastic rationing plans began to be drawn up in 1939, the cap-
stone of which, set in place after Germany invaded Poland in September,
was heralded as a “masterpiece of German thoroughness.” This was the
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Reich clothing card, whose aim was to “combine a drastic restriction of
the individual’s total requirement [of] clothing with the freedom to buy
what he wants within the theoretical quota assigned to him.” Each card
entitled the customer to 100 points, which could be used for the purchase
of, say, a bathrobe, which cost 60; a wool dress, 20; or stockings, 4. Nat-
urally, consumers had to learn to manage this “freedom” so as not to
want for socks or buttons or darning thread. And firm rules stipulated
that old overcoats had to be turned in before a buyer could obtain a new
one (unless it could be shown that it was being refurbished for a child).
Rationing had as its main goal to make it less arbitrary, and perhaps,
therefore, less painful, that, with respect to peacetime, the middle classes’
purchase of clothing had been reduced by 30 percent, and the working
classes’ by 40 to 50 percent.'"!

Command consumption also rested on transforming the meaning of
standards: no longer necessities accessed by levels of income, standards
were determined by the health and dignity of the racial body. Personal
fitness, from being the prerogative of the individual who spent on den-
tists, doctors, or other purchases, a company investment, or a risk to be
assumed by the welfare state in the name of the social collective in Nazi
Germany, became instead the object of state and party measures in the
name of the People’s Community. It was consistent with this emphasis on
nonmaterial goods that the people should be treated to the cultural goods
that had formerly been the monopoly of the cultured bourgeoisie. For
Hitler, those in power “should offer the best of all good things to the peo-
ple,” as opposed to “the bourgeois understanding that anything is good
enough for the common people.” Culture should no longer be “the prop-
erty right of the rich.” There should be food for the soul and spirit as

"2 The Strength through Joy organization, es-

much as for the stomach.
tablished on November 27, 1933, though distinctly lowbrow in its of-
ferings, set a new standard for leisure organization, the collective con-
sumption of leisure in some measure compensating for the low levels of
individual consumption.'”

Above all, command consumption set priorities for who should have
access to goods. Deciding on who had the right to a rationing card was
the simplest way: Aryans did, non-Aryans did not. Then there was the
question of how many points should be allowed on individual cards;
working men had more, housewives fewer, and children fewer still. Selec-
tive standards could also be achieved by commandeering and redirecting
supplies, say from urban shoppers to building workers engaged in forti-
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fying the western frontier. At bottom, rationing rested on calculating util-
ity to the People’s Community. There were useful mouths and useless
ones. The list of the latter kept growing as supplies became scarcer: Jews,
the sick and handicapped, old persons, conquered peoples, and, among
the forced laborers in labor camps, those who couldn’t work or worked
listlessly.

In the end, Hitler would return to the blood-and-soil conclusion of his
ruminations of 1928: Germany, lacking a territory adequate for its vital
existence, required a formal empire. By the late 1930s there was large
consensus on this point. The closing up of the world economy from
1931, encouraged by the economic nationalism of other countries with
large markets—above all the United States—had convinced even erst-
while internationalists like Carl Duisberg, head of the IG Farben trust,
that Germany needed its own regional economic space, a Grosswiri-
schaftsraum; the term was synonymous with Lebensraum, with all its
racist and pan-Germanic connotations of resettlement, annihilation, and
direct rule.'*

In 1942, at the acme of the Third Reich’s conquests, the notion that the
New Order would enable a high standard of living acquired surprisingly
wide credibility abroad, as well as in Germany. Propaganda promised
that the new international division of labor imposed by German rule of
the continent would create new economic complementarities, and that
Germany itself would renounce some improvements in its own people’s
standard of living to bring down the costs of production to enable other
countries to afford larger quantities of German manufacture."” Former
pan-Europeanists who saw in Hitler’s triumph the fulfillment of their vi-
sion of a prosperous, united Europe rallied to the New Order. Frangois
Delaisi, the 1930s champion of European integration, was among them.
In 1942 he endorsed the “men of the Axis” for their foresight in dividing
the world into autonomous “living spaces,” each one grouping peoples
of the same race and same civilization with the intention of organizing
their resources in a complementary fashion so as to improve the stan-
dard of living of the greatest number. So a Europe united under German
leadership not only would coexist alongside the British Empire and the
United States, but would afford the entire region’s people a higher mea-
sure of economic well-being.''®

If the peacetime National Socialist standard of living presented itself as
the alternative to the American, the wartime version demonstrated that
there were just as many individual minima as there are individuals and
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that from the social point of view there was no bottom: the level of liv-
ing could be lowered at will, though not too quickly.'” Systematically,
from 1941, with all of the punctiliousness of nineteenth-century Prussia’s
famously scientific wage and standard of living studies, German state,
army, and party offices turned to establishing standards for subminima to
eliminate “life not worth living.” Planned consumption determined how
much food should be extracted, say, from Greece, leaving a quarter of its
4 million people to starve; how many calories should be allocated to the
General Governorship over Poland and what specific amount should be
set aside for the Warsaw Ghetto. Elaborate calculations broke down into
grams, portions, and calories what was the ration for labor camps and
what for extermination centers. Everything was itemized: cabbage, pota-
toes, jam. What was said of Theresienstadt was true for all: “The tables
for nutrition in the lager were, intentionally or unintentionally, hum-
bug.” !

Maurice Halbwachs would have studied this documentation had he
carried out the project he was planning for when the war was over. This
was a general study of living conditions in Europe. As it turned out, the
Gestapo arrested him in July 1944 after he went to Lyons to protest the
assassination of his parents-in-law by fascist militia. Deported from the
jail at Fresnes, he arrived on August 20 at Buchenwald, where camp doc-
tors, observing he had been stricken by an attack of boils, certified him as
unfit to work. His rations reflected this classification: the regular portion
of 250 grams of dry bread and three-quarters of a liter of soup were
served minus the regulation 12 grams of margarine, and there was no
midday break for the nondescript liquid that was called coffee. On that
diet, a young, healthy adult housed in the windswept barracks atop the
green hillsides of the Ettersberg, where Goethe and Eckermann used
to commune with nature, could have survived maybe seven months.
Halbwachs was sixty-eight and sick. The talk turned to history and phi-
losophy on Sunday afternoons when his friends were free to gather at
Barracks 56, the detention area for invalids a few hundred yards from
where Léon Blum was being held in isolation. Bracing him up with an arm
around his emaciated shoulders, Jorges Semprun, also a political pris-
oner, tried to spark his old professor’s attention by recalling the course on
potlatch he had taught at the Sorbonne. On Sunday, March 15, 1945, his
body wasted by dysentery, he died, Semprun whispering, “O mort, vieux
capitaine, il est temps, levons I’ancre,” verses from Baudelaire.'”

Halbwachs, an optimistic French socialist by character and culture,
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whose belief in the civilizing effect of the rising standard of living had
been reinforced by his study of the American experience, had no use for
the grim predictions of Malthus. What the Third Reich wrought went far
beyond the desolation imagined by the austere cleric: its marauding re-
hearsed the maddest of old-regime scenarios: that the table at nature’s
feast was overcrowded, and the latecomers, failing to find a place, were

cannibalized by their fellow diners.



CHAPTER 3

The Chain Store

How Modern Distribution Dispossessed Commerce

A store is a machine for selling.
EpwaARrRD A. FILENE,
American merchant, 1937

The structure of retailing is a consequence of historical

causes; it has been retained through habit and custom and

is largely independent of purely economic considerations.
HErRMANN LEVY,
German-British economist, 1947

CONFERENCE RooM D in the Maison de la Chimie of the Sorbonne, 28
bis rue St. Dominique, had become so stuffy by late afternoon June 26,
1935, that the dozen men seated around the table stretched uneasily to
keep from drowsing off. To absorb the facts and figures from their talk
about commercial practices while still digesting the banquet hosted by
their committee chair earlier in the day at the Hotel George V called for
energies only one among them appeared to possess. That was the diminu-
tive, bright-eyed fellow near the head of the table, the one with the lor-
gnette and bristly white mustache. At every lull in the discussion, he
perked up, a veritable geyser of detail and opinion.

His volubility was not unfamiliar to those who knew him from previ-
ous meetings of the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC). They
had all heard his impromptu remarks when their committee met the day
before. At the plenary session earlier that morning they had listened to
ten minutes of his speech, “How Can Our System of Distribution Be Im-
proved?” They had also overheard him inveighing against the undisci-
plined European who, running on interminably on the topic of “Produc-
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tion” in the session before his, had cut short his time. They had seen his
good humor return the moment his unflappable assistant, the amiable
Mlle. Schoedler, stacked a pile of mimeographed copies of his speech on
the hallway table outside the meeting room. She distributed them dis-
creetly as the delegates adjourned for lunch.’

Not that anybody needed the whole text. His line of thought was well
known by now. The chief economic problem facing the industrial world
was to distribute goods in accordance with the now patently inexhaust-
ible capacity to produce them. Not the overproduction of merchandise,
but its nondistribution was the problem to which almost all business
troubles could be traced. Indeed, obstacles to finding outlets for con-
sumer goods lay behind the whole current tragic drift toward “unsound

» ]

radicalism,” “general social insecurity,” and war. How tedious it was
to listen now to his voice syllabize the word dis-tri-bu-tion, with its
droll Europeanized inflection, as if he were talking to neophytes. And all
the more wearisome to hear his latest nostrum—that chain stores be
launched everywhere, “machines for selling” that had high turnovers and
low, fixed prices “to sell to the masses the things that the masses want.”
For the hard-nosed younger statisticians in the room such as the English-
man Colin Clark and the Italian Gugliemo Tagliacarne, there was some-
thing unseemly about his notion that more efficient commercial tech-
niques were a cure-all for Europe’s current overwhelming problems.

Even so, the man was an exciting presence. Ever dapper and commu-
nicative, it was hard to believe that he was just two months short of
his seventy-fifth birthday. He was reportedly hugely wealthy, notwith-
standing his unostentatious habits. He was certainly very deeply com-
mitted to the cause of international peace. He was chock full of ideas
and projects. One of the most recent, a simultaneous translation system
that, he boasted, by using a special translator’s booth, electronic broad-
casting equipment, and individual headsets solved “the problem of com-
munication” at international conferences (while “saving a minimum of
25% in time and labor costs”), had just been installed in the Sorbonne’s
Great Auditorium for the opening session of the ICC convention. As the
usher accompanied the little man down to the front circle to seat him in
the company of President Lebrun and other high French dignitaries, he
fairly levitated with self-importance. True, he talked more than he lis-
tened, and this volubility effectively concealed how much he really knew
about conditions in Europe. More than most Americans, that was safe
to say.

The beguiling subject of their ruminations was Edward Albert Filene.
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Abroad, he liked to introduce himself as “just a plain businessman” or “a
shopkeeper from Boston.” This was patently false modesty. For he was
one of the United States’ richest merchants, a leading philanthropist, a
major voice on behalf of world peace, a committed social reformer, and a
very effective self-promoter. The second of five children of Clara Ballin, a
Bavarian Jew, and her husband, William Filhehne, the son of a Jewish
ribbon dealer from Poznan who had emigrated to the United States dur-
ing the German revolutions of 1848, Edward Albert was born in Salem,
Massachusetts, on September 3, 1860. When his father’s health failed in
1881, Filene was brought into the family business along with his brother,
A. Lincoln, who was five years his junior. Taking over from their father in
1891, by the end of the century they had turned the women’s cloth-
ing and dry-goods shop, now relocated from Lynn, Massachusetts, to
downtown Boston, into the largest specialty department store in the
world. Expert in supplying clothing for well-to-do women accustomed to
quality merchandise and personal service, the company quickly became
renowned for its innovations. The most famous was Filene’s Automatic
Bargain Basement, established in 1909. Merchandise there had to be sold
within thirty business days. The stock was discounted according to a pre-
established schedule, 30 percent a week until, on the thirtieth day, the re-
maindered goods were turned over to local charities. The skill with which
buyers selected goods for basement sale from odd lots, manufacturers’
surplus, remainders from leading stores, and stocks sold for bankruptcies
was such that little remained. It was the American nation’s bargain hunt-
ers’ Mecca.?

Even by then the store was earning Filene a fine fortune. A bachelor,
living thriftily except on his European tours, he devoted magnanimous
sums to the cause of social reform. The most quixotic and self-defeating
undertaking came to a climax in 1928, when his effort to strengthen the
managerial powers of the employees’ cooperative in his own company
was scotched by his business partners, including Lincoln, his wiser youn-
ger brother. Exasperated, they promoted him president-for-life with all
the emoluments due his position. Just as decisively they ousted him from
the company’s day-to-day operations. Thereafter he merchandised ideas,
not clothing, devoting his dextrous mind and fidgety energies to civic
causes, both domestic and international. His primary vehicle was the
Twentieth Century Fund, which he endowed in 1919. Dedicated “to
study and advance the next step forward,” it was a smaller, more agile,
hands-on philanthropy than the munificently endowed Carnegie and
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Rockefeller Foundations, whose patrons, true manufacturing colossi,
made Filene’s $10-12 million of wealth look piddling. Filene took on
personally a yet wider range of projects as well, all related to his pro-
found commitment to making the world safe for consumer democracy.
So he backed the international consumer cooperative and credit union
movements in the name of raising living standards. Just as ardently he
backed the International Chamber of Commerce and other transnational
business networks in the interest of liberalizing global trade.

Like most American “one-worlders,” Filene was unabashedly Euro-
centric, save for a passing curiosity about India. He made a grand tour
every year from 1919 to 1937, except in 1934 and 1936, when his busy
schedule at home simply didn’t allow it. Assuredly, he came for the good
living. Though neither an aesthete nor a true bon vivant, he appreciated
delicious food, taking the baths at Vichy, Aix, or Karlsbad (where he
never dallied long), attending a good opera production at the Salzburg
Festival, mixing with the chic crowds at the Grand Prix and Long-
champs, and visiting with his many expatriate and European friends.
He also came to educate himself, using his self-styled “triangulation
method” of learning: he canvassed the principal leaders of a country for
their opinions on a given situation and then tried to reconcile the differ-
ent views, going back to some for clarification, then gathering more
views from retailers, also from waiters, taxi drivers, news vendors, and
other people he met in passing; and after that, he repeated all the same
procedures in neighboring countries.’

The whole process was a sensible if not exactly scientific way for an
American autodidact to make sense of a world whose complexity out-
stretched his native categories of understanding. In turn, Europe was a
good place to try out his own ideas. Not that they were necessarily his
own or his homeland’s. The credit union idea he had picked up in India.
It had been brought in by the British, who had got it from the Germans.
Never mind. In Europe, the way Filene pressed it home, it sounded like a
wonderfully practical American idea.

Above all, Filene came to promote his agenda for Europe: the Old
World had to be peaceful and prosperous if the New World was to have
progress and security, and for that, it had to be unified and have a high
standard of living. Given that the U.S. government was known after
World War I for having turned over many foreign policy tasks to infor-
mal diplomats—bankers, former ambassadors, and business magnates—
he found a cordial welcome for his efforts. Not that he was ever actually
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on official government business. Filene was Wilsonian to the core, and by
the time the Republican administrations of the 1920s gave way to Frank-
lin Roosevelt, whom he ardently supported, he was regarded as too old
and perhaps too undiplomatic for official missions. Nonetheless he be-
haved as if he were a plenipotentiary, and official Europe treated him ac-
cordingly, with red carpets unrolled and the doors through the antecham-
bers of power flung open upon his arrival. Crisscrossing the continent,
plying his schemes as if they were the latest merchandise, he acquired
scores of influential acquaintances. Some were social reformers like Al-
bert Thomas, whom he had warmly welcomed as a guest to his Boston
home upon his first American visit in January 1923, but also business
leaders, economic experts, cabinet ministers, past and current heads of
state, and leading feminists. Through these myriad contacts, he accom-
plished quite remarkable feats. The European Peace Prize of 100,000
francs, which he funded in 1924, to be awarded for “practical ideas”
only, elicited 15,000 written entries and widely publicized the urgency of
settling the question of Europe’s indebtedness to the United States and
other issues outstanding from World War 1. The International Manage-
ment Institute, which he provided with seed money, a program, and per-
sonnel in 1926, was central to promoting modern business techniques.
The notorious Ford-ILO Inquiry had been his initiative. He paid for it
and badgered the ILO to finish and publish it. Henry Ford was surely the
best-known businessman in the world; but the fussy, indefatigable Filene
was the best connected.

The irony is that Filene didn’t grasp that he, the so-called Apostle of
Distribution, was nudging American capitalism a large further step for-
ward than envisaged by his contemporary, Ford, the so-called Prome-
theus of Production. True, when Filene spoke of efficient distribution
he sounded as if he were merely dotting the i’s on the virtuous Fordist
script of mass production, high wages, and mass consumption. What’s
more, like several tens of millions of other Americans, Filene revered
Ford, so much so that in 1928 he threw his reputation, money, and con-
nections behind lobbying congressmen, Swedish Academicians, and as-
sorted American media and opinionmakers to award Ford the Nobel
Peace Prize. In Filene’s view, the award was perfectly appropriate because
“the principle of high wages—Ilow prices had created a situation in which
both capital and labor were working for lasting peace through ordinary
self-interest, thus enormously increasing the possibility of attaining the
goal.” He wasn’t deterred in the slightest by hearing that Ford had ob-
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tained this result, if at all, by an “unconscious effort,” that his accom-
plishments were due to the selfish pursuit of profit, and that his intracta-
ble hostility toward labor unions and abhorrent lapses into anti-Semitism
showed anything but a peace-loving disposition. When the Nobel Com-
mittee awarded the 1929-30 prize jointly to U.S. Secretary of State
Kellogg for the Kellogg-Briand Pact to end war in Europe, and to Nathan
Soderblom, archbishop of Uppsala, for convening the world’s first ecu-
menical council of churches, Filene vowed to try again. Fortunately, Ed-
ward Bernays, his new public relations consultant, took charge, and the
obdurate Filene was persuaded to drop his manifestly futile campaign.*

By then “the Age of Production” was sonorously being proclaimed as
having given way to the “Distribution Age” or “Age of Merchandising.”’
By contrast with the mass manufacturer, who in the person of Ford was
the voice of a sellers’ market, in which demand looked infinite subject
only to supply, the mass retailer in the figure of Filene spoke for the new
buyers’ market, in which distributors and consumers increasingly set the
terms of acquisition. Ford believed that if the product was of good qual-
ity and priced right it would practically sell itself. Hence it required mini-
mal marketing. By contrast, Filene grasped that consumer demand was
not only about price or purchasing power, but also about the constant
evolution of needs and desires. Hence mass merchandising called for con-
stant tinkering with every element of exchange that influenced consumer
choice, from product design and packaging to salesmanship. In Filene’s
conceit, “True mass production is not production of masses of goods but
production for masses of people.” Ford’s major competitor, Alfred Sloan,
at General Motors, fully grasped this fundamental change in market con-
ditions created by modern merchandising techniques and more picky
consumer behavior. And by committing itself to “style obsolescence” and
to offering customers a car for “every purse and purpose,” GM sales
leaped ahead of Ford’s in the early 1920s.® Some said that Fordism had
thereby given way to Sloanism. More accurately, Fordism had made way
for Fileneism, and Sloan had caught on first to the change.

Filene’s purchase on the future was sharper than Ford’s because he rep-
resented with respect to foreign involvements that more forward-looking
and sociable element of American capitalism, based in the service, com-
munication, and entertainment economy, which—in tandem with Ameri-
can manufacturing and resolutely backed by the American state—se-
cured U.S. global hegemony down to the 1970s, and which, surpassing
the latter in dynamism from the 1980s, spelled the triumph of the U.S.
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“soft” hegemony in the post-Fordist era. As early as 1930, as tariffs rose
and U.S. manufacturing abroad retrenched, Ford’s voice, once that of a
forward-looking industry-led internationalism, was more and more that
of a failed industry-led globalism. Though Ford had long endorsed free
trade and criticized the United States’ perennially high tariffs in the name
of the company’s worldwide interests, in foreign policy he was an inno-
cent abroad, if not something worse. It was his cockamamie scheme “to
get the boys home for Christmas” by sponsoring the Peace Ship to Eu-
rope in the first year of the Great War. Always an “America firster,” in the
1920s he remained indifferent to the great undertakings of global gover-
nance connected to the League and the International Chamber of Com-
merce except as they narrowly served his company interests, and in the
1930s he went overboard mollycoddling Nazi Germany.

By contrast, Filene’s internationalism partook of the salesman’s enthu-
siasm for open markets as importer of goods, eagerness to source sup-
plies abroad, taste for the exotic, and curiosity about other peoples or at
least what other peoples had to sell. Filene’s service sensibility helped him
recognize not just that higher wages were the key to purchasing power,
but also that, lacking strong institutional undergirding, economic ex-
change was vulnerable to the terrible flip-flops the world had witnessed
since the disastrous German inflation of 1923. Accordingly, he was
outspoken in support of using international networks to establish new
rules of procedure and share technological best practice. He set himself
squarely against the common opinion that America’s high standard of
living needed to be defended by high tariffs; U.S. manufacturers had no
God-given right to hole themselves up behind protective barriers, waiting
for every opportunity to dump their own goods abroad, while fending off
foreign companies that wanted to lay their wares before the American
public.”

Ford’s anti-Semitism is not irrelevant here, though Filene would have
liked it to be so. True, Filene was pressed to admit that Ford’s “judgment
and action in matters outside of his field of production” were “often ludi-
crous and almost always injudicious.” But the facts that Ford had been
“once led to participate in a lot of silly anti-Semitic propaganda” and had
“been misled and hoodwinked in his warfare against the Jew” should be
considered immaterial to his great accomplishments.® Filene was short-
sightedly generous on this score. Ford’s anti-Semitism was no mere fluke
of his control-freak personality. Belief in the machinations of a “secret
international super-capitalist government” infiltrated by Jews was con-
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genial to explaining away those elements of unpredictability and com-
plexity of a world that needed to be managed like clockwork over vast
stretches of time and space—as was demanded by the immensely long
commodity chains of global car manufacturing. Fortunately, Ford had
enough business sense when faced with libel suits and consumer boycotts
to disavow his own anti-Semitic outbursts, and the stench of recidivism
befouled his minions instead.” So European anti-Semites were not at all
foolish to see Ford as a friendly figure, his disavowals of amity toward
them notwithstanding. Hating Wall Street chicanery, eschewing the ploys
of advertising, he was the heroic pure manufacturer of real things, doing
battle against the speculative capitalist embodied in the financier, the
middleman, and the merchant.

Nor is Filene’s Jewishness irrelevant here. Whether abroad Filene was
viewed as anything but a cosmopolitan American is hard to say. Fully as-
similated, he regarded himself as an “American of Jewish ancestry” and
did not really gauge the meaning of anti-Semitism until upon his June
1933 visit to Germany he witnessed what he immediately denounced as
“crimes against humanity.” However, in the transatlantic world of ser-
vice capitalism in which he traveled, men of Jewish ancestry stood out as
the movers and shakers, not only because of their connections to mer-
chandising trades—which now counted not just traditional retailing but
also marketing, cinema, and advertising—but also because so many were
immigrants with family connections across the Atlantic, and because they
were experienced in working the pluricultural milieu of their origins in
central Europe, the German-French border regions, and cross-Atlantic
migrations. Thus, Filene’s connections with European colleagues were fa-
cilitated not just by shared professional interests, but by similar family
roots: like the famous Tietz brothers of Germany, Filene’s father had been
born in Poznan. From the perspective of a common Western merchant
culture, these affinities helped to promote the institutionalized amiability
enhancing trust and service in the name of international capitalist ex-
change. These same bonds, from the point of view of anti-Semites, were
incomprehensible except as the Faustian bargain of Zionist conspirators
with American financial power, soul mates in a vast, secret, nefarious net-
work in quest of global hegemony.

On the occasion of the eighth conference of the International Cham-
ber of Commerce, the event that brought him to Paris in June 1935,
Filene found himself once more in the company of some of his favorite
European interlocutors, two in particular: forty-seven-year-old Pierre
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Laguionie, the Distribution Committee’s current chair; and this suave Pa-
risian’s contemporary, the gregarious Emile Bernheim, an Alsatian-born
Belgian, who, in addition to being the deputy chair, headed the Interna-
tional Association of Retailers, a trans-European group. Few men were
more prominent in European commercial circles. Laguionie was the very
smart son of the self-made Gustave, who from peasant origins had be-
come managing director of France’s grandest department store, Au
Printemps, in 1905. In 1907, nineteen years old and two years out of
I’Ecole de Commerce et Tissage of Lyon, he was named his father’s
codirector. By the 1920s Laguionie had consecrated his success as a busi-
ness leader by helping found the Comité d’Action Economique et
Douaniére, a conservative-liberal lobby familiarly called CAED, estab-
lished in 1925 in a quixotic effort to lower intra-European tariffs."
Bernheim, the son of Jules Bernheim, a Jewish merchant from Mulhouse
who in 1897 had founded Belgian’s leading department store, A
I'Innovation, was the company’s owner and general manager. Fluent in
English as well as French, German, and Dutch, he had first become ac-
quainted with the United States when during World War I he was sent by
his government on a mission to Washington, D.C., to negotiate food
shipments for his starving country. His business ambitions far out-
stretched Belgium’s inelastic little home market. And had times been
more propitious, he would have fashioned a giant holding company for
chain stores covering the whole of western Europe. As it was, Priba, the
chain he founded in November 1933, rapidly became Belgium’s largest,
and after he oversaw its merger with the French chain Prisunic-Uniprix
on February 14, 1934, Bernheim sprang loose from his small-pond moor-
ings to hobnob with the merchant magnates of all of Europe’s great
states."'

Like other leading merchants, Bernheim and Laguionie had first made
Filene’s acquaintance in the mid-1920s as he made a point of meeting
regularly with his European colleagues. On the occasion of his Euro-
pean tours, he also visited Georg Wertheim, head of Germany’s oldest
and largest department store, located on Berlin’s Leipzigerplatz; Alfred
Leonhard and Gerhard Tietz, owners of the Rhineland branch of the far-
flung Tietz family holdings; the ambitious young Max Heilbronn, son-in-
law of the Alsatian Théophile Bader, the head of Galeries Lafayette; and
Harry Gordon Selfridge, Filene’s contemporary, the owner of the giant
London department store of the same name. Filene had known “Mile-a-
Minute Harry,” a midwesterner, from the time he was using his whirl-
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wind managing skills as second-in-command at Marshall Fields to turn
the Chicago emporium into the largest department store in the world.
That was in 1906, when at age fifty he decided to become his own boss
and moved to England. There he would earn his own fortune by twit-
ting “old-fashioned” British merchandising with spectacular “American”
retailing techniques. The giant emporium he inaugurated in 1909 on
Oxford Street in London’s West End shopping district was an instant
success.'

These men dined with Filene, sometimes at the Savoy, in Paris at the
George V or the Crillon, at Berlin’s Esplanade, or at other elegant hotels
where he habitually resided when he was abroad. They heard out his lat-
est projects, disregarding his boastfulness. They valued his hospitality
when they or their associates visited the United States or their sons went
there to study. They admired but never quite understood the fussy bache-
lor’s relationship to his indefatigable assistant, traveling companion, and
sometime chauffeur, Lillian Schoedler, a Radcliffe graduate, feminist, and
Filene’s self-styled “right-hand man.”" They chuckled at his occasional
gaucherie, as when he fell under the spell of the fascinating French intel-
lectual and politician Edouard Herriot, a man twelve years Filene’s ju-
nior, charming and no less susceptible to flattery. Herriot was in dudgeon
at the time, as the left cartel he had formed after winning the 1924 elec-
tions against the right fell apart in April 1925. Herriot must come to the
United States for a couple of years, Filene urged. His spirits would be re-
freshed. He’d learn English. And Filene would pay him $10,000 a year
for occasional advice on his European projects. That offer was made to a
man who was celebrated for his learned treatises on Diderot, Chateau-
briand, and Madame Récamier as well as being mayor of France’s sec-
ond-largest city since 1905. Herriot was neither tempted nor offended.
As they parted company, he playfully handed Filene his visitor’s card,
crossing out his current title, “Mayor of Lyon,” and changing it to make
it read “Herriot, head employee of Mr. Edward A. Filene.”'*

Not all his contacts regarded him as cordially. Filene’s assertive, some-
times manipulative manner grated, as if he were the walking embodiment
of the crassness of American society, its do-gooding tinged with self-inter-
est, its know-it-all manner easily overpowering. At first seduced by the
frisson of excitement engendered by his energy, monies, and networks of
talented acquaintances, the objects of his patronage became exasperated
by his “unalloyed vanity.” By 1930 Albert Thomas, who had once shown
real affection for Filene, had come to despise him for his “utterly gauche
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behavior” in his dealings over the Ford-ILO Inquiry. They broke off rela-
tions in 1931 after Filene started to hedge on his financial support for the
International Management Institute; the cutoff of that support in 1934
closed the agency down."

The Distribution Revolution

Filene’s virtues and flaws, his eagerness and arrogance, the respect shown
to him as well as the diffidence were all of a piece with his main commit-
ment in later life, which was to spread the gospel of modern distribution.
This term had popped into currency in American English during the
1920s. And its usage became officially sanctioned in 1925 on the occa-
sion of the inaugural National Distribution Conference, convened in
Washington, D.C., on January 14-15 at the behest of Secretary of Com-
merce Herbert Hoover and organized by the U.S. Chamber of Com-
merce. Distribution was a real “problem,” Hoover made clear in his key-
note. He and his audience of 250 or so businessmen were not gathered
there to “worry on behalf of the lady who wishes to order a cake of yeast
by telephone to be delivered by a gold colored automobile.”"® Even so,
opinion was divided about what exactly the term signified except for the
handling of merchandise after it became a finished commodity. The one
certainty was that the venerable word commerce no longer described the
myriad activities that occurred between the production of goods for final
use and their delivery and acceptance by the consumer.

As early as the 1770s, Adam Smith had emphasized that commerce
over wide markets was indispensable to the economies of specialized pro-
duction. But when he wrote that the nailmaker in the Scottish Highlands
could turn out “three hundred thousand nails in a year” provided only
that he could dispose of them, he could not have known what the terms
“division of labor” and “extent of market” implied for mass-consumer-
oriented manufacture.'” According to the traditional view, under the divi-
sion of labor the manufacturer produced the commodities, the whole-
saler, jobber, or middleman carried the stocks, and the retailer sold the
packaged goods to the public. However, these distinctions lost their
meaning as manufacturers pushed forward to eliminate the middlemen,
the retailers pushed backward to source their own supplies, and socialist
cooperativists had consumers both buying and selling.

If we consider the “coffin nail,” or cigarette, a typical new mass con-
sumer product of the 1920s, the implications are clearer. Distribution
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started with an effort by upward of thirty-four cigarette manufacturing
establishments to gather tobacco from thousands of farms in the United
States and abroad by rail and water transport, using the postal services
but also the telephone and telegraph. Distribution designated the facili-
ties for shipment and storage as well as the merchandising techniques by
which billions of ready-rolled cigarettes were supplied to a million do-
mestic and foreign retail outlets, to be sold to millions of consumers. Dis-
tribution also referred to the investment required to create brand recogni-
tion as well as the advertising budget dedicated to making the different
brands known to the public, the design of the packaging to keep the ciga-
rettes fresh, and the competition among vendors to sell cartons, packets,
or single cigarettes. All these steps brought investments in the various
new trades that fell under the rubric of distribution, from transport and
storage to retail outlets: in 1870 these services had employed 14 percent
of the labor force; by 1930 they employed 35 percent. That year, one-
fourth of each consumer dollar was calculated as being spent on distribu-
tion.'®

The “problem” of distribution was first identified as a general concern
of modern capitalism when in the wake of World War I the prolonged
sellers’ markets of the late nineteenth-century industrial boom turned
into a buyers’ market. Organized as big trusts in a protected market, the
largest manufacturers seized advantage from the simultaneous growth of
transcontinental railroads, large-scale retailing outlets, and national ad-
vertising to shorten the lines of communication to consumers. Pushing
aside wholesalers, they were pretty much able to set prices as they es-
tablished their monopoly on new brand-named goods by appealing di-
rectly to the consumer over the heads of local retailers. The only way for
retailers to resist was to group together to establish new buying organiza-
tions or to buy in bulk to sell through mail-order firms or low-overhead
five-and-dime variety stores."” As manufacturing capacity outstripped de-
mand, it was the retailers’ turn to exploit industrial competition and em-
ploy their own expertise in merchandising to cater to their customers’ de-
sires for variety as well as quantity, low prices, and service.

This new situation created a quandary for retailers. As the businesses
closest to the consumer, they could claim to be persuading manufacturers
to pay attention to the buyers’ priorities rather than simply pressing on
the market whatever product suited their plants’ capacity. But they could
also be blamed for causing the waste, inefficiency, and profiteering that
were alleged to push up prices. Even if they weren’t responsible, it was
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left to them to explain why spectacular gains in industrial productivity
had no counterpart in distribution.”*® And it was not a simple task to ac-
count for why, say, 14 percent was added to the price of sugar between
manufacture and sale, 32-35 percent to food and drink, 42-45 percent to
clothing, and 76 percent to rubber condoms.*!

In sum, having won the “competitive struggle for market” with manu-
facturers, retailers now faced the problem of establishing their legiti-
macy in the eyes of the consumer, the service sector as a whole, and so-
ciety more generally. As “purchasing agents of consumers” they had
“to discover what customers want, rather than pushing into their hands
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whatever [they] may happen to have,” “wisely place orders to reduce
manufacturing fluctuations and factory unemployment,” and “eliminate
functions which did not add to the intrinsic or intangible value of prod-
ucts in the consumers’ view”—and all this while eliminating “waste”
“without upsetting the social and political balance” and operating with a
heightened “awareness of the interests of the Nation.”*

In Next Steps Forward in Retailing (1937), the summum of his
thoughts on the matter, Filene recommended three innovations to shoul-
der that responsibility. The first was to use capital more efficiently by
achieving economies of scale in selling, purchasing giant blocks of sup-
plies, and perfecting the handling of inventory. The goal was, simply,
“small profits, quick returns.” The second was to improve the training,
equipment, and organization of the salesforce. Filene, a department-store
owner, had in mind the people on store payrolls. But small shopkeepers
too could benefit from improved knowledge and networking. The third
step was to think about business practice in a new way. Forget “immedi-
ate experience as if it were unlimited and therefore important,” Filene
recommended. “Thinking based on fact finding is more important than
tradition and experience.”” Experience had to be organized by the sys-
tematic exchange of information, with each commercial culture challeng-
ing the other with its “best practice.”

The chain store was the social invention that perfectly embodied these
innovations. By concentrating managerial expertise, capital, and deci-
sionmaking capacities in one headquarters, it performed as a “machine
for selling.” Coordinating information and supplies among tens, but po-
tentially even hundreds or thousands, of widely scattered outlets, it could
obtain huge economies by purchasing supplies in bulk from manufac-
turers, standardizing store layouts, specializing inventory in a relatively
small number of items, and simplifying pricing. In turn, it passed the sav-
ings along to consumers.
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Filene’s premise, that merchandising could be organized as rationally
and efficiently as manufacturing, was a striking innovation in a world
that still idolized the engineer and regarded the industrial entrepreneur as
the darling of Western industrial progress. Indeed, over the nineteenth
century, as regard for manufacturing had risen, respect for services had
been debased. The common view was that the distributive trades, whole-
saling in particular, were parasitical excrescences on productive enter-
prises, beset by monopolies and privileges, tainted by carnival humbug,
the chicanery of peddlers, hucksters, speculators, and the other unsavory
denizens of “Jewish” capitalism. That in U.S. business culture the mer-
chant should have come to be presented, as Filene did, as a paragon of
productive efficiency, much less as at the pinnacle of socially responsible
capitalism—to the point of looking out for the well-being of the national
economy and caring about the fate of its erstwhile competitors in small
business—was a remarkable development.**

Modern American retailing was able to advance this notion, and thus
establish its hegemony as a model for European practice, for a number of
reasons, the first being its hardy economic situation. By being able to
draw on a practically inexhaustible pool of urban shoppers, when the de-
partment stores faced competition on price from chain stores, mail order,
and eventually the supermarket, they could move upscale, using their
power to source supplies and their large volume of business to obtain the
variety and quality that customers wanted. By offering service and style,
as well as assortment, they were able to compete with the specialty stores.
They could also expect to find a buying public by moving downscale if
necessary. The middle classes in outlying neighborhoods, suburbs, cities,
and small towns were so numerous that the pace of store openings across
the land surpassed anything comparable in Europe.”

Large retailers were also uniquely well placed to dampen the antago-
nism between big and little, which in Europe was abiding, deep, and re-
currently ferocious. In a vast growing urban market, department stores
were built and flourished alongside the small dry-goods store, shoe shop,
and drugstore instead of displacing them. Aiming at a broad middle class,
they competed with each other rather than with the small retailers. Ac-
cordingly, the management of Lord & Taylor was not out first and fore-
most to steamroller the street-level shops, but rather to stiff-arm its coun-
terparts at Altman’s, a few blocks down Fifth Avenue. Early twentieth-
century American cities were famous for their killer “department store
wars.” And though American small shopkeepers were at least as vulnera-
ble to economic ups and downs as elsewhere, they had more opportuni-
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ties to move into other sectors than did their European counterparts.
Immigrants in successive waves replenished these entry-level positions
before moving on to more lucrative or socially esteemed work, and both
they and their children had easier access to salaried employment and
wage labor. For that reason, among others, until the Depression the
United States was unable to sustain any unified small shopkeepers’ move-
ment or any really effective national lobby on their behalf.

Finally, merchants had acquired respect if not honor in the absence of a
true aristocratic culture or a bourgeois one that aped its mores. Ameri-
can republican ideology regarded tradesmen less disdainfully than else-
where, treating them as useful and respected citizens. In the nineteenth
century, a lawyer or retired army officer might establish a general store
without serious loss of dignity, whereas in Europe the landholding gen-
try looked down upon wealth accrued in commerce. When occasions
for profit arose, American merchants faced fewer hindrances than in
continental Europe. American towns having never been the legally privi-
leged sites of commerce, were exempt from the legacy of old regime
craft monopolies on the production and sale of certain goods, luxury
taxes, and excise stamps on wall posters, newspapers, and other pub-
licity that were the bane of merchandisers on the other side of the
Atlantic. Moreover, the anti-Semitism that was still attached to commer-
cial dealings waned as merchandising activities diversified into mar-
keting, advertising, and other new specializations, callings that were just
as likely to recruit Protestant ministers’ sons with a flair for preaching as
the offspring of immigrant Jewish merchandisers with a flair for hag-
gling.

What’s more, by the first decade of the century great merchants ac-
quired a strong political voice. Operating in a business culture that re-
warded the risktaker—and blew aside the traditionalist—merchant elites
early acquired the self-confidence, power, and wealth to attach them-
selves to Progressive coalitions in alliance with feminist groups, con-
sumer movements, labor organizations, and government that spoke in
the name of the customers’ interests. As early as 1912 the merchant class
showed its political clout nationally by founding the National Retail Dry
Goods Association and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce to lobby for their
clients’ interests in Washington, D.C. In 1917, largely at the Filene broth-
ers’ initiative, the Retail Research Association began to pool domestic
and foreign merchandising data on behalf of twenty participating stores.
Over the next decade the federal government worked marvels from the
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point of view of fact-finding. The Census on Distribution, authorized by
Congress in 1928 to be carried out along with the national population
census in 1930, was the first of its kind in the world.

Though the United States was the homeland of big retailing units, it
was also rife with efforts first at the state, then at the federal level to regu-
late in favor of small units by passing chain-store taxes, anti-price-dis-
crimination laws, and anti-loss-leader legislation. Indeed, the Robinson-
Patman Act, passed in 1936, looked like a victory for small business in
that it barred suppliers operating across state lines from discounting bulk
orders with the intent of discriminating against small tradesmen. Its real
importance was rather to allow the little guys legal recourse to determine
whether it was the economic efficiency of the big unit, or purely its eco-
nomic muscle, that determined the discount. The greatest good had been
established as the consumers’ demand for low-priced and varied com-
modities. The small shop would never be sanctified as it was in contem-
porary Europe as a social institution valuable in itself, much less invalu-
able to the American way of life.** Far from obstructing the pace of
growth of large-scale modern retailing, the American regulations acted
like modern forest husbandry, furrowing the wilds of retailing with fire
corridors, culling old wood to prevent sparks from lighting on the flam-
mable underbrush that might ignite social conflagrations, and seeding the
burnt-over terrain with fast-growing new varietals. The net effect was to
accustom business, state policy, and the public to never-ending, head-
spinning newness in the retail trades.

The novelty unceasingly pushed by a retail-guided system of distribu-
tion thus reinforced that “middleness” that was so distinctive a feature
of American consumer culture. Modern retailing spoke with a view to
swings in purchasing power, volatility of taste, and physical mobility of
that three-fifths of the population that had the income to spend not just
on necessaries, but also on extras, occasionally even on luxuries. Middle
as in the “middle millions” was also the social self-definition of the grow-
ing number of people occupied as employees, managers, and experts in
all sorts of merchandising-related services. Middle was the new territo-
rial space occupied by department stores as they spread from the leading
East Coast cities and booming Chicago, St. Louis, and Detroit to the
Middletowns of the center and West and from the city centers to the fast-
growing suburbs. Middle was the business position occupied by the chain
store, convenient enough in terms of both price and location to draw
the customer away from the upscale department store and from the spe-
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cialized local dry-goods emporium as well as from miscellaneous small
shops. Middle classified the women of diverse social backgrounds who
passed through the portals of the same retail outlet to purchase similar
goods, thereby reinforcing the sense of social worth of the poorer with-
out impugning the social status of the superior. Middle was the fluctu-
ating halfway point in inventory sales charts according to Filene’s “model
stock plan.” That was the point, as he explained it to European col-
leagues, at which a good should be introduced, priced, and advertised to
maximize the custom of rich and poor, each, it was understood, intend-
ing it for a different use. It was the point, to be more precise, “at which
women of means will buy a thing for ordinary use, and a woman of little

means for best.”?’

Merchant Internationalism in Star-Crossed Times

Could a retail-guided distribution system work in Europe? Filene had no
doubts that it would, provided that European merchants banded to-
gether. There was no intrinsic reason for them not to, for “there is very
little in a department store which is patentable,” as the oft-quoted
Gordon Selfridge pointed out: “Department store activities take place in
the limelight, unlike other kinds of enterprise, where there is secrecy.”*®
Therefore it paid for onetime enemies to become best friends. So after the
Belgian government sequestered the Leonhard Tietz Company as enemy
property during World War I, Bernheim, whose downtown Brussels flag-
ship A I'Innovation was right next door, purchased it at a bargain base-
ment price, then physically incorporated its premises into the art nouveau
building that Victor Horta had designed for the firm in 1904. When post-
war business resumed across the Rhine River, the two merchants found
new grounds for cooperation: Bernheim saw in Tietz the well-capitalized
partner to break out of Belgium across the Rhine, and Tietz in Bernheim
the well-positioned partner to bring him into lucrative markets west-
ward.

The impulse to band together was also encouraged by the shaky state
of European commerce in the wake of the war. The actual destruction of
capital was not as lastingly debilitating to trade as the disruption caused
by the breakdown of connections, credit, and confidence as monetary
fluctuations continued to unsettle commercial transactions, altering the
terms of contracts and upsetting predictions about consumer behavior.
Moreover, the sellers’ market reinforced by war-oriented manufacture



THE CHAIN STORE 147

lingered on, putting retailers at a disadvantage in a market still divided by
cartels, trusts, and special relationships to governments that, to pay off
war debts, balance budgets, and cut inflation, admonished their citizens
to “produce more, consume less,” an injunction that was anathema to re-
tailers. As in the United States, as postwar consumers protested high
prices, experts sympathetic to their plight documented the rising costs of
distribution as a percentage of the total cost of goods. And similarly, the
blame was laid on the most visible elements, namely large retailers or the
machinations of the always-suspect if invisible wholesaler, rather than on
difficult-to-grasp economic processes.”

The bigger countries already had the rudiments of large-scale retail as-
sociations, if not something more. At least one was strong and compact,
namely the British Retail Distributors’ Association, founded in 1920 to
represent the interests of the leading West End entrepreneurs. The Ger-
mans also had a proven group, the German Department Store Owners’
Association. Headed by Oscar Tietz of the Berlin-based chain, it had
been founded in 1901 to defend them, in vain, against high tax levies,
as well as to assert their voice in a business culture in which every other
special interest was organized and vociferous, and at least one, the small
retailers’ movement, zealously played the anti-Jewish card. By contrast,
the great Parisian department stores behaved as powers each unto them-
selves, at least until 1918, when they were forced to rally together to
confront their nemesis, organized labor, who outrageously demanded to
unionize, work an eight-hour day, and obtain higher salaries in a show of
utter ingratitude for their employers’ famously generous company pater-
nalism. Steeled by an “attitude of resistance,” the eight largest Parisian
employers, Laguionie in the lead, first linked forces to meet as a confer-
ence group in 1919.%°

That the leading European merchants were ripe to go a step further
to establish some sort of transnational exchange was evidenced in late
June 1926, when Harrods’ management invited Filene to be its guest of
honor at a London luncheon as he headed back to the United States via
Southampton. Harrods was already the only European member of the
U.S.-based Retail Research Association, and perhaps at Filene’s behest,
the firm’s directors, the Burbidges, used the occasion to gather nineteen
of the North Atlantic’s most influential merchants: after touring Lon-
don’s leading department stores, “two billion dollars worth of men,”
to quote the sensationalist press, were chauffeured to the Savoy Hotel
where they dined in its newly renovated banquet room.*' Over gelatinous
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hors d’oeuvres they applauded Filene’s brief welcoming speech, the gist
of which was an insider’s tip about how to boost sagging spring sales.
This would have had storekeepers recognize that Easter marked the
change of seasons when people began to renew their wardrobes and that
they must plan ahead for that by fixing their own Easter holiday, say, the
second Sunday in April. Now, it is hard to imagine that seasoned West
End merchants lacked the knowledge to time special sales. Rather than
being dismissed as the ranting of an arrogant fool, Filene’s advice has
to be interpreted as scoring another point, namely that sound business
called for imitating “best practice,” and “best practice” called for band-
ing together and sharing stocks of information.

That was the point of Filene’s one-on-one meeting with Emile
Bernheim, who had just returned from the United States, where he had
studied close up how the Retail Research Association operated in order
to set up a similar network among European merchants. Filene broached
a plan that would give Bernheim a helping hand. His foundation, The
Twentieth Century Fund, had been looking for ways to strengthen trans-
Atlantic relations by an “exchange of practical services,” and this pros-
pect had led Filene in talks begun in late September 1925 with Albert
Thomas, Paul Devinat, the ILO’s associate director, and a fellow philan-
thropist, the onetime carton manufacturer Henry Dennison, to establish
a European counterpart to the U.S.’s “industrial efficiency bureau.”** In
1926 Thomas and Filene met once more in the sitting room of the Hotel
de Russie in Geneva, this time with Lyndall Urwick, to sign the agree-
ment establishing the International Management Institute. The Twentieth
Century Fund, along with the Rockefeller Foundation, would bear the
major operating expenses, and the ILO would lend some of the person-
nel, although it would not have any say in its affairs lest it scare off busi-
ness cooperation. Reaping credit for the initiative, Filene announced the
IMD’s debut at the Parisian soirée held in his honor by Mme. Schreiber,
daughter of Senator Cremieux and wife of Robert, the founder with his
brother, Emile, of Les Echos, the first French newspaper wholly dedi-
cated to commercial questions. Emile, by the way, was a dedicated stu-
dent of American manufacturing technology. This interest evolved into a
family vocation. In 1967 his son, Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber, would
publish The American Challenge, the bestselling call to arms to the Euro-
pean Community to defend itself from U.S. domination by emulating its
multinational corporations’ scale, scope, and investment in research and
design.*
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Though intended to work first with national committees of industrial-
ists to promote scientific management, the IMI found its earliest support
not among nationally rivalrous manufacturers, but among Europe’s de-
partment-store chiefs. Bernheim and Laguionie recruited P. A. Best, the
head of Schoolbred’s of London, and Bernheim’s colleague and friend
Ragnar Sachs, of Nordiska Komaniet of Stockholm, and in 1928, with
IMI logistical support, they established the Management Research Group
of Department Stores. In 1931 the group ambitiously enlarged its scope,
renaming itself the International Association of Department Stores and
adding six more members: the western German Leonhard Tietz chain, the
Dutch De Bijenkorf of Amsterdam, the Northern Department Store of
Copenhagen, Italy’s La Rinascente, El Siglo of Barcelona, and Harrods of
London. Laguionie was co-opted as the first president. In the face of Eu-
rope’s growing tribulations, the goals of the organization proved at once
loftier and more elemental than those of its progenitor, the Retail Re-
search Association. Reviewing its meager accomplishments, its mentor,
the American H. S. Persons, the founder of the Taylor Society, spoke of it
kindly as developing “a cluster of principles, rather than a bundle of tech-
niques” and as having shown “wisdom, patience, and grim determina-
tion” in sustaining its little network.**

Self-organization, assisted by American retailing interests and interna-
tional agencies inspired by U.S. managerial methods, could not help but
clarify to worried European merchant capitalists the nature of the dilem-
mas that confronted them. At the same time it immersed them in ways of
thinking about these dilemmas that emphasized modernizing business
practices to the neglect of progressive political alliances; it enabled them
to establish a highly visible position for their enterprises, sustained by in-
fusions of foreign capital and innovation. But it didn’t instruct them that
their advanced positions left them more and more exposed to reactionary
forces arising from the old regime of consumption.

The first and most important confrontation of the two retailing cul-
tures, all to the advantage of the American way of thinking about com-
merce, occurred in June 1931 in Washington, D.C., during the fifth post-
war conference of the International Chamber of Commerce. A legacy of
the nineteenth-century Pax Britannica, founded by the great cotton mas-
ters of Manchester, the ICC had been refounded in 1920 largely at the
initiative of American businessmen as a harbinger of the twentieth-cen-
tury Pax Americana.” To honor the first decade of this “Businessman’s
International” with a display of its refined “diplomacy of technics,” the
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ICC presented the magnificent seven-volume study it had commissioned
on postwar economic trends.*® The fifth volume, called Europe-United
States of America: Trends in the Organization and Methods of Distribu-
tion in the Two Areas, was a real eye-opener for the Europeans at the
conference. Jules Menken, head of the Department of Business Adminis-
tration of the London School of Economics, spoke for his compatriots
when he remembered the report as marking his “first awareness of the
signal role of distribution in economic life and social welfare.”?’

That he underscored the word “distribution” is significant, for one ef-
fect of the Washington conference was that this neologism, barely five
years old in American English, began to circulate in European tongues.*®
And as in the United States, it displaced the word “commerce.” However,
the New World had no inhibitions about coining new words for new
trends or procedures, whereas for the Old World, semantic invention
could be wrenching. All the more so since the novel term was intended to
expurgate the confusions and paradoxes of meaning the old term had
long engendered.

Com mercium! “Together” and “merchandise.” Commerce incorpo-
rated all the complexity of what men did when “buying and selling to-
gether.” It reflected the thin line between more or less equal trade and
plain piracy that around the ancient Mediterranean had Hermes/Mer-
cury, the god of commerce, figure also as the god of theft. Commerce
could denote exchange among men of the various products of nature or
industry, as the magisterial Dictionnaire de la langue francaise spelled
out, but also the act of purchasing merchandise to resell at a profit, the le-
gal status of those operating that profession, and the name of the profes-
sion itself.”” Unlike distribution, which presented itself as a neutral term,
a cluster of techniques, a channel or corridor, indifferent to worries over
who gets what, where, and how, commerce conjured up a way of life, one
that was clearly based on asymmetries of power but also on the solidarity
and trust that induced Adam Smith, like many others, to confide in the
civilizing effects of “treaty, barter, and truck.”*

Yet “distribution” was displacing “commerce” in Europe, much as it
had in the United States, and as a result of a similar “economic evolu-
tion,” one that saw manufacturers shunt aside middlemen “to circulate
their production more easily,” and cooperatives turn customers into buy-
ers as well as sellers.*' Since the term sounded French and the modern ele-
ments of Francophone merchant culture were in search of a scientific-
sounding term in their struggle with the retrograde small “commergant,”
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it was quickly assimilated in France. In Britain too the new terminology
took, at least up to a point: when the Committee on Definitions of the
American Marketing Association went a step further in 1940, recom-
mending that “distribution” be discontinued in favor of “marketing,” lo-
cal experts dug in their heels. The problem was the neologism’s gender. In
British English, “marketing” was what the women did, blowsy in their
scarves and aprons, browsing through shops, engaging in old-girl gossip,
loading up their bags with provisions—not what men in respected occu-
pations attended to, outfitted in suits with bowler hats, umbrellas, and
attaché cases. If a new term was needed, use the venerable word “mer-
chandising.”* In Germany, by contrast, the Latin-rooted term proved too
foreign at a moment when linguistic nationalism was rampant. Anyway,
the German language already distinguished between Handel (commerce)
and Vertreib (distribution), and the latter could do perfectly well.¥ But
“marketing” was plausibly euphonic, and once the Third Reich had been
overthrown and the Federal Republic of Germany became a sponge for
Americanisms, it became common coin. The Italians clung to commercio
down to the 1960s with the specious philological argument that the root
words, commutatio mercium, were ample enough to embrace “the com-
plex of all such acts of interaction between producers and consumers di-
rected toward effectuating or facilitating the circulation of wealth.” Only
when professional retailers and marketing specialists displaced humanis-
tically educated professors of statistics as spokesmen for the new field did
Italians also start to use the new vocabulary.*

“Distribution” was only one semantic blast from this new volcano of
volubility. To facilitate communicating the meaning of fearsome new
concepts such as “price gouging” and “price crushing,” new policies like
“resale price maintenance,” “deep discount,” and “self-service,” and
new institutions such as the “supermarket,” the ICC busily employed
multilingual Swiss talent to turn out business dictionaries. With a hand-
ful of exceptions, like the 1963 French neologism hypermarché to desig-
nate an American-size supermarket, the shared words of the new lan-
guage of merchandising drew on American English.

The 1931 Washington meetings also left an indelible institutional leg-
acy by calling for the establishment of the International Distribution
Committee, whose first meeting took place on May 25, 1932. BIPED
(Bureau International pour I’Etude de la Distribution), as it was fondly
rendered in Francophone culture, like other ICC committees drew on
national groups, the first of which, with the French taking the lead,
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was formed in December 1932 and presided over by Laguionie. With
staff and interests overlapping with the International Association of De-
partment Stores, its meetings would be occasions for Filene as well as
other Americans to mix with European colleagues in the next several
years.

The ICC’s volume 5 also made American retailing the measure for
judging Europe’s progress. Impeccably researched, succinctly written,
carefully laid out, it evidenced the redoubtable efforts of its two rappor-
teurs, one the stalwart British functionary Lyndall Urwick, the other E. P.
Valentine, vice-president of the American Telephone and Telegraph Com-
pany, a Type-A personality who, before going to Geneva with his results,
not only scoured the eastern seaboard for expert advice but organized
and published it in all of its plethoric freshness so that it would be avail-
able immediately to the American business community.* This was not
the Ford-ILO Inquiry; nobody explicitly intended for the United States to
impose its vision of “the politics of big numbers.” Nonetheless, Valen-
tine’s earlier published report established the criteria for comparison, its
copious data shaped the charts into whose columns the deficient Euro-
pean statistics were slotted, and its optimistic introduction about prog-
ress in distribution—moving inexorably from the traditional small to
large modern units—was reproduced practically word for word to intro-
duce the volume.*

The distribution monster feeds off the fodder of crunched numbers;
and no country, not even all the countries of the world put together, had
troughs of figures as deep as the Americans’. And that was before the re-
sults of the world’s first Census on Distribution had become available in
1930; “the fullest, most authoritative piece of market research yet under-
taken by a country or an institution,” it showed at every stage of the pas-
sage of goods from manufacturer to consumer as precisely as possible not
only the amounts and kinds of goods that were being handled by every
sort of business from mail-order houses to mom-and-pop shops, but also
“where the consumers are” and “what quantity of goods they would
consume.”*

By contrast, true to mercantilist traditions that emphasized the value
of foreign trade and skimped on domestic consumer markets except as
shortages produced riots and rebellions, the figures eked out for Europe
were even more catch-as-catch-can than the figures available to study liv-
ing standards. Before Great Britain, the “nation of shopkeepers,” con-
ducted its first general survey of the distributive trades in 1951, it had
never bothered to track their vicissitudes. When the Incorporated Associ-
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ation of Retail Distributors undertook its first survey of department-store
expenses in 1931 with help from the Bank of England, it did so strictly
for the confidential use of its members. France, though armed with excel-
lent statistics on foreign trade, showed a “flagrant insufficiency of statis-
tical data” on domestic commerce in the late 1930s. Figures were still
“practically nil” in the 1950s.*® Not until 1966 did the government un-
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dertake the first full-scale “Récensement de la Distribution,” whose re-
sults were published in 1967. And Italy remained a statistical farrago; its
new Central Statistical Office’s main obsession was documenting falling
birthrates.

Germany alone stood out for its numeracy, as the fetish for numbers
of the omnipotent Prussian state, its apparatus of surveillance swing-
ing from military to civilian use, was joined with worry over the par-
lous condition of small business. Practically single-handedly, Dr. Julius
Hirsch, the former state secretary for economics under Walter Rathenau’s
Ministry of Reconstruction, had used his later lesser position as head of
the Research Department on Trade to undertake the Commerce Inquiry
of 1926-27. By gathering information from small businesses, especially
retailers, Hirsch sought to calculate the costs that distribution added
to business in the effort to revive Germany’s flagging export economy.
Praised by Filene for the thirty-one volumes that resulted, the self-depre-
cating Berliner cautioned him against being unduly optimistic about re-
tail reform. A Social Democrat, he was a lonely figure in Weimar’s arch-
conservative bureaucracy; under Nazi rule, he became an outcast. Fleeing
to Denmark in 1937, then finding asylum in the United States, Hirsch
took up residence in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where his experience
was incorporated into the best practice that had already conferred such
significant advantages on U.S. retailing. It was Hirsch who in 1941,
working under the auspices of the Boston Conference on Distribution,
sponsored by the Harvard Business School, steered to conclusion the
world’s first study on comparative retailing costs.*

The final effect of the ICC’s Trends in Distribution was to crunch up
and flatten out large lumps of data until two large, roughly comparable
surfaces took shape, one called America, the other Europe. True, the
numbers revealed some inescapably significant discrepancies. For exam-
ple, in the United States department stores existed wherever the popula-
tion of a town was large enough to justify it, whereas in Europe, though
they were as grand as any in London, Paris, and Berlin, they were virtu-
ally absent in sizable centers of central and eastern Europe. Mail order,
which was big business in the United States, with its prosperous farm
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families and well-connected rural postal routes, was in short supply in
Europe, where peasant communities, often pauperized and illiterate, re-
mained isolated from the major capitals of consumption by customs bar-
riers, the hazards of rural postal-delivery systems, and the distance be-
tween urban and rural ways of living. What most struck the eye was the
preponderance of small independent stores, hovering around 97 percent
of the total firms in Belgium, Italy, and France, compared to around 80
percent in the United States.

But the thrust of the ICC undertaking was to underscore differing
paces of convergence around a common model rather than diverging tra-
jectories. European distribution too, in its effort to satisfy consumer
wants by the most direct routes and at lowest costs, was said to be head-
ing inexorably toward large, modern, capitalistically managed, bureau-
cratic units. That this progress was occurring more slowly than in the
United States, and that small firms continued to proliferate, were faults to
be blamed on the disruptions of war, the persistence of the sellers’ market
resulting from heavy military expenditure, and the currently lower per
capita income of the European population.

“The ancient European forest, clogged with vines, parasites, and fallen
trees, can’t be treated like a tidily geometric California field.”* In these
words the ever-quotable cultural conservative André Siegfried advised
caution. Later it would seem obvious that unlike in the United States,
where retailing grew as frenziedly as manufacturing, in Europe “indus-
try evolves by seismic leaps whereas commerce evolves by sedimenta-
tion.”’! Class behaviors, which weighed so heavily on consumers’ stan-
dards of living, similarly shaped where and how consumers shopped. The
plethora of people involved in small commerce regarded themselves not
merely as economic units, but as the very pillars of a social order doomed
to death if they failed to survive. The price of a good was only one means
that customers used to estimate the worth of commodities. Consequently,
to “cut” or “crush” prices threatened values. In sum, American “best
practice” proved a poor compass for maneuvering amid the tangles and
quagmires of the “ancient European forest.”

The Double Face of European Retailing

If European commerce was to move to a retail-led system in the Ameri-
can style, it needed more than just intelligent and enterprising leadership;
it needed a social revolution in retailing. Instead it witnessed a massive
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social reaction to any change in the regime of consumption, whose flash-
point was the chain store, the very invention that was intended to revolu-
tionize mass retailing.

The fact is that the broad contours of European retailing conformed to
the sharp stratifications of bourgeois society generally; its typical institu-
tions—the great department store and the corner shop—were sharply
segregated according to the status, wealth, power, and lifestyles of their
rich and poor customers. The department store stood at the very pinnacle
of the pyramid of commerce. Anchor of the downtown area, provisioner
of luxuries and decencies, it epitomized capitalist profit-taking in com-
merce as it catered to the desire for the novel and appropriate deemed in-
dispensable to keeping up the bourgeois lifestyle. The small shopkeepers
formed its wide base. The anchors of sociability of far-flung neighbor-
hoods, drawing their clientele from the poor and the middling classes,
these myriad, mostly drab outlets were where the overwhelming majority
of European people spent their scant income on food, fuel, and the other
basic provisions of life.

True, since the rise of capitalism, commerce had always figured with
this double face. No undertaking was more global than merchant cap-
italism, none more parochial than the face-to-face exchange of small
traders. The great capitalist wheels and deals in the world. He makes his
fortune betting on the exotic, playing on his access to capital, his com-
mand over speed, his access to power, and his capacity to muster force.
Often the little storekeeper is hardly capitalist at all, the line between en-
terprise and household being ill defined. His calculations about costs and
income expect no surprises; his position on the market is secured by
minimonopolies over local customers who are loyal also because they are
immobile. Because he expects exchanges to be more or less predictable,
he experiences the vicissitudes of the business cycle viscerally. Of the
wider causes of shortages of supplies, fluctuations in prices, or dropoffs
in sales, he has no direct knowledge. As if knocking into obstacles in the
dark, he dimly perceives whether the origins of his troubles are foreign
or native, general to the whole economy or particular to his locality, the
result of his own shortsightedness or a downward turn of the wheel of
fortune.”

The apogee of the department store in Europe coincided with the apo-
gee of bourgeois fortunes at the turn of the century just as twenty years
later its crisis stood as the gloomy indicator of their decline. As in the
United States, the spread of department stores was bound up not just
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with sheer urban growth, investment in rapid transport lines, the dif-
fusion of advertising, and more effective sourcing of craft as well as
factory-produced goods, but above all with the concentration of prosper-
ous upper classes in the major cities. Around 1930, sales volume over-
all was less than in the United States: the percentage for department
stores of the total retail trade turnover in France was 5 percent; in Ger-
many, 4-5 percent; in Great Britain, 7.5 percent, compared with 10 per-
cent across the Atlantic.”® But turnover alone was only one measure of
commercial capitalism’s capacity to innovate. More than simply arising
with the bourgeoisie, the department store gave shape and definition to
the very notion of a bourgeois way of life.

Accordingly, the location, wealth, and power of the bourgeoisie should
be gauged from a map of the stores’ spread. Most numerous in north-
western Europe, they dwindled in number and faltered in their fortunes
in the center and southern areas.’* Showing off the physical dominance of
the bourgeois classes over old-regime town centers, the new buildings re-
routed traffic and displaced myriad small shops, imparting a new profile
to the late nineteenth-century cityscape. Alongside the other temples of
bourgeois culture, the stock market, the great libraries, the town halls,
and the giant train terminals, the “cathedrals of commerce” signaled the
segregation of spectacular city centers from the ever more distant, dingy
neighborhoods of the working classes.”

What’s more, by establishing a new mode of selling, the department
stores embarked people on a new relationship with the purchase of goods
that continues to be revolutionized down to the present. The goods were
laid out in tens of departments, each specializing in a range of goods, the
most numerous devoted to clothing and dry goods, perfumery, household
articles, crafted durables such as carriages—as well as the equipment for
the coachman and horses—and eventually fine food products too. The
sheer volume of items presented in sumptuous display, each article tagged
with a fixed price, emphasized not only immense plenitude but also the
uniqueness of single objects. The pricing system had a double virtue for
customers: by fixing the article’s monetary worth it eliminated the hag-
gling associated with the bazaar or the small store; and by fixing its in-
trinsic value it evidenced confidence that the store presented only goods
that were appropriate to the bourgeois way of life. This image was highly
magnified in the full-page ads in the local press.

The department store also reinforced the special place women occu-
pied in the bourgeois regime of consumption. This was the “ladies’ para-
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dise,” to recall the English-language title of Emile Zola’s 1882 bestselling
novel Au bonbeur des dames, conceived both to promote and to protect
the circulation of bourgeois women in the quasi-public spaces formed by
modern commerce. Thereby it supported a form of emancipation, one
that was fully congruous with the subaltern position of women, most of
whom had no earning power, no control over their family fortunes, and
no real purchasing power of their own. At the same time, by fostering
individuality in a context of constraint, it encouraged the peccadilloes
of thwarted desire—shoplifting, unauthorized splurges on the husband’s
credit line, and conspicuous idleness. So long as the elite alone indulged
in these pastimes, the problem was simply one of managing the “luxury
female.”**

Finally, the department store expressed Europe’s centrality as the cross-
roads of Western imperial consumption. Department-store buyers were
as intrepid as the world was wide. In their search to source goods, they
took advantage of the fact that global trade was more and more liberal-
ized, the great powers’ colonies more and more secure for prospecting,
and the European supply of craft more and more ingenious. Local craft
and global exotica thereby mixed to shape what Edmond de Goncourt,
himself a prodigious collector of bibelots, called “bric-a-bracomania.”’’
The result was that in taste and style, the Belle Epoque bourgeoisie was
distinctly orientalist in its obliviousness to the imperial provenance of its
goods, but also blessedly indifferent to their national origins, except as
they added to their own charm and worth and the sense of Western cul-
ture’s omnipotence.*®

It’s no surprise, then, that American buyers, who, after circling the Eu-
ropean outback to source textiles, carpets, toys, and porcelain wares,
upon returning through Europe’s capital cities copiously documented the
stores’ fantastic displays for use back home. Nothing was lost by admit-
ting, as Selfridge did, that behind Marshall Fields there were the spec-
tacular floor layouts of Au Printemps and Bon Marché or that John
Wanamaker of Philadelphia found the delectables of the French elite in-
exhaustibly fruitful status items for Philadelphia’s best-heeled citizens
to deploy in their contests of pecuniary emulation. At the turn of the
century, vente de blanc sounded smarter than “white sale,” en vente ici
an improvement over “on sale here,” and choisissez a refinement on
“buy it now.”*” Europe, which is to say Paris, with a doff of the hat to
London haberdashery and overstuffed Victorian rooms, lingered on as a
taste-setter even when the tide had changed, and in the meantime Euro-
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peans were sailing westward to be oriented about the techniques of mass
distribution.

Yet the department store, even as it contributed to establishing the
bourgeois mode of consumption, inevitably displayed its contradictions,
and in the interwar period more and more decisively contributed to its
erosion.

First of all, it reinforced status divisions within the bourgeoisie it-
self. Acquiring vast wealth and power, the great department-store chiefs
soared in social rank, no matter how humble their family origins or mod-
est their education. By contrast, shopkeepers, so long as they handled
the merchandise themselves, even if their enterprises were purveyors of
boots, liquors, or gewgaws to royalty, stayed irrevocably petit bour
geois.”” Likewise, though the space of the department store was open to
all, social distinctions were omnipervasive, and the service relationship
reeked of the bonds of servant to master. The floor man was a valet, the
shopgirl a lady’s maid. The patronage of the parvenu was to be encour-
aged by all means, but never to the detriment of the bo#n ton of ladies and
gentlemen. Staff were drilled to recognize to whom were owed the click
of heels, small bow, and deferential curtsy, to whom the cool sizing up
and curt brushoff.®' Not that they needed much instruction. Store em-
ployees who were themselves under the tutelage of a cradle-to-grave pa-
ternalism to distinguish them from workers or the run-of-the mill service
class could be counted on to be as snobbish as the most snobbish cus-
tomer and at least as expert at sizing up dress, accent, and body language.
They were able to discern the social complexion of their customers well
before looking at the color of their money.

Second, no matter how successful it was, the department store could
not altogether expunge the lingering beliefs that merchandising was mor-
ally, if not socially, tainted and that the great merchant was a figure less
noble than the manufacturer. Stores of such magnitude, so visible, so
profitable, put merchant capitalism back at the center of public life such
as had not occurred since the great Atlantic sea empires of the seven-
teenth century or the great trading Italian city-states of the fifteenth. The
leading Parisian patrons were sponsors, connoisseurs, and collectors of
art on a grand scale, generous in their benefaction, and omnipotent pa-
ternalists with respect to their thousands of employees. The same held
true of Berlin’s Jewish magnates. Oscar Tietz, the president of the Ger-
man Department Store Owners’ Association until his death in 1923, by
virtue of the heavy taxation of his wealth was the sole elector of the
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first class in his home residence, the province of Brandenburg. Since he
commanded one-third of the district’s total votes, as well as being so
prominent in Berlin business circles, the authorities had to treat him as an
eminence and consult with him on matters of public interest notwith-
standing that he was not only of Jewish origin, but also a religious Jew
prominent in the Jewish community.®

Pillars of bourgeois civilization, the department-store magnates were
nonetheless shaky pillars. In some sense, merchant capitalism was re-
garded as too pure a form of capitalism, which is too say it was too
close to finance capitalism, speculating on the circulation of money. One
has only to recall the early nineteenth-century utopian socialist Charles
Fourier’s invective against commerce—“vampire of obscurantism and
cunning, that drop by drop sucks off all the riches”; “vulture of indus-
try.” Nor can one forget the deep popular animosity against speculators
that sparked the food riots that from the eighteenth through the early
twentieth centuries occasionally turned into full-blown insurrections.®
The other concern, which compounded the anxiety about making money
off of money, was that Jewish interests seemed so prominent in the big
stores’ operation.

The public was right to be puzzled at the mystery that successful busi-
nesses could lose money on any single article yet still make a profit on the
total. To clear up the matter, Gabriel Cognacq, son of La Samaritaine’s
founders, forthrightly explained how this was possible.** The establish-
ment was indeed first and foremost a banking operation, the central man-
agement making loans to department buyers to purchase their stocks and
repaying them at interest rates of 3 to 4 percent. As this procedure oc-
curred several times a year, profits accrued before the items were placed
on sale, much less sold, especially given the habit of delaying payments to
the suppliers. This superprofit was another reason, along with their sheer
size, that gave them an unfair edge, critics alleged. And it gave govern-
ments in search of revenues a good pretext to levy special taxes on the big
stores’ sales volumes, setting a precedent for other, more vexatious mea-
sures in hard times.

During World War I, distress over capitalist commerce, deeply felt in
Prussianized Germany, intimated a wider clash of civilizations. It was the
ingenious Werner Sombart’s propagandistic conceit to counterpose Ger-
many, a people of Helden (heroes), to Great Britain, a people of Hdindel
(merchants). Enough of Herbert Spencer’s anti-German polemic, which
portrayed the British Empire as a peace-loving, progressive power in con-
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trast to Kaiser William II’s warmongering feudalism: Great Britain ruled
its empire with the harsh logic of the contract whereas Germany was
guided by chivalric duty.* The Pax Britannica was conceived as a giant
merchant’s scales, its notions of justice infused with the small-minded-
ness of the ledger book, whereas the German nation was a model of Kul-
tur-civilization, bound by ethical and historical ideals to defend itself
against the Entente’s materialism. “Heroes” in struggle against “Hag-
glers”: Sombart’s antinomy was perfectly calibrated to coalesce a patri-
otic, reactionary coalition.

In 1929 Sombart returned to his favorite topic, the nature of “high
capitalism,” to identify the department store as its most consummate ex-
pression. Though he was not himself an overt anti-Semite, the pamphle-
teers who passed as the Nazi Party’s experts on commerce lifted sonorous
quotes from his writing (for example, “the department store is the legiti-
mate offspring of the age of high capitalism”) to give academic validity to
a connection they rehashed a thousand times, namely that big commerce
was dominated by Jews. Indeed, their own “race research” into the “Jew-
ish trade press” revealed that international finance, operating out of New
York, Paris, Amsterdam, and Zurich, was the major force behind the
chain-store expansion since 1925. The conspiracy to monopolize Ger-
man commerce was so flagrant that Galeries Lafayette, notoriously a
“Franco-Jewish” firm, flaunted its invasion of German territory by locat-
ing its flagship on Potsdamer Platz, the sacrosanct commercial heart of
Berlin.®

Above all, Europe’s great merchants had not resolved their embittered
relationship with small retailers, who in no place represented less than 90
percent of local outlets.” More important than the percentages, the myr-
iad of small establishments exposed a regime of consumption that how-
ever much homogenized nationally, centralized politically, and dislocated
by industrialization and urban growth, remained profoundly local, mi-
nutely variegated, and continuous with the past. In principle, liberalizing
trends in trade enacted across the nineteenth century as governments re-
scinded guild rights and other special privileges should have produced
greater similarity from place to place. But no undertaking was more dog-
gedly conservative yet more adeptly innovative than small commerce.
Shops whose undertakings were ruled by accumulations of civic regula-
tions, family lore, craft secrets, and guild custom like the draper’s and the
ironmonger’s, the butcher’s and the baker’s were interspersed with ser-
vices for new goods like the umbrella store, the bicycle sales and repair
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shop, the radio store/repairman, the knitters specialized in darning first
silk then nylon stockings, whose operations would in turn be inflected by
similar accretions of rules and habits.*”® To explain facts of commercial
life that the locals took for granted, such as that the greengrocer couldn’t
sell dried legumes or a women’s dress shop lingerie would have required
serious detective work by historians, legal experts, and ethnographers,
just to start.

Defying both neoclassical and Marxist calculations about their eco-
nomic viability, the small units put up resistance to supposedly inexora-
ble economies of scale and scope. Overall, the little guys had the longev-
ity of mayflies, to recall Sombart’s disparaging description: if a hundred
had set up at the beginning of any decade, only twenty would have sur-
vived at its end. Yet barring wholesale urban renewal, though single store
owners went under, the shops themselves mostly remained, replenished
by the myriad of people in search of occupation in economic systems
characterized by chronic agricultural crisis, vast reserves of unemployed
labor, low wages, the lack of accident insurance and old age pensions,
and the exclusion of women from the paid labor force.®

Small commerce also persisted because it was a jewel of customized
services, hard though these were to monetize. Clients shopped daily, their
purchasing power low and their housing so poor that, in effect, they used
the neighborhood shop as a storeroom. From behind the counters, the
shopkeepers or their assistants took orders, scooped out supplies from
assorted drums, barrels, and large jars, measured and weighed them, and
wrapped them in newsprint or brown paper or, if fuel or oil, poured them
into the customers’ receptacles before totting up the prices. They took
cash or gave credit, debiting the sum to the monthly account book. If re-
quested, they also arranged for delivery.

More than that, the shopkeeper was a mediator, balancing his capacity
to obtain supplies with his notion of his craft and his knowledge of his
clientele. In pricing goods he operated according to the notion of a “just
profit,” meaning that he marked up most goods with an eye to his sur-
vival, which was measured roughly as the standard of living appropriate
for a shopkeeper who intended to pass on his shop to his offspring, rather
than according to the “market price” which would have involved more
precise knowledge about the prices charged by his competitors, expendi-
tures on overhead, and the costs of restocking goods. The goods being fa-
miliar, he and his customers haggled over the “just price” of an item,
broadly agreeing on its value.”” In practice, this might mean that the
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shopkeeper sweetened prices for Madame’s captivating servant girl, mus-
ing about her charms and out of deference to Madame herself, who kept
an eagle eye on the household ledger books and constantly threatened to
take her custom elsewhere. Whenever the occasion warranted, he gave
his best customers little gifts, and in turn he received little tokens of their
appreciation. Sometimes he trifled with the sums. No doubt this unequal
treatment made for spats and recrimination. But inequality was a fact of
social life. So long as other alternatives were lacking, unequal treatment
didn’t detract from the mutual dependency that bound the local clientele
to their corner grocer.

One needn’t idealize the small store as a social institution to under-
stand why small shopkeeper movements could claim to represent all that
was trustworthy, valuable, and solid in society. Over time the shopkeeper
mounted the claim to being the mainstay of the social order by virtue of a
lineage reaching back to the medieval guild, his status as property owner
in a culture that still worshiped immobile wealth, and his performance as
both provider of the goods and mediator of taste in ever-so-subtly differ-
entiated hierarchies of consumption. In Europe when one spoke of the

il

“metaphor of the middle,” it was to signal the precarious status of the
Mittelstand, the lingering power of corporations and guilds, and the per-
vasive outlooks that saw society as an organic hierarchy, with everybody
in his or her proper place.” This concept of the middle resisted displace-
ment by the multilayered idea of “middleness” shaped by U.S. consumer
culture. Likewise, the notion that the economic functions of commerce
could be separated from its political, social, and even moral dimensions
made Filene’s dictum that a “store was a machine for selling” both wrong
and reprehensible.

The fault lines within the bourgeois regime of consumption widened
into a chasm during the interwar years as, on the one hand, the depart-
ment store began to wobble as the standard-bearer of bourgeois con-
sumption and, on the other, small commerce flagged in its claim to repre-
sent the sound alternative universe of the middle classes. A third way in
merchandising presented itself, the chain variety store. Though champi-
oned by department-store capitalists in Europe, it proved a terribly trou-
bling challenge to both small and big commerce.

The Depression caused European department stores to operate in a far
less mobile market than their U.S. counterparts, reducing their customer
base and weakening their capacity to source goods. When they moved
upscale to recoup clients, by offering more attentive help, refined articles,
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and auxiliary services like fashion advisers, fancy imports, or escalators,
their costs rose. And as often occurred, their customers, having to cut
back on their clothes purchases, turned to specialty shops or home dress-
makers, with confidence in their style choices reinforced by fashion mag-
azines, the cinema, or window shopping. If the department stores turned
to a lower cut of customers by offering cheaper goods, they risked alien-
ating their old clientele, as well as being unable to locate the appropriate
well-made but low-cost item because of manufacturing cartels, weak dis-
tribution systems, and rising tariffs. To spread the costs of overhead by
branching out in outlying neighborhoods or provincial towns proved too
costly given their high standards of equipment and service.”

The small shopkeepers too faced new terrible times. The more misera-
ble the economic situation, the more shops proliferated. In Belgium, the
country best studied on this matter, one authority spoke of the “cancer-
ous pullulation” of small firms, 25 percent more in 1937 than 1910,
many selling only food, plied by suppliers’ credit, as much to provision
their own families as to serve neighborhood customers.” Moreover, small
retailers as a group were becoming more and more internally divided as,
at one extreme, specialty stores capable of holding their own with respect
to the most modern establishments fought to modernize and establish
niches of supply and service, while at the other extreme the hand-to-
mouth vegetable outlet, unlicensed pushcart peddler, or scrap dealer op-
erated in a gray system in which barter, scavenging, and pilfering all had
a place. This divide showed especially sharply in the uneven mechaniza-
tion of shopkeeping. The first widely sold cash register, the product of the
National Cash Register Company of Dayton, Ohio, the precocious dis-
covery of its little dynamo of a founder, John Patterson, and introduced
by him into Europe in 1884, revolutionized financial practices. Its me-
chanical tablets, by calculating accurately and auditing the accounts,
saved labor, prevented clerks from pilfering from the open till, and en-
abled the store client, by reading the posted totals and change, to check
on the store’s accuracy.” By the 1920s NCR had subsidiaries all over Eu-
rope. But even in Germany, the most mechanized country, where Na-
tional Krupp Registrier Kassen did a vigorous business, only half of Ger-
man retail establishments had cash registers, and only one in four kept
regular accounts.”

In a machine-driven world, with tried and true shopkeepers represent-
ing an ever smaller proportion of the middle classes, it was harder and
harder for them to sustain their long-privileged voice as “pillar,” “back-
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bone,” or “safeguard” of the bourgeois regime of consumption. Workers
were now recognized as having a bigger voice as the government legal-
ized collective bargaining, regulated working conditions, and broadened
pension rights. Moreover, with the big growth of the cooperative move-
ment from the 1920s, workers were no longer such pliable customers.
Not least, the middle classes, who had once claimed to represent the
“general interest” of the Third Estate against the special privileges of the
aristocrats and church, now had to contend with a new “general inter-
est,” that of the consumer. To reaffirm their status, shopkeepers might yet
appeal for political protection and lend themselves to being the pet con-
stituency of reactionary politicians. But their best chance, reformers be-
seeched them, was to quit pretending that they were a social class, recog-
nize that they were only an economic interest, and, strong in this new
identity, ally themselves to the new Third Estate, the mass of impover-
ished consumers.”

The Challenge of the Five-and-Dime

The obstacles to moving in that direction were brought home when the
department stores, in an effort to get out of their economic troubles,
threw their fortunes behind a foreign invention, the variety chain store.
As the big merchants did so, it was far from their intention to change the
social relations of consumption underlying their ways of doing business
or to promote a new middle-class consumer public, much less to ignite a
firestorm of opposition from small retailers.

The new invention, immediately to become the subject of a thousand
protests, was colloquially known in the United States as the five-and-
dime. In France the new stores were called prix unique, or single-price,
stores, after the German unitary-price store, or Einbeitpreisgeschift,
which in turn was a rough equivalent of what was formally called a fixed-
price store in the United States and Britain. The name made a virtue of its
main characteristic: that all the goods on display were sold at two estab-
lished units of currency: a nickel and a dime in the United States, 25 and
50 pfennigs in Germany, and 50 centimes and a franc in France. An out-
growth of chain retailing, a form of business ownership set up to man-
age a number of branches, from only two to as many as hundreds, even
thousands, its precursors dated from the second half of the nineteenth
century in the British multishop movement, the German Filialbetriebe,
and the French succoursales. Management’s goal in Europe, as in the
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United States, was to maximize business volume, and branches were of-
ten located in smaller towns where rents were low. Almost all specialized
in bulk-buying nonperishable packaged goods that were sometimes de-
scribed as colonial wares for their association with imports from Euro-
pean empires, notably tea, spices, coffee, condiments, and jams. In Eu-
rope, the best-known if smaller counterparts to the United States” A & P
included Great Britain’s Thomas Lipton, J. Lyons, and Hunters the
Teamen; the French chains Dock Remois and Felix Potin; Belgium’s
Delhaize Le Lion; Latscha in Germany; and Julius Meinl in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire.”

The chief characteristic of the five-and-dime or variety chain in addi-
tion to its pricing policy was its wide assortment of goods and reduced
service to purchase them. Though its offering of 2,500 to 4,000 items
was smaller than the department store’s, which might offer as many as
200,000, inventory turned over eight to ten times a year, and all the
goods, no matter what they were, were arrayed across fifteen to twenty
departments on the basis of their price. Customers made their selections,
then the clerk—a poorly paid, unskilled, usually female worker—rang up
the price, collected the money, and bagged the goods. There was no deliv-
ery and no returns. The prices represented a savings of 6-12 percent over
comparable goods at department stores and specialty shops.”

Frank Woolworth’s giant chain was to the invention of the five-and-
dime what the Model T was to mass mobility, Rotary to men’s service
clubs, Coca-Cola to soft drinks, and McDonald’s to fast food. An over-
sized general store, first successful in Lancaster, the prosperous center of
the Pennsylvania Dutch country, the enterprise spread so rapidly that by
the turn of the century it showed that mass retailing could make as heady
a profit as manufacturing. Beginning in 1912 Woolworth was registered
on the stock exchange, demonstrating that retailing could also attract
outside capital. By 1929 the company’s 1,825 U.S. subsidiaries did a
$303 million-a-year business, making it second only to General Electric
Corporation in total turnover. That year it paid out a 7.7 percent divi-
dend to its shareholders. Headquarters were located at 233 Broadway
in the fantastic fifty-four-story Gothic structure with flying buttresses
topped by a tiaralike spire designed by Cass Gilbert. Built in 1913 with
no mortgage, inaugurated by President Wilson, who from the White
House on April 24, 1913, flipped the switch to turn on the lights with a
tap of a telegraph signal, the Woolworth building was the tallest in the
world until 1920, when it was overtaken by 40 Wall Street and the



166 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

The Woolworth Building, the world’s tallest building when it
was inaugurated in 1913. In 1879-1929, Fifty Years of
Woolworth (New York: E. W. Woolworth, 1929). Courtesy of the

Thomas J. Watson Business and Economics Library, Columbia University.

Chrysler Building. Its twenty-fourth-floor executive suite was copied
from Napoleon’s campaign headquarters at Compiégne; the portrait of
the emperor was later replaced by one of Frank Woolworth himself. The
gimmicky statistics the company publicists churned out couldn’t but im-
press Europeans: that in 1918 one billion persons entered Woolworth
stores, 820,000,000 of whom bought something; in 1920 every town in
the United States with over 8,000 people had a “Red-Front,” and in
1929, on average, every American made twenty-five purchases at the
stores.”

In 1909 Woolworth established its first overseas branch, a three-and-
sixpence store in Liverpool. Taking a jumbo lead over the competition,
mainly Marks & Spencer and British Home Stores, it had opened 400
branches by 1930. As the continent’s economy stabilized in 19235, the
parent company planned to move across the Channel. Its main interest
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Immense Woolworth warebouse, Sonneberg, Germany.
Courtesy of the Thomas J. Watson Business and Economics Library,
Columbia University.

was Germany, where before the war Frank Woolworth had mass-pur-
chased Christmas ornaments, marbles, dolls, and other crafts, had huge
warehouses built in Bavaria and Thuringia to supply the U.S. stores, and
would have opened up local outlets but for the outbreak of the war. This
plan was finally authorized on November 2, 1926, seven years after
Woolworth’s death in 1919. On Saturday July 30, 1927, all the appro-
priate licenses in hand, the German-speaking manager, Ivan W. Keffer,
grandly staged the opening of the first 25-and-50-pfennig store in the
port city of Bremen, a perfect location as its economy picked up with the
return of international trade. Twenty-three more stores opened in 1928,
including establishments in Diisseldorf, Wiesbaden, Bochum, and Berlin,
their glass and steel storefronts exactly the same as the red-and-gold
design of the American stores. Sensitive to the antiforeign climate, the
company heavily publicized that the branch managers were all Germans,
likewise its 4,000 employees; it purchased 98 percent of its goods in Ger-
many; and, lest anybody accuse it of benefiting from occult financial fa-
vors, it paid cash for bulk purchases from its suppliers. Opening new 25-
and-50-pfennig stores as fast as it could find appropriate locations, at
a rate of two or three a month, it was operating eighty-two stores, four-
teen in Berlin alone, by 1932. That was when the Briining government,
shaken by Nazi-led shopkeeper protests, passed legislation to curb fur-
ther chain-store expansion. Woolworth’s German operations remained



168 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

Universal “Red Front Store,” Berlin, 1929. Courtesy of the Thomas

J. Watson Business and Economics Library, Columbia University.

handsomely profitable nonetheless. In 1939, when F. W. Woolworth Co.
was forced to write off its initial $10 million investment after the Nazi re-
gime banned the reexport of profits, it was valued at four times the origi-
nal capitalization of $7.5 million and employed 6,500 people.®

As early as 1925, in anticipation that Woolworth was about “invade”
the continent, European retailers organized to defend themselves. The
German department-store heads were especially pained at Woolworth’s
plans to capture two new market segments that had previously been ig-
nored, namely Germany’s pauperized middle classes and its relatively
prospering unionized workforce. Filene’s daylong meetings with the Co-
logne Tietz Company management on July 6, 1925, surely occurred after
Alfred Leonhard Tietz had already decided to establish his own chain.
However, his management took to heart two of Filene’s points. The first
emphasized “Mr. Woolworth’s aggressiveness” in contracting with man-
ufacturers to buy out their entire stock run, his policy being to pay them
six cents an item. Manufacturers could be persuaded that this was a good
arrangement by having it pointed out that it was a sure deal and certain
to cut costs for advertising, middlemen, and bookkeeping. Filene’s sec-
ond point emphasized studying the cheapest full line, which meant the
lowest price an article could be sold at yet still be of good enough quality
that the customer would buy it again.’' In other words, mass retailers
had to rethink the relationship of price to quality to satisfy the maxi-
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mum number of customers. Whether or not Filene’s advice was super-
fluous, it didn’t hurt Tietz to know that his own business strategies had
been practiced beforehand in the United States or that American capital
was available for investment. In January 1926 he opened the first 11
branches of Ehape (or Atktiengesellschaft fiir Einheitspreise), in 1927
another 20. In 1926 the Berliner Rudolf Karstadt launched his own
new line of stores, also with backing from American banks. Called Epa,
it soon became Germany’s largest. Karstadt was followed by another
Berlin-based chain, Epawe, and by the Leipzig-based Wolhwert, a chain
of independent stores grouping together to purchase supplies. In 1931,
after five years of rapid-fire growth, 15 variety chains were operating 400
new stores.

Following the Germans’ lead, French, Belgian, and eventually even
Italian department stores backed one-price chains. In cautious France
the first venture was undertaken only in 1927 and at the initiative of
outsiders, the Audiberts. The Cinq et Dix, on the unfashionable 4 Rue
Chauchat, near the Porte d’Orléans, used 45,000 francs from Madame
Audibert, a onetime fashion house promoter, as the initial capital. The
idea had occurred to the couple on their trip to New York, and they
avowed that it was an outright imitation of Woolworth. As evidence, Mr.
Audibert pointed to the sign “servir” posted by the checkout counters;
the gramophone music, which purportedly increased sales by a third the
day it was installed; and the popularity of the store, which led them to es-
tablish two more, on Avenues de Clichy and Barbes, in November—De-
cember 1929. Nonetheless, he himself admitted that the prices were not
equivalently cheap. Instead of 1.50 and 3 francs, they ranged from 5 to
10. The problem was sourcing. The structure of French industries didn’t
lend itself to producing quantity and quality at discounted prices. Indeed,
that was the reason Woolworth cited for not going into France: whereas
its German subsidiaries obtained 98 percent of their goods locally and
the British stores 80 percent, for France at least 50 percent would have to
be brought in from abroad, with all kinds of complications, from import
regulations to nationalism, in addition to the prohibitively high costs.*

The success of French upstarts, together with the success of the Ger-
man and Britain chains, disposed Parisian department-store manage-
ments to view the chain-store idea more favorably. Jean Milhaud, Filene’s
erstwhile “Boy Friday,” later famous for founding CEGOS, the first
French business consulting firm, had a hand here by promoting what he
aptly called “technical tourism.” In 1929, capitalizing on Filene’s old
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idea to organize discount transatlantic travel packages for management,
he founded TRANSAT out of his office on Rue Miessine. The first “voy-
age expérience,” organized in 1930 to study U.S. chain stores, offered “a
stimulus to an entire industry” in Milhaud’s immodest view, the partici-
pants concurring at their return that “American procedures might be ap-
plied with all due caution.” Cross-Channel visits to London’s Woolworth
and Marks & Spencer reinforced this disposition.* As early as 1928 the
Nouvelles Galeries de Paris with backing from Laguionie’s Printemps and
Karstadt set up Uniprix. Subsequently the latter two founded a second
chain, Prisunic. In 1932 the venerable Bon Marché allied itself to the up-
start Boka, a Luxembourg food chain, to launch Priminime. In turn,
Galeries Lafayette allied with Felix Potin to set up Monoprix. If the ever-
restless Emile Bernheim had had his way in his never-ending quest to
break out of Belgium, he would have organized a European-wide depart-
ment-store trust along the lines of the American Federation of Depart-
ment Stores, which Filene’s own Boston firm had joined in 1929. Though
his old partners, the Cologne Tietzes, were willing to take the risk, since
they operated the biggest conglomerate on the continent, Harrods de-
murred on the grounds that such a venture would ruin its princely image;
and Prisunic, Printemps, and De Bijenkorf, though interested in principle,
were loath to relinquish their autonomy of action. Faced with competi-
tion from the upstart Sarma chain, Bernheim set aside his family’s long-
time rivalry with the Vexalaire department-store dynasty. The profits
from the new Priba chain, formed in alliance with the Vexalaires’ Bon
Marché, soon outstripped the parent companies’.*

By the middle of the 1930s, counting Great Britain, the variety chain
stores numbered 12,000 in all of Europe. Whereas in the United States
they accounted for about 23 percent of retail turnover and in Britain for
about 7 percent, in Germany they amounted to only 1.5 percent, in
France 1.3 percent, and in Italy perhaps .3 percent. Though the latter fig-
ures seem minute, a closer look shows that they, rather than the grand
bourgeois department store, now stood “on the cutting edge of society.”*

The chain store’s challenge to the old regime of consumption is better
appreciated in terms of its location, pricing system, and the people who
patronized it. For the first time, the chain store moved large-scale retail-
ing from the city centers to outlying urban neighborhoods and towns
with populations under 100,000. Department stores had traditionally fa-
vored places where the circulation of people was intense, mainly the city
centers, whereas chain stores thrived where habitation was dense. In
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Paris the new retail outlets pushed out from the center toward the north
on Avenue de Clichy, Faubourg du Temple, Avenue d’Orléans, Place de la
République, and to the west and south of Bon Marché on the left bank,
Rue de Rennes, and Rue de Vaugirard. In Berlin the department stores
were around the Potsdamer Platz, whereas the variety stores were located
on Leipzigerstrasse. In Rome La Rinascente was on the elegant Corso,
whereas the first Upim stores occupied the populous Via del Tritone and
Via Nazionale. The length of the blocks that separated the two types of
stores looked short. But the social distance that separated the coming and
going of the new clientele of the one-price stores from the well-worn
paths trod by the well-shod feet of department-store customers was sig-
nificant. Mass retailing was now available to the masses as it pressed into
residential neighborhoods amid small shops that had not hitherto had
to contend with major competition. Whereas the department store pre-
sented itself as a unique place, the chains by multiplying so rapidly im-
parted a sense of mobility and omnipresence. True, France had only one
five-and-dime for every 269,000 inhabitants (compared with one for ev-
ery 80,000 residents in Germany and one for every 20,000 in the United
States). That Paris alone should have thirty new glass-and-metal neon-lit
enterprises could be absorbed, more or less; likewise that downtown Ly-
ons and Marseilles would acquire respectively four and three. However,
that towns like Amiens and Dijon, with populations of just over 50,000,
had one, the slow-paced Alsatian town of Mulhouse had three, and each
of twenty-four towns with 20,000 to 50,000 residents had one, together
with twenty towns with populations under 20,000, including out-of-the-
way Hayange and the sleepy Savoyard town of Montbeliard (both of
which acquired two), visibly enlivened the local scene.””

The second effect of the chain store was to revolutionize pricing. The
department store, though it boasted high turnover and low profit mar-
gins and periodically held great sales at which it discounted prices, never
provided attractive convenience goods at low fixed prices. The individual
pricing of thousands of articles made it look as if they had an intrinsic
worth that the buyers and salespeople knew and the customer became ac-
quainted with as she appraised and purchased the article.®® In contrast,
by fixing prices at one of only five or six sums management conveyed the
impression (not necessarily correct) that the chain store offered its stock,
if not at the lowest possible price, at the lowest price consistent with its
quality. Trust in the pricing system thus came from factors that were ex-
trinsic to the item, such as the knowledge that stores bought in bulk, the



172 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

functional look of the store layout, with its clean, rectangular spaces,
orderly counters, bright, uniform light, and the modest-looking clerks.
Trust grew in proportion to the customer’s capacity to move freely about
the store, comparing articles that were arranged in different departments
yet counter by counter were all marked as costing the same amount.
Trust also developed from the feeling that customers were all being
treated equally: there were no cheeky clerks or sour-looking salesgirls
standing around sizing up purchasing power or questioning their taste
and judgment as they fingered an item and nervously inquired about its
cost.

In effect, by establishing a price system based on comparison of items
priced as equal but otherwise incommensurate, entrepreneurs not only
enhanced customers’ capacity to exercise their purchasing power but also
encouraged them to practice their purchasing skills.* Faced with a clutter
of new goods and a limited budget, having purchased the staples and
lacking other product information, customers worked backward from
the price to estimate the article’s utility: whether the goal was to purchase
cheap tinware for kitchen use, solid flatware for family dining, or a silver-
plated service for special occasions, the goal was to get good value for
one’s money. This more fluid “American” notion of value would have
crossed the Atlantic far faster had European chain-store managers had
their way. For Max Heilbronn, chief of Galeries Lafayette, as well as the
moving force behind its new chain, the Monoprix, the French notion of
valeur referred to the rarity, beauty, objective utility, and craftsmanship
of an object. Pricing reflected this value, and the price paid demonstrated
that, indeed, the article was “of great value.” By contrast, when Ameri-
cans spoke of “a great value,” they intended qualities that were pertinent
to the article itself, such as taste, shape, solidity, and convenience, but
also qualities that the consumer saw in it, such as ease of acquisition, the
range of choices available, and factors such as delivery, maintenance, and
service.” In sum, as a bourgeois connoisseur Heilbronn cherished valeur;
as a chain-store entrepreneur he promoted “value.”

Finally, the chain stores spelled a social revolution by attracting a so-
cially mixed clientele. Thereby they lessened the gap in purchasing hab-
its between the bourgeoisie and the middle classes broadly intended,
and in some places between the lower-middle and working classes. The
attractiveness of the stores, the novelties they offered, the increase of
brand names advertised in the women’s magazines, the fact that they
were open at lunchtime attracted the custom of more socially favored lei-
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sured women from outside the neighborhood. After a fashion, they also
connected women consumers to women workers: Marks & Spencer, as it
advertised itself, was the store that “introduces the girl who makes the
stockings to the girl who wears them.””"

Since the 1880s, whenever there was significant change in the scale and
style of retailing, small-shopkeeper movements had burst out with a fa-
miliar litany of protests: large-scale retailing sapped money from the
community, destroyed opportunities for independent employment, ex-
ploited labor with lower wages, practiced unfair competition, tended to-
ward monopoly, and drove healthy family-run stores out of business.
These recriminations acquired a new resonance beginning in the late
1920s as small retailers faced competitors that could more plausibly be
denounced as foreign and customers who were more and more inclined
to attach themselves to new models of consumption.

To survive, small retailers had exercised power over both price and
taste. Improving profit margins proved more and more difficult. But it
also proved harder and harder for them to control taste in view of the
chain stores’ contention that consumers should be free to determine qual-
ity, on the basis of the use they intended for the item. Shopkeepers could
claim, of course, that customers were paying for the quality of the ser-
vices they offered. But how to prove it? If they told customers to shop
around, they too would become part of the cash nexus.”” They also faced
the risk that as consumers became increasingly aware of alternative uses
of money, they would become more independent of the shopkeeper as ar-
biter of social taste.

Inevitably American market culture was implicated in the anxiety over
changing values. From any point of view, American society was a money
society: divorces were settled with huge alimony payments; mergers and
takeovers occurred, the public interest and the little guy be damned; the
United States behaved dishonorably, like a despicable usurer on the mat-
ter of war debts; greedy financiers of Wall Street, their own speculative
racket out of control, had caused the banks to crack in Europe, precipi-
tating the Depression. Uncle Sam = Uncle Shylock: so many of the con-
ventions of thinking about money that were imputed to outsiders, to the
Jews mainly but also to the Huguenots, were imputed to the United
States. This habit of thought ran deep, especially among the cultured
classes, who connected the loss of value of objects they held especially
precious to the perception that the Old World’s wealth was being si-
phoned off by crapulous American millionaires.
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By the 1920s Americans clearly experienced their relationship to
money more flexibly than Europeans. More and more Americans were
used to managing credit, as well as new kinds of currency in the form of
postal money orders (1864), travelers’ checks (1891), and credit cards
(1914), as well as omnipresent installment buying and other time-
payment plans, not to mention the precociously established fixed-price
stores. Accordingly, the sphere of what Charles H. Cooley aptly called
“pecuniary valuation” widened. “Our line of progress,” wrote this sage
midwestern reformer, “lies . . . not over commercialism but through it;
the dollar is to be reformed rather than suppressed.” Skills in using
money, meaning skills in differentiating among its uses, thus came to be
regarded as a sign of personal competence and mastery of the social envi-
ronment.”® Capital in America was a form of earning power rather than,
as in Europe, a form of property yielding income, making the timing of
investment and profit-taking all-important and the “hustle” in economic
transactions a way of life. The result was a paradox, nicely captured by
Geoffrey Gorer, that “Americans talk far more about money than Euro-
peans and generally value it far less.””*

If, then, pushing value, understood as prices, to a minimum came into
conflict with preserving values, meaning taste, culture, and civilization,
reformers were faced with an awful quandary: How to calculate the so-
cial price of commerce while calculating the costs of making the sys-
tem more efficient? Liberalism could not provide the answer, at least
not liberalism as traditionally conceived, wrote Halbwachs’s onetime col-
league the Alsatian legal scholar Henri Laufenberger. Commerce needed
to be protected as a measure on behalf of “public order,” especially “at a
time when the nations of old Europe are experiencing not only eco-
nomic but also so-called social dumping of certain new and young coun-
tries.” A prominent member of the French technocratic reform group, X
Crise, Laufenberger advocated modernizing distribution networks. But
to squeeze retail prices to the bare minimum would be “to regard com-
merce as simply a technical organ of industry, responsible for the place-
ment of goods.”” And that would spell the end of the civilization based
on “sweet commerce.”

Filene’s Last Tour

Filene was due to visit Europe in the summer of 1937. Normally, he went
every year. And he had never yet failed to attend the ICC’s Distribution
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Committee meeting, which was scheduled for July. He felt under particu-
lar obligation to go, since he was the vice-president, and he had not met
with the group since their June 1935 meeting in Paris. Moreover, his
Next Steps in Retailing had just come out, and his prestige, he was told,
was greater than ever and his presence all the more valued. The situation
in Europe had become “so dangerous,” his assistant Percy Brown urged
him, that this year’s ICC convention presented itself as an “especially im-
portant opportunity to contribute toward doing away with the barriers
and obstacles to trade . . . which, with the alarming burdens of increas-
ing armaments, threaten revolution and war unless remedies are found
quickly.”?¢

However, the ICC intended to hold its meetings in Berlin, and aside
from having heavy responsibilities at home, Filene emphatically opposed
any initiative that gave credibility to Hitler’s regime. Arguments to the ef-
fect that Emile Bernheim was going, as well as the greatly esteemed
Alberto Pirelli, an Italian of Jewish background, or that he would be con-
sidered a “kicker” if he didn’t show up, were to naught. He stood by his
June 1933 judgment that “the situation in Germany is not a matter
merely of the persecution or the acts against the Jews, but is a crime
against civilization and ought to be approached and regarded by the out-
side world as such.”””

In the event, there was a world of difference between 1935, when
Filene spoke in Paris, holding out his vision of the chain store as the solu-
tion to the tribulations of trade, and 1937, when all European countries
except Britain and Sweden had passed legislation aimed to obstruct their
spread. The discussions in Berlin indicated that the ICC was oblivious to
the reactionary turnaround. Most speakers issued paeans to the new age
of scientific distribution. Only a couple spoke of the need to recognize
what the German representative called the “human element” in retailing,
a code word for solidarity with the small retailer.

In effect, the two forms of commerce—the chain store and the small
shop—did not have to be counterposed. Arguments for a middle way
could be made: that the big and the little could coexist, that both were in-
dispensable economically as well as socially, that any project that disre-
garded the latter’s existence risked exacerbating their resistance. Filene,
faced with criticism, always reiterated the point he had made in Paris in
June 1935: the small must not cease to exist, but must cease to be small.
The little store had to join with others in voluntary chains for purchasing,
exchanging information, even advertising. Voluntary chains like the one
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he had seen in the United States, one composed of fully 6,000 individu-
ally owned member stores, could make it. “European business leader-
ship,” he exhorted, “must organize these shopkeepers, for many of them
are in no position to take the necessary initiatives.” Indeed, with the
small shops organized in voluntary chains, retailing would take a step in

2

the “right direction,” namely “selling to the masses the things that the

masses want”:

Not merely food, shelter and clothing. Not merely the little com-
forts but the great satisfactions and many even of the luxuries of
modern life. Beautiful homes. Beautiful household furniture. Elec-
tric appliances. Electric refrigeration. Modern plumbing. Radio

Sets. Good automobiles. Hundreds of things.”

This flight of rhetoric sat incongruously with Filene’s own fitful obser-
vations on the groundswell of opposition to the chains and departments
in Germany in the wake of the Nazi seizure of power. The chain stores
were “better machines to sell better goods for less price than the enor-
mous number of little stores, with very limited trade and at an incredibly
big expense.” But the German government had capitulated to the latter
“because there are so many of them that their total is an almost compel-
ling force politically in their contact with their customers and their neigh-
bors.”” Whether Filene would have at least listened to exponents of a
“third way” in retailing remains a moot question. In the ever-so-bright
and conscientious German-born British economist Hermann Levy he
would have found an interlocutor of the first order. In those very years,
Levy was researching the book that he would limpidly call The Shops of
Britain, finding in their “social utility” and “economies of locality” in-
tangibles such as community goodwill and services such as store credit,
repair work, and advice that were especially important to neophyte con-
sumers and to operating new durables such as radios and household elec-
tric appliances.'®” In his effort to reconnect craft and customers by im-
proving the quality and range of goods and the services the stores offered,
Levy recognized that the small, independent store was a social institu-
tion, not a machine for selling, no more and no less than the department
store was a social institution, or for that matter the chain store too.

However, the conditions for taking Filene’s “next step forward”
proved lacking on the continent. In many circles, to speak positively of
the chain stores implied consorting with left-wing cooperatives, unfet-
tered big business, and the cosmopolitan outlooks identified with the
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United States and international Jewry. To speak of “rationalizing” retail-
ing was to unleash blind market forces and elicit unbridled consump-
tion. Faced with the choice between allying themselves to new retailing
and a new middle-class constellation and consolidating their base in old
retailing backed by a reactionary political coalition, most governments
chose the latter.

One immediate effect was legislation to stop chain-store expansion.
This took the form of retail price maintenance, discriminatory taxes, re-
strictions on store services, and outright curbs on new establishments.
With Austria and Germany in the lead, most of the countries of continen-
tal Europe restricted the expansion of variety chain stores and other
large-scale retail operations.'!

Behind this legislation lay the struggle between two outlooks on the
modern market. One was sociable: originating in American commercial
capitalism, it foresaw a whole new nexus of institutions to manage mod-
ern market forces, emphasizing low per-unit costs, standardized goods,
high turnover, and consumer choice. It sent a mixed message about val-
ues. In principle, the chain store had none: it was a “machine for selling.”
In reality, it valued choice, freedom from want, and the right to comfort.
In the best of circumstances, in recognition that competition was “imper-
fect,” it found a compromise by legislating measures to negotiate fair
prices through legal channels.'” Modern distribution was perhaps no less
costly, but the costs were spread differently, and they were regarded as a
legitimate condition for the changeability, variety, and choice typical of
mass consumer society.

The solidaristic outlook, in contrast, advocated protected markets and
spoke of “just profits” and “just prices.” It explicitly treated distribution
as a social question: goods embodied values, as determined by their cost
and craftsmanship, and crushing prices risked not only wiping out small
retailers but also destroying the solidity of the communities they served;
or worse, it exposed the nation to being overwhelmed by alien values.
Based not just on the conventions of needs of the neighborhood, but on
the worth of a whole way of life, the “just price” was a cost that custom-
ers had to bear.

Even though Filene had decided not to attend the International Cham-
ber of Commerce meeting, so much was happening in Europe that when
his schedule suddenly opened up, a cabin was reserved for him on short
notice, and on July 14 he embarked on the S. S. Normandie. His sworn
purpose was to take the cure at Karlsbad, but his visit turned into the
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usual “semibusiness” trips from the spa town to Prague to visit with the
Czech president Eduard Benes and to speak at the Rotary club, then four
days in Vienna where, among a dozen other appointments, he met at
length with his friend the beleaguered Austrian Chancellor Dollfuss to
urge him to steel himself against Hitler’s pressures.

Looping down into Italy before heading through the Alps toward
France, Filene made a quick detour to Zurich, where, at the warm recom-
mendation of his old friend Julius Hirsch, he finally met the notorious
Gottlieb Duttweiler, known as the most militant price buster in all Eu-
rope. An emigré to Brazil, where his foray into the coffee business had
failed, rebuffed at his return from finding employment in the local coop-
eratives because of his bad credit rating, at thirty-seven years old he had
rustled together five used Ford pickup trucks to found Migros. Offering
heavily discounted foodstuffs, the spiffed-up vehicles circulated among
the small towns and outlying villages of Bern Canton, rapidly building
up an enthusiastic clientele. Despite ferocious opposition from small re-
tailers, Duttweiler’s fleet of trucks soon operated throughout Switzer-
land. Visiting Duttweiler’s simple but attractive home in Ruschlikon
above Lake Zurich and meeting his wife and helpmate, Adele Duttweiler-
Bertschi, before they all went down to the city to dine, Filene heard a
story of heroic entrepreneurship. First, there were the magnificent 20-30
percent discounts Duttweiler offered and the ferocious legal obstacles
he had to battle to be able to “crush prices.” He spoke warmly of his
staunchest allies, Swiss homemakers whose demonstration of worldly-
wise knowledge about goods and prices made him outspokenly advocate
the right of women to vote (which continued to be regularly denied). To
buck the opposition, he had done what no other entrepreneurs of his time
did, which was to go into politics himself. In 1935 he founded his own
populist political party, one of many eccentric movements of a decade in
which men with causes went straight to the people. Though Duttweiler
never exerted as much influence on his fellow Europeans as the Ameri-
cans did, the Swiss simply not having the same clout even when they did
come up with an ingenious idea, Filene recognized in him a fellow “apos-
tle of distribution.” Thirty years younger than Filene, he still had a lot to
accomplish. When he died in June 1962 at age seventy-three, 30 percent
of Swiss families were served by his enterprises. By then, all opposition
overcome, they encompassed every stage in the progress in food retailing
since the 1920s, from the traveling outlets, cooperatives, and self-service

shops to thirty-eight supermarkets.'®
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Paris was Filene’s ultimate goal. His two-week stay was like old times.
Once he had acquitted his primary engagement, which was to represent
the United States at the International Cooperative Congress, he consulted
with the usual round of public figures, including Minister of Finance
Bonnet, attended receptions, and lunched with old acquaintances, includ-
ing Laguionie and Heilbronn. On September 18 he left by car for the
Boulogne-Folkstone Channel crossing, from where he was to go to Lon-
don and then to Southampton to sail to New York on the Queen Mary.
Arriving at Boulogne at dusk, he was overcome by wracking chills and a
high fever. At the American Hospital at Neuilly, the doctors diagnosed
him as suffering from a recurrence of the virulent pneumonia he had con-
tracted two years earlier in Moscow, and notwithstanding the fact that
his brother mobilized prodigious medical expertise and paraphernalia,
on September 26 he died in an oxygen tent. Encircled by floral tributes,
his body lay in the private chapel of the hospital grounds before being
cremated at Pére Lachaise. The ashes were to go back to Boston to be
thrown into the Charles River. Bernheim’s wreath, accompanied by an af-
fectionate note, was notably magnificent.'™

Whether in the course of his conversations with Pierre Laguionie and
Max Heilbronn, with whom he dined the week before, Filene had ab-
sorbed what French department-store owners were up to at the time is
unclear, nor is it clear whether he could have grasped the diverging paths
that their world was taking from the only one he really understood,
which was the American. Filene had never grasped how conservative
the Paris department-store group was; or if he did, he overlooked its
flagrantly reactionary political positions as injudicious but irrelevant,
much as he had treated Henry Ford’s anti-Semitism. Starting in 1928,
the Department Store Study Group subsidized right-wing, paramilitary
leader Pierre Taittinger’s Ligue des Patriots, whose goal, as propagan-
dists for the cause delicately phrased it, was to “reinforce the execu-
tive power” of government. It also doled out sums to various profascist
leagues proliferating around the city. At a time when trade unions had
begun to be accepted as an inevitability of modern society, the leading
department stores’ managements intransigently opposed unionization
drives in their own enterprises. Their employees, they dreamed, were
happily segregated from proletarian degeneracy by the bourgeois style of
living provided by their employers, who claimed to act out of paternalis-
tic kindness. So in the early 1930s the department-store managements
augmented expenditures on orphanages, professional schools, kindergar-



180 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

Nazi Storm Troopers picketing a Berlin Woolworth store,
March 9, 1933. By permission of the Associated Press.

tens, and old-age homes, as well as indulging their employees with nu-
merous other tokens of fatherly care, even as they sliced away at their sal-
aries. When, on June 3, 1936, department-store employees went on strike
for the first time, their bosses were stunned. Learning nothing from this
experience, they justified their opposition to the 1936 Matignon Accords,
which called for the eight-hour day, salary increases, and expanded em-
ployee representation, as just and proper resistance to the insatiable ap-
petites of workers already “gorged with legalized leisure time.” In Octo-
ber 1939, as the left opposition weakened, they made a last-ditch effort
to roll back salaries by one-third. If their move had not been so untimely,
taken at the very moment the men were being drafted for military duty,
they might have got away with it. As it was, the minister of labor, Charles
Pomaret, blocked the effort as unpatriotic given the sacrifices the call-up
was imposing on French working families.'”

No matter how prescient Filene was in condemning Nazism, nothing
would have prepared him for its viciousness toward Jewish commerce,
so much in the public eye, thus so easily the butt of boycotts and incite-
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ments to violence that culminated in the pogroms of November 8 and 9,
1938. At the Konigstrasse Woolworth store in Berlin, he would have seen
the broken glass left after the rampage, as well as the revolting slogans
slopped on the fagade: “If you’re a true German, you won’t buy from the
Jews.” He would have heard from his longtime acquaintance, the U.S.
commercial attaché Douglas Miller, of the squalid legal measures the
Nazi government enacted in the wake of Crystal Night to complete the
ruin of Jewish store owners. The first, dated November 12, which called

>

for the “restoration of storefronts by Jewish businessmen,” stipulated
that all damages caused by the “indignation of the German people in the
previous days, such as smashed shop windows, wrecked store fixtures,
etc., had to be repaired immediately.” Another proviso specified that the
costs of said repairs had to be borne entirely by the shop owners them-
selves. If the insurance companies made good on any claims, the state had
the right to confiscate the premiums. He would have seen that the mea-
sures worked as intended. Three or so weeks later, the storefronts on the
downtown thoroughfares looked in good repair, with all the glass win-
dows, doors, and fixtures remounted. But few of the old establishments
had resumed business, and those that had were all operating under Aryan
management.'%

Of course the Nazis had bigger fish to fry, namely the chiefs of the big
department and chain stores. However, much as they denounced these
operations as the acme of price-breaking, speculative Judeo-capitalism,
they had to conclude that they were indispensable to efficient retailing.
All that had to be done to transform them into models of rational enter-
prise was to Aryanize their management. That done, the great German
Jewish merchants were wise to use their connections and whatever of
their wealth they managed to secure abroad to leave their homeland as
expeditiously as possible. Jewish merchants elsewhere experienced the
anti-Semitic persecution later. Max Heilbronn, at the fall of France to the
Germans, went into the Resistance and, captured as a partisan, was for-
tunate to end up at Dachau, classified as a partisan rather than a Jew, be-
fore being transported to Buchenwald, where he survived until his libera-
tion in April 1945. Emile Bernheim, fleeing Belgium just ahead of the
German invasion in June 1940, first sought sanctuary in Vichy France.
From there he made his way first to Dakar, then to the Philippines before
finally, in 1941, obtaining entry into the United States. In October 1948
he would turn up in Paris for the first postwar convention of the Interna-
tional Chamber of Commerce, where, as feisty as ever, he hammered
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away at his old message: “Distribution is today in every country without
exception the strangulation point of the economy.”'”” By then the heyday
of the great bourgeois department store was over. Leadership no longer
lay in the hands of great merchants, unless they converted to new
systems—which Bernheim did on the basis of his prolonged U.S. expe-
rience—but rather in the plans of government experts, pressure from
American advisers to the European recovery programs, and the profit-
seeking of new cohorts of chain-store and supermarket operators.

By the spring of 1940 Germany’s main shopping streets showed the ef-
fects of the war economy even though the Third Reich had not yet en-
gaged in combat its main Western European enemies. Believing that con-
sumer outlooks offered a good gauge of public opinion toward Hitler’s
regime, the U.S. commercial consul in Berlin took a shopping tour of
downtown Berlin, Leipzig, and Dresden. People were still window shop-
ping. But rationing and shortages were visible in the store displays.
Candy and liquor store windows were ornamented with empty bottles,
pretty packages, and decorative cartons. In department stores, floor arti-
cles were displayed, but no stock was available for sale. To avoid accusa-
tions of fraud, law-abiding store managers attached inconspicuous signs
to the effect that the “exhibited articles are not for sale” or that the con-
tents were “decoys.” The authorities tolerated these subterfuges, if not
encouraging them outright; anything to cheer up people demoralized by
the sight of the pitifully depleted store windows. Only when customers
became infuriated at the sham were these ruses banned as dishonest com-
merce. As the ban took effect, the better shops of the downtown commer-
cial districts showed their inventiveness by filling their show windows
with the bric-a-brac of refined interior decoration—gloriously plush Per-
sian rugs, exquisitely framed paintings, and polychrome vases with silk
flower bouquets.'”® Bourgeois taste was still intact, even if the means to
satisfy it had been pauperized.

Hardly four weeks later an event occurred on the other side of the
Atlantic that went into the annals as a new first: namely the “greatest
bargain basement crush in history.”'” As the German Panzer units ad-
vanced on Paris in early June 1940, ending the Phony War, Filene’s buy-
ers scooted around the fashion district from Coco Chanel’s atelier to
Schiapparelli’s and Mainbocher’s buying up hundreds of outfits designed
by Paris’s best-known couturiers. The “distressed goods” were shipped
back to Boston, where they were placed on sale in Filene’s Automatic
Bargain Basement, none marked over forty-nine dollars. War terminol-
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ogy was becoming all the fad, as the description tells. Fifteen thousand
women, some from as far away as Chicago, “blitzkrieged the Basement”
just after the doors opened at 8:00 A.M. In less than a minute the plain
pipe racks were stripped bare. No woman in the United States was “gun
shy” when it came to getting a great deal on the dress of her dreams.



CHAPTER 4

Big-Brand Goods

How Marketing Outmaneuvered the Marketplace

They have better art maybe over there, more bistory, more
of the finesse or savoir vivre, but less of the comforts of life,
the real aids to living . . . Let them have their past; we’ll
take care of the future, and cash in on it as well as the
present.
Davip LESLIE BROWN,
business manager, Goodyear Tire
and Rubber Export Company, 1929

Nouw, from America, empty indifferent things crowd over to
us, counterfeit things, the veriest dummies . . . The lives and
living things, the things that share our thoughts, these are
on the decline and can no more be replaced.

RAINER MARIA RILKE,

poet, 1925

“WHERE IS THE FAIR?” American dealers would ask when they had
wandered as far as Briihlstrasse, a few minutes away from Leipzig’s
grand Central Train Station. “The fair is everywhere,” sly Leipzigers
liked to answer, poking fun at the newcomers’ disorientation. Waved in
the direction of the inner city, the innocents plunged into the narrow
streets, where the wall-to-wall crowds nudged them toward the Mar-
ket Square. There, if they missed the information booths and couldn’t
make sense of the crazy quilt of signs, helpful policemen and English-
speaking guides pointed out the entranceway into the seven-story Ring-
Messehaus, Europe’s largest fair building, or walked them over to the
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ramp leading down into the newly built subterranean fairground, the
largest anywhere in the world.

Thereafter they were on their own. A sizable number of the display
stands were to be found in the rationally laid-out spaces of the Petershof
or the brand-new Grassi Textile Palace. Other exhibitions had them ven-
turing through dank passageways and courtyards to reach the rabbit
warren of rooms cut out of the princely merchant warehouses that lined
the streets back from the Market Square. Moving from building to build-
ing, weaving amid the pavilions showing the wares of thousands of ex-
hibitors, pressed by the mobs of dealers fingering the objects and turning
them over to check their specifications, distracted by the hubbub of sales
pitches spoken in myriad foreign tongues, they guessed at the worth of
products laid out side by side, one display case after another. Ordered ac-
cording to an unfamiliar taxonomy, they included arts and crafts, furni-
ture and wickerware, haberdashery and fancy goods, leather goods and
luggage, notions, novelties, and giftware, and so on to include another
fifteen categories. Only a few score could be identified by familiar brand
names.

These American neophytes may have been disoriented. But for scores
of thousands of people from Europe, the Middle East, and Asia the Great
Fair of Leipzig was a well-known event. Seven centuries old, uninter-
rupted in war or peace, it took place for one week twice a year as regu-
larly as clockwork: the Spring Fair always started the Sunday before the
first Monday in March; the Autumn Fair, the last Sunday in August. Of-
fering circus processions, stunt-flying airplanes, modernist advertising
displays, and other hoopla during the day, afternoon lectures by distin-
guished visitors, and evening café concerts in the passageways, scabrous
back-alley cabarets, Bach organ chorales at St. Thomas and the Nikolai
Church, and Mendelssohn, Haydn, and Brahms at the Gewandhaus, the
Leipzig Fair was that wonderful alloy of commerce mixed with carnival
turbulence and cultural refinement peculiar to Old World merchandising
at its apogee. Around 1930, with its 8,000 display stands, 20,000 regis-
tered exhibitors, 180,000 or so accredited visitors from forty-five coun-
tries, uncounted thousands of sightseers, and incalculable numbers of
samples, it was the world’s largest single commercial event.'

Though the fair looked quaintly different from what self-absorbed
Americans and their still scanty European emulators archly spoke of as
“modern merchandising methods,” the institution the Americans visited
around 1930 was not an anachronism. At Leipzig, Europe’s ancient mer-
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chant culture had developed a strategy to respond to the same prob-
lems that had ultimately brought American marketing strategies to focus
on building up brand recognition. These problems included how to get
goods from suppliers to customers in the face of fast-moving railroad,
road, and steamship transport and telegraph and telephone communica-
tion; how to accommodate wider, more volatile international markets;
how to pick and choose among the inexhaustible variety of supply of
commodities; how to explain new product specifications; and, finally,
how to respond to rapid-fire shifts in consumer tastes.

For the Americans, the solution was to create brand-name recognition,
which involved new product development, intense scrutiny of consumer
habits by means of psychological and social profiling based on opin-
ion polls and statistical surveys, and a giant apparatus of salesmanship
backed by favorable state and international regulation. All were designed
to move brand-name goods from their original manufacturers to their
final consumers, securing their loyalty no matter how physically distant
they were and diverse in culture.

The Great Fair had taken a decidedly different route: to offer a gigantic
display of samples, one that brought suppliers, wholesalers, and retailers
together amidst the frenzied buzz of the marketplace; and to encourage
knowledge and trust by means of its regular occurrence in a central loca-
tion. That location was in Germany, true, but as its foundation long pre-
dated the foundation of the modern state of Germany, and it acted like a
free port from the point of view of commercial regulations, it could
rightly insist on its identity as a world institution and as the chief site
evoking Europe’s thousand-year-old tradition of commerce. The sheer
volume of traffic showed the great vitality in this alternative way of mov-
ing commodities. At the turn of the 1930s, a half-billion dollars’ worth of
goods were sold annually at the Leipzig Fair.

The phenomenon of the fair raises several questions, the first being
how dissimilar the Leipzig market was to American marketing. More
generally, we want to turn back to a question at the heart of this book:
How did American salesmanship take stock of European commerce, and
in particular of this, the most venerable of all of forms of merchandis-
ing? The heart of the answer lies in the development of another of the
great social inventions of American consumer culture, brand recognition.
Though this was not a specifically American invention at all, by the early
1920s American consumer culture was becoming known in Europe for
several score of high-profile consumer goods, whose commonality lay in
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the way they were marketed. It is a paradox of the commercial confron-
tation between America and Europe that the victory of brand-name mar-
keting bypassed the Great Fair and, in the process, contributed to render-
ing it obsolescent.

The Fairin the Light of the Morning

In the early twentieth century, lore about the fair’s seven-hundred-year-
old history reinforced a commercial ethic that still sought trust in the lon-
gevity of contacts and the solidarity of face-to-face contacts. Although
it is difficult to distinguish fact from legend, the Leipzig fair did indeed
have ancient roots, going back to the mid-eleventh century, when mer-
chants started to congregate periodically on the grassy low-lying plain
just outside Urbs Libzi, a fortified center of a few hundred inhabitants at
the confluence of the Pleisse, Weisse Elster, and Parthe Rivers. In 1165 the
margrave of Meissen, Otto the Rich, granted the townsmen a charter es-
tablishing their monopoly over the traffic occurring just outside the city
walls; and as a further mark of favor he banned any other transactions in
the vicinity while the fair was in progress. A century later, Dietrich I, mar-
grave of Leipzig, gave his solemn word, written on parchment and sealed
with his ring, that traders could pass through western Saxony on fair
days without fear for their lives, limbs, and property. This promise would
hold even if he should be at war with the traders’ rulers, which in this bit-
terly contested region was often the case. Under the Holy Roman Empire,
as commerce flourished where the Via Regia crossed the Via Imperii and
the wealth from the silver mines of the Arch Mountains was exchanged
for the rich wares from the long-distance trade routes stretching from the
Atlantic to the Baltic, the fair became a regular event, with both Kaiser
Maximilian I in 1497 and Pope Leo X in 1511 reaffirming the town’s
privileges. By the seventeenth century Leipzig had become one of the
great hubs of old-regime commerce, a full-fledged commodity or mer-
chandise fair. On fair days, merchants arrived from all over, hauling their
goods to the display areas, where they stashed them in makeshift tents,
pavilions, and depots until their sale had been negotiated and the goods
had been consigned to their purchasers, who paid on the spot and ar-
ranged for their transport. All said, the Great Fair at Leipzig was the
most precious of Europe’s “wheels of commerce” by means of which
preindustrial capitalism circulated far and wide a remarkable abundance
of goods.?
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In the second half of the nineteenth century, in the face of trends to-
ward free trade that reduced the need for a specially protected, toll-free
space, and with more efficient rail and boat transport, which made it pos-
sible for goods to be shipped directly from factories to outlets, the fair’s
management, a private corporation, undertook to transform the old fair
for commodities into a fair for samples. The year this transformation be-
came official, 1895, was a propitious moment. German industrial hege-
mony was reaching its apogee, and the “sea” of Saxony surrounding the
“inland port” of Leipzig had become the continental heartland of con-
sumer-oriented manufacture, as well as Europe’s leading producer of ma-
chinery. Since workmanship was the major selling point for both kinds
of goods, and since it could not be rendered simply by a picture or a de-
scription, buyers came to inspect their quality, as well as to size up the
competition and to learn of coming innovations. The moldering ware-
houses that had once stored piles of merchant stocks were transformed
into attractive display areas where dealers checked specifications, negoti-
ated prices, and made out orders to be executed at the contracted time,
the merchandise to be dispatched from seller to buyer without passing
through the locality of the fair.

Thus reborn, the fair thrived, especially during wartime as the En-
tente’s sea blockade cut off Germany and buyers and dealers converged
from as far west as the Rhineland and Westphalia and from Austria-
Hungary and Turkey.> Goods previously not admitted were brought for
display such as foodstuffs, textiles, raw materials, and ersatz products,
chiefly in the domain of scarce food and textiles. As peace returned and
the economy picked up in the mid-1920s, the fair management added
new trading palaces in the downtown area, then put up seventeen mas-
sive halls to house the Great Engineering and Technical Fair, ten minutes
by tram from the city center, the last stop before the pharaonic Monu-
ment to the Battle of the Nations. By 1930 the forty-eight buildings dedi-
cated wholly to fair activities embraced a total exhibition space of more
than a million square feet.

Honored as the “spiritual mother” of all the sample fairs springing up
across the continent, Leipzig’s only rival was the “Queen of the West,”
the Great Fair of Lyons, relaunched on March 1, 1916, by Edouard
Herriot, the mayor-potentate of France’s second-largest city, to reinforce
the Entente’s blockade of their enemy and to strengthen the “economic
offensive” by redirecting business to their own venue.* The rebirth of Ly-
ons and the revival of sample fairs as prominent fixtures of European
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merchandising recalled the conditions under which the medieval fairs
had first flourished, namely to ensure safe passage and free zones, offset-
ting the vexatious tolls, piracy, and other perils to which long-distance
commerce was prey. In the 1920s, in recognition that world trade had not
returned to its mid-nineteenth-century openness, Europe’s fairs flour-
ished as “a natural reaction of private interests against the narrow rigor-
ism of official tariff policies.”” Thereby business enterprises, especially
relatively small craft manufacturers, with sponsorship from state and city
governments, connected local trade enclaves to international traffic by fa-
cilitating travel discounts, visa arrangements, export licenses, and cur-
rency exchanges. “When economic life moved ahead,” Fernand Braudel
observes, “fairs were like old clocks that would never catch up; but if it
was sluggish, they came into their own.”*

Still, the Great Leipzig Fair was more a novel mechanism than an anti-
quated time piece. New exhibits kept pace with product innovation, new
spaces opening up in turn for the sports equipment, foodstuffs, office ap-
pliances, photographic equipment, motion picture machinery, and the
packaging and advertising arts. As German export trade recovered in the
second half of 1920s, the number of foreign buyers and exhibitors rose
sharply, so that at fair time Leipzig looked like the center of global com-
merce. Czechoslovakia and Austria, the two nations depending most on
trade with Germany, built permanent fair houses of their own, while It-
aly, France, Great Britain, South Africa, and Chile regularly sponsored
their own stands. British dealers also established an Association of British
Exhibitors entirely dedicated to managing their empire’s interests at the
fair. By the early 1930s the Soviets too, desperate for trade opportuni-
ties abroad, made their pavilion a showcase of socialist production, the
stands piled high with bear furs and other pelts drawing some of the big-
gest crowds much as had been true under the czars. Japan’s exhibition
stand, once mainly known for its displays of mechanical toys, exquisitely
painted celluloid dolls with blinking eyes, and precious Kyoto porcelain,
by the 1930s was showing bicycles at a mere twelve Reich Marks apiece
and automobile tires at eight, prices that no Western economy could pos-
sibly beat.” Significantly, the years that saw sample fairs boom in Europe
saw no such development in the United States. For every twenty Euro-
pean fairs of any magnitude, there was only one in the United States. And
none were true sample fairs, with practically every sort of merchandise.
Rather they were trade shows, specialized, say, in shoes, livestock, or
farm machinery, though all on a grand scale, given the giant output of
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Leipzig: Central Fair Palace on Main Market Square, circa
1930. By permission of the Stadtarchiv Leipzig.

leading sectors of agriculture and manufacturing and the intensity and
breadth of competition.® The only American event comparable in fame to
Leipzig was the Iowa State Fair. But what a different occasion it was,
with its farm-belt arts and crafts, homey 4-H club competitions, rodeo
roundups, and endless wooden enclosures crowded with the sleekest,
most nutrition-stuffed animals anywhere.” The distance from Des Moines
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to Leipzig was as wide as the plains and seas separating Duluth’s Babbitts
from the bourgeois Rotarians of Dresden.

At the high point of the boom in 1929, relatively few Americans at-
tended the Leipzig Fair; maybe 2,100 registered, compared with 35,000
or so other foreigners. In 1931 only fifty American firms had displays of
some sort, a skimpy figure considering that the number of firms then op-
erating in Germany alone was thirty times that.'” What’s more, the U.S.
government had no official presence, much less a permanent stand. The
only time officialdom showed up in force was in 1925, when the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture sponsored a pavilion to exhibit American farm
produce and foodstuffs. If commercial attachés came from Berlin, only
an hour from Leipzig, they came on their own initiative, having caught
on that the fair offered the best occasion to size up German commerce
and perhaps engage in some industrial espionage. Back at the home office
of the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, in Washington, D.C.,
there was an entire room specialized in analyzing foreign inventions, and
its staff especially welcomed information on German inventions, best if
accompanied by a drawing. If it looked useful, they passed it along to
American firms, which might commercialize it or at least reassure them-
selves that their own technologies would hold up to the competition.

To the degree that Americans were present, it was most often as buy-
ers, often sons of emigrants and fluent in German, come to seek out nov-
elties for department stores and chains. In that respect the commerce re-
called the prewar years, when Europe was such an important source of
craft-made consumer goods. The articles contracted for delivery would
be shipped through Hamburg or Bremen, the European terminus of the
United States Lines fleet. In their bizarre variety, they made the walrus’s
tale of shoes and ships and sealing wax in Alice in Wonderland seem mo-
notonous—holds filled with granite stones, copper and brass household
and plumbing fixtures, cutlery, pelican-shaped sewing scissors, draper-
ies, statuary, hosiery, underwear, silk handkerchiefs and scarves, buckles,
gloves, hats, jewelry, multicolored glass and lead Christmas ornaments
from Lauscha, polychrome embossed postcards, and crates of singing ca-
naries from the Harz Mountains, ordered by the thousands for sale in
Woolworth’s, Kresge’s, and other five-and-dimes. The latter were accom-
panied by trained attendants who cared for their delicate cargo and kept
strict inventory of their stock by returning to the senders the heads of
those that perished during the Atlantic passage."

From the point of view of American sellers, the Great Fair was a more
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The power behind rising hegemony: unloading Chevrolets in
Antwerp, 1930. By permission of the J. Walter Thompson Company.
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problematic arena. It had never been set up to handle what still formed
the bulk of American exports to Europe, namely staple goods. Though
the United States had ceased to be an economic annex of Europe during
the Great War, its quasi-colonial relationship lingered on in the crude and
semimanufactured goods that still made up the largest part of its exports.
Down to the 1930s, at least 40 percent of U.S. exports still consisted of
farm products, about 90 percent of which were shipped to Europe.'
Trade in raw cotton, wheat, and tobacco, pork products and hides, cop-
per, petroleum, and lumber continued to be carried out on the basis of
samples. Having cleared customs at dockside, the goods were ware-
housed before being shipped to local processors or prepared for trans-
shipment by barge or rail to other countries. Their ultimate destination,
much less the purpose that led to their purchase, was basically irrelevant
to their American sellers. Consequently, they could see no point in paying
for anything more than minimal representation abroad. In turn, by the
time staples were processed, manufactured, and distributed, European
consumers would have had little inkling of their U.S. origin. Cheap
American wheat and hogs had huge effects on local agricultural politics
by driving down prices. But around the table, bread was bread whether
the flour was made from grain from the Russian steppes, East Elban
flatlands, or American prairies.

Yet by 1930 U.S. goods had begun to emerge from anonymity as the
proportion of finished manufactures and packaged or canned foodstuffs
rose rapidly with respect to crude materials and semi- and unfinished
goods. By 1930 the amount of commodities ready to be sold to their ulti-
mate consumers in the form in which they arrived had quadrupled in
value. As a result selling became a much more complicated transaction.
All the problems that the American producer engaged with when he tried
to get consumers at home to buy, namely the stimulation of wants, the
grasp of national psychology, the spread of mass purchasing power, and
the rendering of service after sales, now had to be addressed to sell on the
European market."” To deal with these issues, the American businessman
or his trusted delegate needed to be on the spot. That was why more and
more Americans showed up at the Leipzig fair.

Even so, American manufactures did not necessarily show to best ad-
vantage at the fair, not even when they were displayed right alongside
European models, even when by various criteria they would have been
regarded as technically superior, as was true for office equipment, espe-
cially typewriters. By 1930 the United States supplied 80 percent of world
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The power behind declining hegemony: the Leipzig railroad
station, Europe’s largest, circa 1930. Courtesy of the Thomas .
Watson Business and Economics Library, Columbia University.

demand for the machines, whereas Germany, its main competitor, sold
less than 20 percent. Sure enough, all the leading U.S. firms were rep-
resented at the fair: Underwood-Elliot-Fisher, Remington-Rand, Royal,
and L. C. Smith and Corona. But they were eclipsed by the sheer number
of machines offered by European companies, especially by the Germans.
At least twenty German companies sent samples.'* From the displays
alone, dealers, much less the public, would not have known that all the
German firms that manufactured typewriters also produced other equip-
ment—bicycles, sewing machines, precision instruments, even firearms.
As a result of this diversification they could not invest as much in re-
search, design, and marketing as the American firms did, and their line of
models was more limited.

Dealers who checked the specifications of the latest Remington and
Underwood models could verify that the machines were practically noise-
less and that the keyboard responded to the lightest pressure of the finger.
But what information would lead them to make a value of “noiseless-
ness” and “light touch,” or weigh those qualities against the high costs
when they could count on the heavy discounts offered by the German
dealers? Though their workmanship was clearly solid, if not superior, not
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even close physical inspection of the machine could effectively convey the
satisfaction derived from their proper operation and care, the ample
guarantees on repairs and parts, indeed, the whole vision of modern
rational office culture, which—as advertising spreads in contemporary
magazines detailed with so much example and illustration—would be
satisfied not merely by purchasing the single Underwood or Smith-Co-
rona typewriter, but by investing in the whole battery of American-style
office equipment, from the adding machines supplied by Ellis, Dalton
and Comptometer, and the Mimeograph and Multigraph copiers, to the
Kardex, Hollerith, and IBM information and filing systems. The hard sell
favored in the United States typically pushed a whole package of induce-
ments to convince clients not just that the products were novel, but that
they were well worth their premium price.

A similar story could be told for writing instruments. The 1920s
opened a golden age for fountain pens, and many of the dealers and visi-
tors crowded into the exhibition room simply to admire them. Rapid in-
novations in synthetic materials, ink storage and loading devices, designs,
and colors showed visibly in the samples displayed by the leading U.S.
firms, namely Parker, Schaeffer, Wahl Eversharp, and Waterman, which,
long rivals on the American market, had moved their fierce struggle for
market shares into Europe before World War I. During the 1920s this
competition led them to invest millions more dollars in research and de-
velopment, as well as marketing. The celluloid the Schaeffer Company
developed from plant fibers, though still a costly process, permitted the
intricate patterns and bright primary colors characteristic of art deco
motifs. Latching on to the process, the Parker Company launched its
Duofold in Lacquer Red, Mandarin Yellow, and Lapis Lazuli Blue. Its top
of the line, the Duofold de Luxe, also manufactured in Silvery Pearl and
Black, promoted for its automatic pumping mechanism, was twice as
thick as any other pen on display, its plumpness signaling the unique pat-
ented double-barrel ink storage, which with just one filling could write
6,000 words. When the company launched it in Europe in 1926 with the
costliest advertising campaign ever mounted for a writing instrument, it
shook up the sector from top to bottom."

Even so, the dozen or so American products couldn’t stand a chance
against the sheer numbers of European- and especially German-made in-
struments. Scores of the pens on display were the little-known but ser-
viceable local brands in the drab black color of instruments fashioned out
of hard rubber vulcanite or ebonite that was commonly used before the
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shinier but far more costly celluloid came into use. The real competition
came from the Pelikan Company, the venerable Hanover artists’ materi-
als firm founded in the 1830s. It had broken into the high-end market for
pens only in 1929 with the Pelikan 100, the model with the heart-shaped
breather hole in the nib. But it had also done very well with the efficient-
looking, economically priced Rappen, a more obvious choice for the
traveling salesman facing hard times. The other crowd pleaser was the
stand displaying the Montblanc line. Its producer, Simplo of Berlin, ad-
vertised itself as being the first European company to free itself from rely-
ing on gold nibs imported from the United States. Its cachet was en-
hanced by its brand mark, the fetching white star on the pen cap. One
didn’t have to be a connoisseur to recognize the fabulous Meisterstiick.
When Montblanc first brought it onto the market in 1924, its lustrous
carmine color, its fabulous price of over twenty Reichsmarks, and its life-
time guarantee put it at the very top of the social pecking order of writing
instruments. To draw the Meisterstiick from one’s inside jacket pocket or
pen case was tantamount to announcing: “Behold, I am a truly modern
gentleman.” The sleek if self-effacing advertising by the Bauhaus-trained
Grete Gross suited it just perfectly. Gre-gro, as this chic Berliner was
known in avant-garde graphic design circles, the head of Simplo’s adver-
tising department, produced the modernist display signs for the exposi-
tion. It was she who had devised the giant Montblanc banner rigged on
the fuselage of the small plane that looped lazily over the fairgrounds at
midday.'®

What fairgoers were not seeing among the displays was exactly what
U.S. manufacturing was becoming fabled for, namely high-profile
branded products. These were the consumer durables, the convenience
items, the comfort goods—the utility car, household appliances, per-
fumed toiletries, and packaged foodstuffs—that critics cited when they
deplored the American “invasion” and that European marketing agents
cited as of exemplary interest when they scrutinized U.S. techniques of
salesmanship. These were the goods that were spectacularly magnified on
outsize advertising billboards in the city centers. They gleamed in the au-
tomobile showrooms and home appliance dealerships on the Champs-
Elysées, the Kurfiirstendamm, and Piccadilly Circus. They were piled up
under brilliantly colored display cards on the pharmacist’s counter and in
shop window displays. They flashed across the screen in Hollywood
movies. They stood out in half- or full-page ads in magazines and the
mass press. They enthralled bourgeois customers and were excoriated by
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cultural critics. For the most part, these wares were the so-called first
movers in their sector.

These articles arrived on the market intended to establish new stan-
dards for product attributes and consumer satisfaction in order to cre-
ate the large demand that was required to offset the high costs of their
promotion. General Motors’ Frigidaire was one preeminent example: it
made a value of food being fresh and cold and guaranteed that the food
would stay so. Gillette was another: its ads for its safety razors deplored
beards and stubble as unhygienic, damaging to one’s appearance—and it
guaranteed a smooth shave. Kellogg’s Corn Flakes set the standard for a
breakfast food: it prescribed wholesome instant morning meals for vigor-
ous health, and promised to deliver it to anybody who purchased the
crackly, shredded-up maize paste packaged for freshness in the black-let-
tered white, green, and red boxes. Coca-Cola opened the way for carbon-
ated sugared beverages: it invented thirst at the same time as it promised
to quench it. All of these goods, not just because they were new, but be-
cause they established new categories of values for objects, fitted uneasily
into the taxonomy of goods established under the auspices of the bour-
geois merchandise fair.

Foodstuffs, America’s forte, likewise fell between the taxonomic
cracks. The profusion of canned goods, including Gloria Milk, Camp-
bell’s soups, and Dole sliced syruped peaches, may have been comparable
to local brands, all less widely known. Not so the pineapple canned by
Libby, Del Monte creamed corn, French-cut beans, and beets; or the lu-
minously printed carton packages of Sun Maid prunes and raisins from
the cornucopia of California’s central valleys; or Royal Baking Powder,
the first industrially produced packaged leavening powder for home-
made breads and cakes; or the Camels, Chesterfields, or Lucky Strikes
made from American-grown blond tobacco; or Wrigley’s chewing gum,
originating in the chicle milk extracted from the Yucatin’s sapodilla
trees. The banana too was a novelty: officially introduced at the 1876
Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition, where each banana was sold
wrapped in foil for ten cents, it had begun to be commercialized on a
mass scale in Europe only after World War I. By 1926 the thirty-four re-
frigerated steamships belonging to Elder and Fyffes, United Fruit Com-
pany’s European agent, were delivering 5 million bunches to England and
Germany alone.” Marketed as Blue Label from 1929, before being re-
named Chiquita in the 1940s, it was the first fruit to be brand-named in
Europe, and it was far more widely distributed than any domestic pro-



198 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

duce. The guarantee of its quality was the trademarked paper band. Ac-
cording to the sales agreement, the retailer was obliged to remove it as
soon as the yellow peel began to mottle and the flesh bruised and turned
mushy. By so doing he sealed the foreign, faraway suppliers’ arduously
pursued, intense, costly relationship with the local consumer. Not unex-
pectedly, the brand-named banana had no place at the fair.

Famously at the outset of Das Kapital, Marx wrote: “A commodity
appears, at first sight, a very trivial thing, and easily understood.” The
rest of the volume was dedicated to showing the impossibility of under-
standing a thing in itself, disembedded from its social context. The com-
modity form conceals the sweat and skill of the workers who made it and
whose labor the capitalist expropriates; presented for sale, it belies its un-
adorned use-value, as a thing to nourish, sit down upon, or write at; it re-
fuses to divulge its exchange value, meaning its value as determined by
qualities extrinsic to it, such as its scarcity, its usefulness as compared to
other goods, and its status value. Commodities play yet another trick on
the collective imagination: they appear to go to market under their own
power and to make exchanges on their own account. That is where, as
Marx said, “their guardians, who are also their owners,” come into view,
as “they place themselves in relation to one another.”'®

If we step away from the crowded precincts of the Leipzig Fair and
think of markets “not as a place, but as masses of people spread over
space,” the radically new character of brand-based marketing becomes
clear.” Old World merchandising emphasized the character of the prod-
uct, highlighting qualities that could be said to be intrinsic to it and
closely related to the environment in which it was produced. The New
World’s marketing emphasized the product’s personality, highlighting
outward charms that compensated the consumer for not knowing its
place of origin or its intrinsic qualities. Goods made in small batches,
craft wares, and customized products showed to best effect at Leipzig.
They were familiar and thrived in one another’s company. It is true they
competed after a fashion. But by being grouped all together, the specifica-
tions particular to each were enhanced, at least to the expert eye of the
dealer. Though similar in kind, each was customized for a particular cli-
entele. Each had its little niche. None could be substituted for another.
And because they offered themselves as unique, they commanded high
prices. Given that the articles were turned out in small batches and on or-
der, their manufacturers and middlemen needed high markups to make
sufficient profit.
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Goods that travel alone: Palmolive Shaving Cream gathers
a crowd. Transatlantic Trade, September 1931. Courtesy of the
New York Public Library.

By contrast, the mass-manufactured brand-name good thrived on trav-
eling solo. Or, better, it moved about in the company of a very costly reti-
nue of salesmen, marketing experts, and advertisers. Outdoor signs, ad-
vertising displays, and dealers brashly presented it as unique when in fact
it was exactly like the tens of thousands of other standardized articles
moving off the same assembly-line conveyors. It commanded high prices
not because it was scarce, but because it set itself as the standard of nov-
elty and usefulness that other products had to catch up to.

Whereas craft goods in a local market had an air of familiarity and
needed no added words to sell them, the mass good needed the verbiage
of high-pressure salesmanship to instruct about its usefulness and desir-
ability. Lacking the aura of the original artifact, Walter Benjamin would
have said, the mass-manufactured good was devoid of the charm of au-
thorship, artistic genius, or craft skill.?® In turn, lacking authenticity, it
was imbued with charisma, in the very sense that Max Weber used the
term to describe a quasi-religious style of leadership bursting out of the
confines of bureaucratic systems. Accordingly, the brand-name object
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Goods that travel together: dolls being individually handled by
exhibitors, Leipzig Fair, 1936. Courtesy of the Thomas J. Watson

Business and Economics Library, Columbia University.

stood apart from the crowds of homey crafts and bourgeois bibelots; it
presented itself as an abrupt break with established norms and with the
institutions that sanctioned them; its legitimacy came from being the ob-
ject of the worshipful attentions of the entourage of salesmanship; its au-
thority derived from its self-avowed capacity to minister to the needs of
its devotees.” In the eyes of the purchaser the standardized mass good
could thereby acquire as distinctive an appearance of individuality and
familiarity as the customized crafted object.

This difference showed in the self-presentation of the two contenders.
The Leipzig Fair, queen of the marketplace, and U.S. salesmanship, the
genie of modern marketing, represented their role in buying and selling.
The fair was a miracle of compactness, its method of merchandising “the
maximum business with the minimum expense, in the minimum of time,
over the minimum of space.”** The Trade Fair Office advertised itself not
just as the hub of European commercial traffic, but as the locus of a
worldwide economic exchange. It offered whatever was necessary to cul-
tivate face-to-face relations; its lifeblood was whatever stimulated trade;
it promised every convenience, comfort, and protection for its customers,
from travel discounts, import-export permits, and bookings for the the-
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Marketing big brands: one impersonal touch of the telegraph
button to advertise goods. Printers’ Ink, July 25, 1929.
Courtesy of the Thomas J. Watson Business and Economics Library,

Columbia University.

ater and other entertainment, to moneychanging, general information
on fair business, and, finally, arrangements for travel home. The fair
presented itself as the pure social relationship of the market, making
no reference to the sovereign authority that licensed it, which was the
German state.

In contrast, American salesmanship is well represented in U.S. Com-
merce Department maps showing the European “sales territories” as a
crisscross of lines in search of customers spread over space.”” The hubs
were scattered, selected for their concentrations of population, the links
between them measured by hours of travel, indifferent to geographic par-




202 IRRESISTIBLE EMPIRE

[To view this image, refer to
the print version of this title.]

Promoting the Fair: A personal invitation to advertisers.
Gebrauchsgraphik, September 1927. Courtesy of the
New York Public Library.

ticulars such as water, mountains, or national frontiers. So Bari was a
straight line to Durrés, eight and a half hours across the Adriatic by boat.
A properly ambitious dealer could add to his route Constanta on the
Black Sea, only five hours by train from Bucharest; Cernduti, another Ro-
manian backwater, twelve and a half hours away; and Chigindu, yet an-
other—via Iasi—fully thirteen. In 1930 the lines of traffic pushed right up
to the borders of the Soviet Union, beyond which only the most intrepid
and well-introduced capitalist passed.

Behind the presentation of the fair as the hub of all traffic was the rail-
road, the tracks of the German Empire’s prodigious system converging in
Leipzig, which, with the inauguration of the city’s Central Station in
1923, became the largest railroad terminus in Europe. Behind the Ameri-
can map, by contrast, were the speed of the telegraph and telephone, the
instantaneity of radio transmission, and the capacity to reproduce identi-
cal advertising copy using rotogravure press equipment to appear simul-
taneously in a score of different languages. Behind the Leipzig sample
fair there were the productive power of the region of Europe richest in
small and medium firms and village handicrafts and the give-and-take of
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Decentering the marketplace: the U.S. Department of Commerce
maps new sales terrain, 1933. Courtesy of the Thomas J. Watson
Business and Economics Library, Columbia University.

wholesalers and retailers. Behind U.S. mass merchandising there were the
huge economies of scale and scope of American mass-production indus-
tries, reinforced by the ambition of U.S. advertising agencies to position
themselves as masters of the global market. Erwin, Wasey and Com-
pany’s muscular advertisement for itself touted the power of modern tele-
communications indispensable to the marketing revolution. In the eleven
years since the Armistice, when the New York agency had established its
first overseas offices in London, it had implanted eleven foreign offices in
eleven countries. Now, riding the economic boom of the late 1920s, the
firm could boast of being able to launch an advertising campaign cover-
ing the whole continent from its offices in the Graybar Building on Lex-
ington Avenue. Paying no heed to the labyrinth of detail, without being
physically anywhere in the vicinity, the modern advertising agency could
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Centering the marketplace: the fair management points the way
to Leipzig, 1933. Courtesy of the Thomas J. Watson Business and
Economics Library, Columbia University.

place copy in 677 publications, composed in sixteen languages, to appear
in twenty-one European countries. The effect was like alchemy. One
press of the button produced dollars out of thin air, $288,072 worth of
advertising: “And not an executive of the client’s company left his Ameri-
can headquarters.”*

Minute in quantity relative to the total number of goods in circula-
tion—no more than a few dozen compared to countless tens of thou-
sands of locally known trademarked or unmarked goods circulating in
European countries during the interwar years—the high-profile branded
goods of America’s marketing system loomed disproportionately large in
the imagination. Moving promiscuously through space rather than dis-
cretely tied to place, transnational instead of local, they established a new
standard for what it meant for goods to go to market. Whereas the fair’s
abundance was condensed into a single spot in the midst of a desert of
scarcity, mass merchandising marked the whole territory with signs of
corporate manufacturers’ huge prolificity.” Products once regarded as
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unique because they were available only seasonally or in particular loca-
tions or specific outlets now became available year-round, easier to han-
dle, more standardized, and, above all, more visible. Whether they in fact
reached a mass audience, which was not likely initially, given their high
cost, they gave the appearance of accessibility. And because trademarks
and advertising made them so visible, people could observe their trajecto-
ries—where they were sold and bought, and who purchased them, one’s
own sort or not.

Building Brand Recognition

If American jobbers relaxing at the Café Felsche or the Bauer or another
of the beerhouses around Leipzig’s Market Square had been asked why
Americans were taking the lead in branded consumer goods, they might
have shrugged and answered, “Yankee ingenuity.” It was the superior
quality of the goods and their sheer usefulness that made them move. The
English had believed the same of themselves in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, the Germans likewise, well into the twentieth. More accurately,
American manufacturing was commercializing a large variety of stan-
dardized consumer goods after 1900, generating hundreds of thousands
of patents around basic innovations.” For example, the vacuum tube,
which was indispensable to control devices such as elevator landings,
train switches, and continuous-process production, was refitted for the
radio, loudspeakers, the electric phonograph, picture telegraphy, and
television. The hot electric coil, first invented in 1892, was then applied
to every variety of clothes iron, curling machines, hair-waving apparatus,
heaters, fireless cookstoves, kettles, and warming pads. Chemical inven-
tions, say, in the field of cellulose nitrates, produced rayon, quick-drying
colorful varnishes and plastics, as well as the materials used in camera
film, phonograph records, fountain pens, eyeglass frames, later the ball-
point pen, and after that the many throwaways.

The large scale of operation of consumer-oriented industries offers
one reason for the range of new products coming on the market. By 1910
it was economic to apply mass-production techniques to cigarettes,
matches, cereals, soap, and a wide variety of canned goods. It was also
profitable for purposes of keeping continuous-process systems at work
and maintaining control over supplies of raw material to develop com-
plementary products. For example, if the main product was petroleum,
perhaps some use could be found for the gummy paraffinlike residue that
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built up on oil pumps. That was the calculation made by Robert Augus-
tus Chesebrough, a rig owner in eastern Pennsylvania, when he patented
Vaseline petroleum jelly in 1878. Thereafter marketing invented a range
of uses for this lubricant, from smoothing skin and curing small wounds
to polishing furniture and cleaning shoes. For a large firm producing
soap, whose basic ingredient was cottonseed oil, it was profitable to con-
trol the whole supply. To use the excess, Procter & Gamble’s researchers
and designers invented Crisco, an utterly smooth, pure white fat, sub-
stitutable in cooking for lard and olive oil. As an automotive producer,
General Motors specialized in engine-building, metalworking, and as-
sembling parts into useful and complex products; like the automobile,
the refrigerator required an electrical system and a compressor for the
cooling system. That was the logic behind mass producing the Model
A—not the car, but the first Frigidaire. The Armour Food Company,
Swift Foods, and other firms engaged in meat processing used the whole
hog: hams, bacon, and hocks for human food; bristles for brushes; fats
for lard, soaps, and every kind of emollient; hides for shoes and gloves;
hooves for glue; innards for animal feed; “everything,” it was said, “but
the oink.”*’

To amortize the costs linked to developing new products, big firms in-
vested heavily in marketing. Marketing in turn became a burgeoning in-
dustry in its own right. Developed at first as professionally managed sales
departments, it split off into specialized offshoots such as advertising
firms, opinion research outfits, and marketing agencies. All of these had
powerful interests in promoting themselves as indispensable to placing
goods with the final consumer. In turn this specialized apparatus of sales-
manship intensified the commercialization of new inventions by provid-
ing feedback from consumers. It didn’t take science, superadvanced tech-
nology, an especially educated managerial force, or some peculiar native
genius to collect information on new needs and to experiment to develop
new products that could potentially serve them. Within ever more spe-
cialized industries, competition for markets conceived with the mass con-
sumer as target mightily concentrated the collective entrepreneurial mind
to turn out more and more inventions of a second order of ingenuity.
These were the hallmarks of the United States’ fabulous consumer mar-
ket.”®

Naturally, new goods were inconceivable—and would not have been
salable no matter how much they were promoted—without new social
trends, in particular new eating habits, standards of household equip-
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ment, physical norms, and leisure use. Generally, many of the new U.S.
inventions were labor-saving, whereas in Europe they were resource-sav-
ing; the former were applied to households, the latter to manufacture. In-
creased household expenditure was entirely legitimate in a society that
put a high premium on women’s labor (servants being in short supply),
houses were often large, home ownership was widespread, and notions
of women’s rights—at the very least their right to perform their house-
keeping duties to the best of their ability—were pervasive. Inventions
around food processing were also related to reducing work: the rapid and
vast innovations in canning, freezing, and packaging, all capitalizing on
the United States’ greatest resource, agriculture, joined with various ide-
ologies about uplift, hygiene, and health as well as real needs for easily
prepared food in view of the long hours of work, mobile immigrant
populations, and makeshift urban housing. Then there were the inven-
tions targeted toward beauty and physical well-being, variously called
personal products or toiletries; such were shaving equipment, makeup,
creams, perfumes, and tooth-care items, including brushes, pastes, and
mouthwashes. Rapid commercialization exploited their use not just for
hygiene and saving labor but also for democratizing bodies by making
them look more alike. Mass-marketed hygienic articles and cosmetics,
like mass-produced clothing, exploited the possibilities of self-transfor-
mation; they encouraged shared notions of cleanliness and the making-
up, making-over mentality of a fluid society. Above all, inventions tar-
geted the communication needs of a mobile society: automobile transport
was a huge generator of inventions; likewise entertainment, as attested by
the bountiful innovations in radio, recording, film equipment, and pho-
tography.”’

Whether products were altogether new or substitutes for old, brand-
ing made them appear utterly novel. In principle, to brand a product is
nothing more than to imprint it with the identity of the producer, and
brands in one form or another had existed since antiquity. Branding was
common everywhere there was manufacturing, and by the turn of the
twentieth century all leading countries had legislation protecting brand
names from infringement. European enterprises produced novel goods
with trademarks, and there were big brands associated with the baker’s
dozen of continental multinationals with highly visible names, signally
Unilever; the Dutch electronics firm Philips; the Swiss food corpora-
tion Nestlé; the Swedish home appliances corporation Electrolux; the
brands of German AEG Works for lightbulbs, irons, and toasters; and the
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Czechoslovak firm Bata’s shoes. And all countries had a handful of well-
known national brands. In Germany, for example, most urban bour-
geois families would have recognized Kaffee Hag, Persil wash soap, and
Lingner’s Odol. However, in keeping with the smaller scale of European
firms, the more restricted purchasing power of the multitude of people,
and the conventional habits of expenditure of the bourgeoisie, the most
familiar transnational brands were sweets like Sarotti, Van Houten choc-
olates, and Horlick’s malt powder; taste intensifiers such as Bovril,
Maggi, or Liebig broth cubes; and liquors, notably Cointreau, Martell,
Prunier, Pernod, Campari, and Martini vermouths. These were goods
that even the most provincial and down-at-heels bourgeois families
would contemplate buying, at the very least to mark festive occasions.*

However, the United States’ expanding, mobile market made brand
marketing central to merchandising. Promoting the brand was not just a
defensive weapon to induce retailers to stock the item, but an offensive
weapon to establish tight control over market shares, pricing, and the
meaning of new goods. If the qualities of a particular commodity could
be condensed into a single name or emblem so that people would buy the
good because they recognized it, the company could establish what was
in effect a monopoly and thereby prevent price alone from being the chief
reason for buying its product. If it had to compete with other firms with
similar kinds of products, it could do so not by slicing away at already
minute price margins, but by promoting the brand name. Typically, pro-
moters of new product categories also had to sell the category itself. If
they succeeded, the payoffs were huge. And because new brands stood
for both a cluster of particular attributes and the general qualities of a
whole class of items, they could appeal across established social-status hi-
erarchies to redefine the line between luxury and necessity, orienting cus-
tomers’ attention to qualities they hadn’t contemplated before, at least
not in so many terms, such as hygiene, cleanliness, convenience, appear-
ance, texture, disposability, odor, instantaneity, shininess, and speed.* It
is significant how many of the American brands turned into generics in
Europe. Thus a sewing machine was a Singer, a vacuum cleaner a Hoover,
Ford stood for cars, the self-shaving razor with disposable blades was by
antonomasia a Gillette, Kodak was the universal name for cameras (and
Kodakism for the mania for photography), Frigidaire the archetype for
cold storage, Xerox the equivalent of photocopying, and McDonald’s the
fountainhead of fast food.

And if the United States was not itself the terrain of the invention, of-
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ten an item became a generic after its patent was picked up and marketed
by American-based firms. It was the English rubber manufacturer Freder-
ick Walton who in 1863 first patented linoleum, the floor material made
from oxidized linseed oil mixed with pulverized wood and coloring mat-
ter. However, the marketing strategies of the American plants built in
1872 widely popularized it. A German company first patented Thermos,
though after 1918 the American Thermos Bottle Company made it a
household name. By the 1920s the United States far surpassed Europe
when it came to the so-called dilution of brand names. Thereby first mov-
ers became generic names for products: the pianola, the gramophone,
the dictaphone, and vinyl were just a few. American marketers also
surpassed Europeans in establishing new categories—instant coffee,
breakfast cereals, blue jeans, leisure clothes, sanitary products, pet
food. In sum, first movers both defined the needs and provided for their
satisfaction; they set the terms of the equation and they stood to profit
from the solution, hugely and often for decades continuing down to the
present.

Over time brand names acquired a remarkable asset, namely goodwill.
This concept treated property as a person “with a standing in public
opinion which it receives from constant or habitual customers, on ac-
count of its local position, or common celebrity, or reputation.”* Legally,
goodwill signified the power that customers came to exercise in response
to this property. In theory, they could choose other wares of their own
free will. But they had settled on that particular item. In principle, good-
will was intangible. Yet it was also a capital asset and a legal property
whose price tag could be calculated separately from sales profits. By the
late 1920s goodwill could pump up the value of a company to as much
as sixteen times the annual earnings: the American people’s passion for
Jell-O was bought for $35 million in 1925; the Maxwell House Coffee
habit went for $42 million in 1928.% Through this remarkable system gi-
ant corporations could establish “reputations and relations with consum-
ers as surely as the corner grocer did through personal contact and per-

sonality.”**

Moving into New Sales Territory

The determination of U.S. corporations to establish equally intense rela-
tionships with customers in foreign lands fired the decision of leading
American consumer-goods manufacturers to move abroad earlier in the
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product cycle than caution would dictate, when kinks in manufacture
and product design were still being worked out and the home market was
not near saturation.*

Company histories tell adventurous stories of the moment their found-
ers discovered the Old World as sales territory. It was a historic moment
for National Cash Register when in 1885 plucky little John Patterson,
barely a year after founding his company in Dayton, Ohio, set off to es-
tablish European outlets.** On August 14, 1914, ten days after the start
of the war in Europe, Thomas Pelham, Gillette’s general manager, de-
clared his own “war against all previous Sales Records,” and in the
spring of 1915 he set sail with a cargo of razors and blades to repair
the commercial disaster to the firm wrought by the European conflict.?”
For Waterman, the moment came when Frank D. Lewis, nephew of the
founder, was sent to represent the company at the Paris Exposition of
1900, where the ultralarge No. 20 pen won the gold medal for excel-
lence; it was a pity that he made the ill-conceived move of selling the dis-
tribution and manufacturing rights to L. G. Sloan of London.™

Short of digging into company records, it is impossible to know, much
less rank, all the calculations that prompted company decisions, first to
export, and later to establish manufacturing plants abroad. One sure rea-
son was to outflank rivals at home. Another was to lift sagging profits
with new markets. The gold-rush mindset of the 1920s reinforced the
consensus that to stake a claim in the European sales area testified to en-
trepreneurial dynamism. So it was that once one firm made the move,
others in the same line of business followed, each slyly eyeing the other
and all keenly sizing up the European competition. All told, many went
over, though only a few succeeded.”

The confidence to move abroad was supported by accumulated profits,
as well as signs of the softening of home markets. But the collective idea
that American products represented a material civilization that was uni-
versally extendable, only more advanced than others, also played a role.
One-worldism thrived on the belief, well expressed by the J. Walter
Thompson Berlin bureau chief, Clement Watson, that “the habits, cus-
toms, traditions and living conditions of people are important to know
and understand.” But “people are fundamentally alike the world over.
Except for a few fanatics, all peoples seek protection, seek betterment of
living conditions, seek added comfort, seek greater enjoyment of life.”*
Nobody spoke up against what critics of affluence would decry as con-
sumer waste, more specifically the waste that is engendered when what is
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considered necessary in a rich society becomes the organizing principle
of a more impoverished, or at least differently organized, one. Sinclair
Lewis, who deplored America’s philistine materialism at home, regarded
it as civilizing abroad. Main Street in Zenith, Minnesota, was embodied
in the petty-minded physicality of the real estate agent George Babbitt,
who furtively disposes of his throwaway razor blades by hiding them on
top of the bathroom cabinet. But when Main Street went to Paris in the
figure of another son of Zenith, it became a force for good. As the manu-
facturer of Revelation Automobiles, Sam Dodsworth, dedicates himself
to building prefabricated housing to supply the needs of the world’s peo-
ple for shelter, he gives himself the courage to ditch his bored, vacuous
wife; thereby he also sets a moral example by besting the pseudo-
aristocratic French lounge lizards who have seduced her fickle fantasy.*
Going abroad, U.S. manufacturers bet that even if the selling climate
at home had not yet evolved, it would do so quickly enough, building
on the common needs latent in all humankind and pushed by the heavy
promotional effort that was permitted to U.S. firms by virtue of having
tested their product in the home market, their superior technologies of
merchandising, and their large cash reserves. The decision to move pro-
duction abroad by setting up branch plants or subsidiary concerns, some-
times by buying out foreign competitors, was obviously a more compli-
cated and costly decision than merely to export. Thomas Pelham himself
acknowledged that until 1913, Gillette had followed “the lazy man’s

2

route,” simply consigning the merchandise to its European distributors
and letting them handle local sales.*” And this continued perforce to be
the path pursued by hundreds, if not thousands, of small firms. However,
large U.S. companies had been installing European-based subsidiaries as
far back as the 1870s. There were numerous reasons to do so: to lower
freight costs, to exploit cheaper labor, to obtain the lower tax rates
gained by local incorporation, to outwit domestic rivals, to take on Euro-
pean competitors in their home base, and not least to circumvent tariff
barriers.*

In the 1920s American firms were also determined to defeat European
competitors who operated with the advantage of proximity to the market
and exploited the fact that trademark protection was generally weak
in order to appropriate American innovations and adapt them to local
tastes. With a few finishing touches on the original U.S. product, firms
that were generally small in size, working with short runs and customiz-
ing their products, could put them on the market themselves at an equal
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or lower price, taking advantage of the fact that labor was cheaper in Eu-
rope, they didn’t need to pay duties, there were no extra transportation
charges, and, above all, that they were on familiar, even personal terms
with the circuits of wholesalers and retailer chains that ultimately put the
goods in customers’ hands. The Germans were regarded as especially
worrisome competitors on this score.

Marketing the brand thus became a way to neutralize the Europeans’
monopolies over circuits of local knowledge. Given that the normal Eu-
ropean customer base was regional rather than national and rarely trans-
national, if the American firms set their sights on the whole territory as
they had in the United States, they could take advantage of the fact that
Europe was a sellers” market, as it was in the 1920s, without becoming
entrapped in the notoriously perilous quagmires of European retailing.
Local production also offered the advantage of circumventing hidden tar-
iff barriers, not just government purchasing policies, say, for military
hardware or heavy equipment purchases, which quite logically discrimi-
nated against nonnational firms, but also regional and national taste cul-
tures. Being on the ground made it possible to go a step further, namely,
to customize products for finicky bourgeois clienteles.*

Almost invariably American firms trusted in three big advantages. First
of all, they were well supplied with capital. Consequently, they were able
to offset initial losses on the accumulated profits from the home market.
Second, they were working with a product that had been perfected at
high cost in a mass market and that they were convinced presented ex-
ceptional advantages in terms of design. Finally, their business was con-
ducted flexibly in one important domain. American entrepreneurs were
keenly interested in, on the one hand, inveigling consumers to experiment
with new goods and, on the other, to adjusting to their needs, to the best
of their corporate capacity and in keeping with the bottom line. Unfamil-
iarity with the difficulties of a world of multiple jurisdictions and with
what was repeatedly decried as “legal and linguistic chaos” made Ameri-
can entrepreneurs often appear stupidly innocent as they made their way.
However, ignorance of their own limitations could also prove an advan-
tage by furnishing them with an optimistic inventiveness that enabled
them to brave difficulties that a more informed entrepreneurship might
not have wished to confront. All else being equal, the myopia of manu-
facturers, wide-eyed in their search for final consumers and oblivious to
the obstacles strewn across their path, could be a blessing in disguise.

That said, U.S. enterprise abroad had a visibly helping hand in the
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form of the U.S. government. By World War I, no peacetime government
was doing more to promote its export economy than the federal bureau-
cracy in Washington, D.C. Convinced that American exporters were late
starters and operating with a handicap with respect to European manu-
facturers, it emulated what were viewed as European practices, lending
strong state support to business abroad. These measures included special
tax breaks on corporate income made abroad and the Webb-Pomerene
Act of 1919, which exempted cartels engaged in foreign business from
U.S. antitrust law. It also afforded just the sort of skeptical, yet informed
and often upbeat information that tempted companies to risk marketing
consumer goods in unknown places.”

No government initiative was more important to exporting American
consumer culture than the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce.
Founded in 1912, it came into its own at the outset of Herbert Hoover’s
tenure as secretary of commerce from 1921 to 1928. He immediately sig-
naled the BFDC’s flagship role by appointing Julius Klein, the Harvard-
trained economist and historian, as its head. Acting on the belief that
the function of government is to chart the channels of foreign trade and
keep them open, Klein brought to foreign trade promotion not just his
patriotic fervor, but also the expertise developed in the home market
“to break down all barriers between the consumers and commodities.”
Lobbied by Klein, Congress increased its appropriation to the BFDC
from $100,000 to $8 million. By the time Hoover was elected president,
an office with a staff of 100 had grown into a full-fledged agency of
2,500.%

True, other countries, notably Great Britain, with its seasoned Depart-
ment of Overseas Trade, reported on the state of foreign markets. But no
other country turned out reports that “reflect to the same degree, the
practical needs of their national distributors or the attitude towards mar-
ket information of a scientifically-minded man of business”; and no other
was so successful at “integrating the official and private standpoints in
business questions.” They were authored by the foreign commercial
consular attachés, who were invariably white Protestant men, educated
at Yale, Princeton, or Dartmouth. Well supervised and well disciplined,
they proved astute informants about native practices and were eager to
exploit them in the interests of American enterprise, and not inclined to
tolerate foolish entrepreneurship that would spoil the environment for
other firms. During a typical week in 1932, the Berlin commercial attaché
met with the sales representative from the Burston Knitting Company of
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Rockford, Illinois, who complained that he wasn’t getting enough official
help to locate a German distributor; he prepared the paperwork to obtain
more favorable tariff classifications for the Heinz Company of Pitts-
burgh’s imports of tomato ketchup, tomato chutney, and tomato juice;
and he scoured the trade press for the information on markets for toiletry
preparations, automotive parts, and American movies requested by the
home office.*

Like any other good, an American import to Europe was first and fore-
most a commodity. It had no intrinsic identity. Nationality is an inven-
tion in the best of circumstances; for a commodity it is a fiction. A prod-
uct was American according to the interests of its master. Sometimes
companies changed the name for trademarking purposes, often to make
it easier to pronounce. Carnation, the canned milk, was linguistically less
chameleon than Ford, Coca-Cola, or Kodak, and it was patented in Eu-
ropean countries under the name Gloria. Sometimes goods called Ameri-
can, like American Baking Powder, were not made in the United States at
all. The genuine article was Royal Baking Powder. The so-called Ameri-
can product was a German facsimile. Other wares were known as Ameri-
can not because advertising called attention to that fact, but because of
qualities attributed to the original products. Hence cigarettes packaged in
glossy paper and using blond tobacco, finer blends, and, later, filter tips,
were generically American even though they were produced in Italy, Tur-
key, or France. The utilities that advertising slogans made salable in pro-
moting Camels, Chesterfields, or Lucky Strikes—finer filter, finer flavor,
king size—were assimilated into local advertising lingos: “fine filter,”
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“long format,” “light taste,” “full aroma,” “at long last an American cig-
arette.”

Laws did not help much to clarify national origin. Few European gov-
ernments required that a good be stamped with the mark of the country
of origin, and then only if it was a branded product. France was an ex-
ception in that the government specified that all imported goods had to
be clearly marked not “Made in U.S.A.,” which, imprinted in English,
suggested brand advertising, but Fabriqué aux Etats-Unis d’Amérique du
Nord.” Where, as happened in Germany, foreign raw materials, capital,
or semifinished articles went into manufacturing goods locally, the law
delegated the determination of nationality to the civil courts. Guided by
the German Unfair Competition Act of June 7, 1909, the courts con-
stantly wavered as to whether German-made meant goods produced by
German-owned manufacturers or manufactured with German raw mate-
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rials, or actually made by German workers and distributed by German
retailers. The more contentious the issue became, the more the courts
leaned to calling German manufacture any good made in Germany. Ac-
cordingly in 1928 the sewing machines produced locally by Singer, which
had been introduced by the Hamburg merchant George Neidlinger in
1865 and had been manufactured since the turn of the century at a giant
factory complex at Wittenberge, were finally certified as national.”® After
the Nazis came to power, foreign firms were banned from calling them-
selves Deutsch, as in Deutsch Royal Backpulver-GmbH, a practice used
by about 3,800 companies, many American, to distinguish their local
subsidiaries from the parent companies. The remedy was simple enough,
to find a new name, which most of them did, assuming they could be-
have like local firms, which meant accepting currency-export restrictions,
abiding by raw-materials quotas, and purging their non-Aryan employ-
ees. Thereupon they acquired all the rights accorded any other firm in the
national economy. So from 1934 on, the automobiles that Ford manufac-
tured locally were officially classified as German products. To advertise
the degree of their Germanness the Berlin sales offices on Unter den Lin-
den put a Ford chassis on display with a large D (as in Deutschland)
stamped on all the parts manufactured locally, which was practically ev-
ery piece visible.’! If its professions of Germanness weren’t enough for
Ford to gain the contract to produce the new German national car, the
Volkswagen, the company wasn’t discriminated against for other kinds
of government procurement. After obtaining a generous contract to build
convoy trucks in 1938, it built a whole new assembly plant at Berlin. By
the middle of 1939, together with Adam Opel (which had been taken
over by General Motors a decade earlier), Ford had become Germany’s
largest producer of armored tanks.™

The issue of a product’s nationality became more and more compli-
cated by the late 1930s, as, on the one hand, multinationals internation-
alized brand names and, on the other hand, states tried to national-
ize consumer preferences at the same time favoring one country’s goods
over another in terms of tariffs, quotas, and clearing arrangements. To
find agreement, the International Chamber of Commerce’s Committee on
Customs Techniques recommended that the country of origin that ap-
peared on labels should be either the place where the entire manufactur-
ing process took place or, if it took place in more than one country, the
place where the last substantial change had occurred.”

Such an agreement could not of course settle how consumers re-
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sponded to this knowledge. “Made in ——” could be an incentive or
a deterrent, depending on the connotation of the place of manufacture.
So it was discovered in Great Britain during World War I that, after the
government had ordered its arch enemy’s goods stamped “Made in Ger-
many,” British people actually went out of their way to shop for them be-
cause of their reputation for superior quality.’”* A neutral solution could
be to stamp goods as not produced locally, as in “Not German Made.”
Whether “buy national” campaigns were effective was not at all self-evi-
dent, even if government joined with prominent businesses to mobilize
support from the widest range of political and civic institutions. Faced
with the flood of American imports, German nationalists in alliance with
some key manufacturers had taken strong stands on the Uberfremdung,
or overforeignization, of national industry. At Adam Opel, salesmen
were warned not to show up at the plant driving foreign vehicles. And
company marketing showed a flair for elegant nationalism in the slogan
“The car you purchase doesn’t have to be an Opel, but it has to be Ger-
man.””* After General Motors took over in 1929, Opel advertising still
played the nationalist card; it was the genuine German product, as op-
posed to Ford, its major competitor—which merely assembled its cars in
Germany! Diehard nationalists may have responded to “buy national”
campaigns. However, advertisers doubted that, all things being equal,
the prosperous, urbane younger customers who were their main targets
made an issue of national origin.

So there was no hard-and-fast rule whether to emphasize the Amer-
icanness of a product or conceal it. Down to World War II, the Gillette
Company operated in the conviction that “Made in America” was a
powerful selling point. One reason was to fend off competition from Ger-
man blades using Swiss trademarks, which were practically indistinguish-
able down to the design of the blade wrappers, which bore the likeness of
a Teutonic-looking King Camp Gillette. Other companies spoke to the
nationality of the brand, as advertising often does, to provide additional
arguments to reassure customers that they had made the politically cor-
rect choice after they had already made it on other grounds such as cost,
style, and prestige. Everybody in Britain knew more or less that Ford was
an American car, and its reputation for quality derived from that knowl-
edge. But local Ford advertising emphasized that its cars were made in
Britain, which was true, and in the mid-1920s it added a new color to its
palette, namely Imperial Grey.*

By the same token, to emphasize that the brand was universal was
not necessarily to renounce nationality. Kodak had been operating in Eu-
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rope since before the turn of the century, and its name had become syn-
onymous with photography. Metonymy for the modern, it was every-
where, but from nowhere. That made it American, though not in so
many words. What was important was for crossnational advertising to
reiterate the same message. So if the French edition of Vogue, read in
Rome, told an Italian woman the same thing about a product as her daily
copy of the Corriere della sera, she was far more likely to buy the product
than if the publications told her different, perhaps conflicting, things
about it. And if a German, taking his holiday in Switzerland, read in the
local papers what he had already learned from the German press, he too
was more likely to become a loyal customer.”” Ultimately goods went na-
tive quickly, especially once they began to be produced locally. If there
was a commonality to U.S. goods, once their marketers no longer saw a
virtue in advertising them as American, it came from the way in which
they first appeared on the scene, solo, the apparatus behind their arrival
the hugely costly, complicated, and circumspect alliance of international
capital and national government. As Douglas Miller, the commercial ad-
viser attached to the U.S. embassy in Berlin, remarked, “one of the most
valuable commodities we have to export is American merchandising and
distribution technique.”® In sum, the commonality of American com-
modities in Europe was the way they were merchandised: with a doff to
Marshall McLuhan, the new medium in which they moved was market-
ing. And marketing was the message.

Building Brand Recognition in 1930s Europe

Given the huge impetus behind it, American big-brand salesmanship had
an influence in Europe far in excess of the volume of sales of any single
object or the number of U.S. consumer brands actually being marketed—
which still added up to only a few score down to World War II. Still, a ba-
sic law of merchandising is that when one company in a sector starts to
brand its products, the others follow suit.”” So branding might start with
a certain fabric, and then spread like wildfire to dresses, hats, trimmings,
lingerie, silks, ribbons, jerseys, rugs, covers, umbrellas, handkerchiefs,
shirts, and detachable cuffs and collars. Subsequently it would spread to
other types of goods such as drinking glasses, electric fans, and pots. Be-
fore long it would be the turn of sewing notions, paper goods, sports
equipment, even children’s toys and board games. In sum, brand names
bred branding.

Yet to launch a brand in the American style was no simple affair. After
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all, the practice in the United States was bound up not just with the large
size of consumer-oriented firms, business strategies calculated with an eye
to mass merchandising, and the existence of a specialized apparatus of
selling, including the advertising agency itself. It also reflected a whole
way of envisioning material life, notably the way that customers them-
selves identified their individuality with the satisfactions the brand name
promised.

How, for example, could a perfectly respectable European manufac-
turer of razor blades take on the Gillette Company when, by the 1920s,
the latter’s name was practically synonymous with disposable blades?
Gillette had been founded in 1904 in South Boston, and its sales had
grown steadily until the war, when they soared after the U.S. government
was successfully lobbied to issue Gillette safety-razor kits to the entire
armed forces. Meanwhile the company brought the self-shaving gospel to
Europe. There too it prospered on army contracts and reaped publicity
from the widespread use by soldiers. Eventually even the French soldier,
the poilu (fuzzy-faced), was converted; pillaged shaving kits from aban-
doned enemy positions were as gratifying booty as the shoes, pistols, or
knives stripped from abandoned cadavers. Expanding its manufacturing
plants from England and France to subsidiaries in Belgium, Switzerland,
Spain, Denmark, and Italy, Gillette dominated 60 percent of continental
sales by the late 1920s. Everywhere the clean-shaven look for men tri-
umphed over facial hair. In Italy, Gillette gained the imprimatur of Il
Duce, who, in battle against the beards and mustaches of liberal geron-
tocrats, declared Fascism anti-whiskers. Hirsute faces were decadent.
The proof lay in the marble statuary of the Roman Republic and early
Empire in the portraits of smooth-cheeked Caesars.®

Whether any French firm, even the most venerable and well run, could
find a niche in this market was the problem that students at Paris’s Busi-
ness Training Center (Centre de Préparation aux Affaires) pondered over
several class periods in 1934. Founded by the Chamber of Commerce of
Paris in 1930, the CPA had revolutionized French marketing studies by
adopting the Harvard Case Method.®' No course of study could have
been less European: to take real-life business cases, examine all the alter-
natives the firm faced, and, at the end, provide management with a prac-
tical recommendation. Case number 310, supplemented with 316, was
just one of the hundreds that students studied from 1930 to 1941. But it
was a classic, for it dealt with the absolutely respectable Perrot works, a
firm of early date, famous for its fine cutlery, which though well managed
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and having spent one million francs on advertising its new product, after
three years had still not obtained a toehold in the French razor blade
market. It is true that the medium-scale firm was up against a multina-
tional with a record of remarkable accomplishments. On the continent,
Gillette’s only competitors had been German firms. These it confronted
head-on in April 1926 by purchasing a controlling interest in the Berlin-
based Roth-Biichner Company. King of the European nonbranded blade
market, it had produced blades sold under 250 different private labels.
Thereafter Gillette practically dominated the “Gillette-type” blade busi-
ness of the world.*

The most obvious way for Perrot to start was simply to throw its ven-
erable hat into the ring: “Perrot launches a razor blade, you owe Perrot a
try.” The trouble was that Perrot was known mainly for its cutlery, and it
was interested in producing razors only as a way of finding a use for
waste steel laminate. For consumers, the connection of shaving imple-
ments with knives was discomfiting. Moreover, cutlery was normally sold
through hardware stores or specialty shops, whereas razors were sold in
pharmacies, five-and-tens, or cosmetics stores. What would happen, the
students asked, if David sold his goods cheaply to undercut expensive
Goliath? This strategy too was unworkable, they concluded, since high
price was associated with high quality. With no sales apparatus of its
own, Perrot would have to work through wholesalers, and these had no
particular incentive to place Perrot’s blades as opposed to those of one or
another competitor. Forget the retailers: they were completely under Go-
liath’s sway, having been barraged by display materials and offers of spe-
cial discounts from its special sales representatives, as well as by requests
from consumers, who had become acquainted with Goliath’s product
from press and other advertising.

The solution the students came up with was for David to avoid Goliath
altogether. Perrot should give up on developing its own brand and use a
wholesaler to sell its blades as private brands to barbers and sundry re-
tailers. Meanwhile it should use its reputation and connections in govern-
ment to lobby for tariff increases against foreign-made blades!®* Not that
this strategy would hurt a hair on Goliath’s head, for by the early 1930s
Gillette had established a wholly-owned subsidiary in France. Thence-
forth it benefited from any protection or incentive the French state of-
fered local companies. In 1953, in the wake of handsome incentives from
the French state to move production from the Paris region to the prov-
inces, Gillette opened up a giant, fully automated plant in Annecy. Its
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hold on the French market stronger than ever, it resisted developing the
long-lasting stainless-steel blade on which it held a sleeping patent so
long as it made good profits on its less durable carbon-steel one. Only in
1961, when the British firm Wilkinson Sword Ltd. made plans to market
stainless-steel blades, the U.S. American Safety Razor Co. and Schick
promised to follow suit, and Gillette’s share of the European market be-
gan to be eroded, did it preemptively put its long-lasting Extra-Blue into
production. With means that no other firm could match, it launched a
marketing campaign unparalleled in French history, culminating in fall
1961, when it distributed 3 million sample blades to French households.®

And what happened if brands did come on the market but lacked the
requisite distinction, character, and goodwill to make them stand out
from the mass of generic goods? If lacking the appropriate introduction,
they would cause ambiguity about the new needs they were to satisfy, or
worse, the class of people they were intended to please. The awful result
would be that they undercut the solidarities of familiar craft goods with-
out establishing a new hierarchy of taste, without contributing anything
to the sense of the richness of life that was nurtured by the high quality
and craft with which Europe’s goods were identified to contrast them
with the standardized, mass-produced items that were called “Ameri-
can.”

This was the prospect that Hanns W. Brose, the German advertising
pioneer, bewailed with Wagnerian pomposity as the “Gotterdimmer-
ung des Markenartikels”—“The Apocalypse of the Brand-Name Good.”
This was the cri de coeur of the post—=World War I bourgeoisie, who, im-
mersed in the old canons of quality, wanted new goods, but wanted them
to have that “cultivation,” or Bildung, that would impart distinction, yet
who lacked the purchasing power individually and collectively to give a
proper tone to mass goods. Brose would have called himself typical in
this sense. Born in 1899, the son of a prosperous West Prussian dry-
goods store owner, he had grown up surrounded by the mass-produced
yet luxury-quality brands of his epoch: his childhood madeleines were his
father’s Waldorf-Astoria cigarettes, his mother’s Kaffee Hag and Riquet
chocolates, and the fine Salamander footwear with which the entire fam-
ily was shod. Well-read but no student, though he professed to love Goe-
the, he had the good luck, after the small factory he inherited failed, to
be able to turn his snobbery into a metier by finding a position at the
Berlin offices of Erwin, Wasey and Company. There, under the spell of
the American profession, he completed his self-styled “almost ‘romantic
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journey’” from German literary studies to advertising. This was reconse-
crated in a wholly German milieu when he joined the in-house staff of
Karl August Ligner’s Dresden firm. There he dedicated himself to cam-
paigns for Odol, Europe’s best-known brand of mouthwash, some of the
immense profits from which the industrialist-philanthropist Ligner de-
voted to building Dresden’s renowned Hygiene Museum, the first in the
world to be dedicated to eugenics. Writing advertising text for Odol, sit-
ting at the antique desk in the studio of his villa on Hochuferstrasse in
Dresden-Blasewitz with a view from the terrace across the Elbe to the
three Albert palaces, of which Ligner had inherited one (a second be-
longed to the von Mayenburg family, which owned the Chlorodont fac-
tory), Brose came to the realization that the “the genius and vision of the
entrepreneur” were one with “the imagination of the artist,” and “the
world of the brand-name good was hardly less symbolic and cultural-
laden than the world of Goethe.” The “respect for quality,” and the sense
of “certainty and direction” that this new world of marketing inspired
in him, combined with a robust sense of business opportunity and politi-
cal opportunism to carry him successfully from the Weimar Republic
through the Third Reich to the boom years of the Federal Republic, his
professional reputation unbesmirched and his livelihood intact.’

Brose’s sense of revulsion toward the new branded goods derived not
from the process of branding itself. He was not nostalgic for unlabeled
craftsmanship. What he abhorred was the proliferation of cheap brands
to the detriment of the status of the celebrated ones. Brose blamed Chan-
cellor Bruning for trying to drive down prices. Inevitably “a poor land
must be a cheap one.” Desperate to market their products, small firms re-
sorted to advertising, and to do so they had to devise a brand image. The
result was that bad brands drove out the good ones: the market for the
output of marginal and failing firms was not the discriminating bourgeoi-
sie, but the masses of destitute lower-middle classes and workers.

The solution lay in what Brose called “collective advertising” (Ge-
meinschaftswerbung). His version of it was to promote goods by sector
or by category, a practice that was not at all uncommon elsewhere: fruit
or rice growers, milk producers, and banana importers combined their
respective advertising resources to promote consumption, the increase
overall redounding to the interests of the sector as a whole. The ideal
brand should be able not only to show off its “utilities,” but also to dis-
play a meaningful “collective ideology” (Gemeinschaftsideologie).

So ambitious a project could never have been contemplated had not
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the clever Brose linked his fortunes to the Society for Consumption Re-
search, or Gesellschaft fur Konsumforschung (GfK). Founded in 1934 at
Nuremberg by Professor Wilhelm Vershofen, whom Brose would exalt as
“sociologist, philosopher, and poet,” the GfK was famous as Germany’s
first market research organization. Working with 750 correspondents
each in contact with twenty clients, it was well known for its bulletin,
Die Deutsche Fertigware (German Household Goods), which in 1938
changed its name to Markt und Verbrauch (Market and Consumption).
It is also renowned for having had as an up-and-coming associate the
young economist Dr. Ludwig Erhard, later celebrated as the father of
the postwar German economic miracle and the foremost ideologue of
1950s West German consumer culture.® It was Brose’s unique contribu-
tion to join the Ding an sich—the aestheticized “thing in itself”—with
a very practical and profit-oriented notion of branding. The modern mar-
keter’s duty was to get bourgeois consumers to relinquish their paralyz-
ing nostalgia for so-called authentic goods by creating brands that were
useful, tasteful, and sensitive to preserving social hierarchy.®”’

The Fair at Dusk

The power of big-brand marketing began to be felt in perverse ways even
at Leipzig, where the fair flourished despite the Nazis’ initial disfavor.
Cosmopolitan, liberal, a place of international truck and trade, it was,
according to the first Nazi plans, to be revived as a “Brown Fair” (as in
Brown Shirt) under the slogan “Think German—Sell German—Buy Ger-
man.” In keeping with this chauvinistic and parochial view, the Great
Fair would be recreated as a “department store of middle-class industry
where only goods of German origin [would be] allowed to be displayed,”
and customers would be enticed off the streets to search for bargains.®®
However, the fair had been badly battered in 1934 by foreign boycotts to
protest the regime’s anti-Semitism, as well as by the deepening depression
in international trade. Hence those who were better advised on the fair’s
centrality to foreign trade insisted on restoring the fair to its original pur-
poses. The regime acquiesced, after ousting the fair’s director, Paul Voss,
who was suspect as a liberal and a Rotarian. With Nazi flags fluttering
from all the fair buildings, Goebbels himself demonstrated the new gov-
ernment favor by inaugurating the 1934 fall season.

In the hothouse economy of the Third Reich, the fair as an institution
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flowered like gorgeous blooms out of season. Avid to capture trade for
their little fiefdoms, the Nazi Gauleiters, like the tyrants of yore, each try-
ing to bring trade under their power, swelled the number of fairs to 634
by the end of the 1934, only to have the government step in, aware of the
chaos and waste, to cut back on their number. On October 29, 1936, the
government ordered that only four places could be designated as interna-
tional fairs, namely Konigsberg, Breslau, Cologne, and Leipzig. On De-
cember 20, 1937, the Saxon Gauleiter Mutschmann celebrated Leipzig’s
anointment as an official State exhibition center, or Reichsmessestadt.
Reflecting its exalted position in the Third Reich, the fair was more and
more a showcase for German industry. And increasingly it also reflected
the Reich’s colonial ambitions in the region, with more and more buyers
and sellers coming from southeastern Europe, where the Nazi New Or-
der intended to expand its Lebensraum. The tougher environment in
which to find export markets increased pressure to brand products. If in-
dustrial firms did not, it was conceived that the fair itself could do so, by
awarding seals of approval that would vouchsafe for the quality of the
goods. The fair, then, would act as the supreme guarantor of the craft cul-
ture of the German nation, giving its stamp of approval to the individual
good in the name of the general interest of Germany’s economy and peo-
ple. This was not a capitalist contract, unlike the bond of goodwill estab-
lished by the brand between manufacturer and consumer. It was a bond
of social trust, underwritten collectively by the age-old solidarities of the
guild, the venerable merchant traditions of the fair, the aesthetic of the
poet, the craft of the manufacturer, the skill of the publicist, and, of
course, the refined taste of the public. Ultimately under the sovereign pro-
tection of Hitler’s Reich against the marketing monopolies of an unspeci-
fied foreign capitalism, the Leipzig Fair was “a place where competitor
can meet competitor in fair and open combat for the world’s custom.”*
In October 1941 plans were formalized to build a Commemorative
Hall in honor of “the creative German” on the site of the Technical Fair.
This would be to the Labor Front what the vast stadium of Nuremberg
was to the Nazi party. Plans were also drawn up to double the exposition
space in the city center over the next decade by constructing fourteen new
buildings. As German armies invaded all Europe, the fair’s seven-century
history was revisited to recall its survival through the thick and thin of
the Thirty Years’ War, the Seven Years’ War, and the Continental Block-
ade by the Corsican general, whose army, it was never forgotten, had
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Leipzig Fair buildings at the war’s end, 1945. By permission of the
Sachsisches Staatsarchiv, Leipzig.

been routed in 1813 when the people of Leipzig themselves had seized
arms and rushed to the battlefields. It was forgotten that so long as the
then-independent kingdom of Saxony was allied with Napoleon, it had
flourished, the fair providing an outlet for two-thirds of Lyons’ silk pro-
duction. During World War II the fair continued to flourish, at least until
Allied bombing started, as commercial traffic quickened with the annex-
ation of Poland and the Third Reich extended its power southeastward
into Hungary and the Balkans. It flourished too because the government
wanted to sustain the flow of consumer goods, in the knowledge that
consumer tastes change more abruptly and unpredictably in wartime
than in peacetime.”

The expectation that the Great Fair of Leipzig would thrive in the New
Order was junked as tons of bombs began to be dropped on the city on
December 4, 1943. On April 18, 1945, American military forces occu-
pied Leipzig as they pressed forward to meet up with the Soviet forces
at Torgau on the Elbe, just thirty miles to the northeast. This occurred
on April 27. However, long-standing accords between the U.S. and So-
viet high commands put the city under Soviet occupation. On July 2,
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1945, dejected bystanders saw the first Soviet troops straggle into the
city’s war-ruined, rain-soaked shambles of a downtown, the men ragged
and famished, mostly on foot, the officers in dilapidated Jeeps, the sick
and wounded on trucks and farm carts harnessed to oxen and mules.
By the spring of 1945, 80 percent of the fair buildings had been de-
stroyed. That season, for the first time in centuries, the fair didn’t open

in Leipzig.



CHAPTER 5

Corporate Advertising

How the Science of Publicity Subverted the Arts of Commerce

The skills and talents we offer to advertisers throughout the
world . . . are rooted in our experience and perseverance in
gathering more and more information into our library of
knowledge . . . Our goals can be attained only by demon-
stration that we can deliver more for the money than any-
one else.

SAM MEEK,

American advertising man, 1952

What sadness would be conveyed by streets, squares,
stations, subways, palaces, dance clubs, dining cars, travel,
automobile routes, nature, without the innumerable post-
ers, without display windows . . . ? Yes, truly, advertising is
the most beautiful expression of our era, the greatest inno-
vation of the day, an Art.

BLAISE CENDRARS,

French writer, 1927

THE F1AT SPIDER was the first car ever seen in the village. Scrambling up
the mule path, motor whirring, dust spurting from under the chassis as it
skidded back and forth, it burst into the dilapidated public square and
jolted to a stop. The driver and his companion, urbane young men with
slicked-back hair, jacquard vests, and snappy shoes, pulled themselves
out, stretching and laughing after their hell-raising ride. After inspecting
the place for a few minutes, pausing at the village pump to splash some
water into a tin they pulled from their sack, they stood in front of the
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whitewashed wall by the church. This, they agreed, offered the perfect
emplacement. As the villagers coming out of Sunday mass stopped to
look, one fellow took a wicker brush and smeared the stucco with glue
paste while his companion carefully unfolded a large square of glossy pa-
per. Smoothed down, the poster hung at eye level. A bottle-green chimera
leaped from a bright-white background to entwine itself around a check-
ered can and imbibe its contents. The lettering said “Best-Oil, the Favor-
ite Lubricant.”

This event, purported to have occurred in the Apennine hills of Emilia-
Romagna in Italy in 1932, was used by the expert who told about it to re-
flect on the excesses of modern advertising. His main point was twofold.
First, the craze for publicity had lately got out of hand. And, second, the
mania for costly poster campaigns was particularly ill conceived. Engine
oil was a superfluous item in the unnamed place we shall call Colibri. The
village had no tractors or any other motorized farm equipment. Up to
that moment, there had been no automobiles either. Hand-held coffee
grinders and pedal sewing machines were the only machines in need of
lubrication. And there was plenty of gasoline and olive oil for that. What
purpose then could advertising serve here? His answer, in brief: none
whatsoever. Advertising should not be about bravado. It was a serious
profession, a science whose goal was to sell goods.'

If indeed the aim of publicity were only to sell the goods being adver-
tised, then we might concur with the expert, Dr. Brunazzi. However, ad-
vertisers themselves would have been the first to acknowledge that it is
difficult if not impossible to determine exactly the impact of their mes-
sage on the public. The joking adage that “fifty percent of all advertising
dollars is wasted; we simply don’t know which fifty percent,” sometimes
attributed to Albert Lasker, the self-assured chief of Lord & Young, had
become a cliché by the 1930s, at least in the United States. By that time
much had been written about the significance of advertising as a language
of goods. For marketing campaigns clearly not only introduced the quali-
ties of commodities, but also illustrated the needs they satisfied, often
with new concepts and phrases. They highlighted their availability while
reassuring customers that the choices they had made were wise ones.
Moreover, advertising accustomed people to speak about the things they
appeared to have in common, enriching with visual images and idiomatic
expressions their conversation about what they held dear or despised
about the world in which they lived.?

As a matter of fact in Colibri on that early autumn Sunday nothing was
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sold or bought. An automobile arrived with an announcement, and the
announcement told people not yet familiar with, much less desiring, an
automobile that it had its own needs, first and foremost for motor oil. As
it turns out, the latent desire that the publicity event stimulated was not
for lubricants or even for that marvelous object, the car. If anything, it
promoted another utility, one that cars were invented to satisfy, namely
automobility. Now for the people of Colibri to satisfy that basic want,
which might in turn excite the desire for automobiles, which in turn
would create the need for motor oil, first of all they needed a road. And
so it happened that the village priest, the community’s activist, having
seen from the drivers of the car that came to advertise the motor oil that
the old cart path could accommodate traffic, convinced the local authori-
ties (behind whom stood a dictator who championed such public works)
to upgrade the ancient roadbed. On the assumption that Colibri’s history
is like that of many similar European villages in the 1930s, with the road
smoothed, widened, and cobbled, it soon became the destination for the
occasional Sunday tourist. In turn the villagers more easily made their
way down the hillside on market days to bring back supplies—canned
goods, flypaper, knitting wool, hairpins, tin pots, perhaps even a radio.
At least one enterprising resident would have spent the savings accumu-
lated from the sacrifices of a life of emigration on a used Ford to provide
a van service. Eventually the village youth would have drifted down to
the plain to seek paid employment, settle in the money economy, and par-
take of urban consumer routines.

To be sure, this is an extreme case of publicity as primum mobile. Its
point is to underscore that as a social invention, contemporary advertis-
ing was more than a specific technique or form, the age-old graffiti, a
handout, or poster, the press insert, radio ditty, television spot, or website
pop-up. From the start it was, as it still is, a complicated dialogue about
goods, one mediated by specialists with diverse interests to balance. Ad-
vertisers themselves hankered after professional dignity, social status, and
income, and these acquisitions depended perforce on cultivating good
business relations with their clients. In turn they had to gain the con-
fidence of the public, whose mutable tastes and own growing exper-
tise they were under constant pressure to probe, test, and master, and
whose responses they knew only by reflex, by what was said to it and
about it.

Like other inventions of twentieth-century consumer culture, advertis-
ing was initially a culturally bound phenomenon, the local idiom devel-
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oping out of close-knit communities of consumption. There was no uni-
versal language of commerce. Publicity could be oral, as in the peddler’s
cry, the merchant’s cajoling, or the broadcaster’s jingle. Or it could be vi-
sual, taking the form of stunning wall posters, colorful handbills, densely
worded advertising copy, the animated tv commercial. The problem here
is to understand how the practices of one milieu of marketing, the Ameri-
can, were propelled into another milieu, the European, on the road to
becoming a global phenomenon. In other words: How was a system of
publicizing commodities which had begun to regard its practices as uni-
versally valid assimilated into a declining commercial civilization, one
that Europeans themselves regarded as failing in the skills of persuasion
demanded of modern marketing? American advertisers posed their goal
as promoting a science in the name of corporate profits; Europeans often
claimed to be defending an art, in the name of a community of feeling
about the familiar brands, pastimes, and places of local material life.
Here the clash between the new and the old regime of consumption oc-
curred over which advertising language to use to address a mass public.
In the first quarter of the century, American advertising industry stood
out not just in terms of its gigantic size, revenues, and the fat sums it
added to the costs of distribution compared with all other countries of
the world, but also for its growing legitimacy as a public vernacular.’
American advertising invoked new social authorities to testify to the
worth of freshly invented goods even while fostering faddish notions
about the basic needs that new goods could satisfy: such were refresh-
ment, dryness, softness, coolness, clear complexion, toasted taste, restful
lighting, fresh breath, staving off nighttime hunger, and so on, ad infini-
tum. The American advertising industry brought with it systematic and
costly procedures that claimed to be universal even as it exploited these
ostensibly universal practices to impugn local knowledge and taste.
Above all, American advertising carved out a new domain in public
space, one that was shared by the intrusive chain stores, big-brand mar-
keting, and the Hollywood-led cinema industry. This is what we might
call the commercial cultural sphere as distinct from the political cul-
tural domain, which, under the pressure of U.S. ad techniques, was now
stretched beyond the turn-of-the-century publicists’ imagination to in-
clude all of the press, even the most political, roadways, radio, cinema,
and eventually television, shopping malls, and the Internet. Thereby com-
mercial space cut into the public space that had been carved out of
eighteenth-century absolutist regimes and in the nineteenth century was
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grafted onto every tissue of city centers—at well-trafficked crossroads,
the sidewalks of boulevards, public squares, at subway, tram, and bus
stops, around train stations—in sum, in all the places where people
crossed paths with one another and congregated more or less freely.
Moreover, by drawing on the commonsense appeal of everyday experi-
ence, American advertising self-consciously blurred the distinction be-
tween arguments made on behalf of political claims and the rationales
used for making consumer choices. In turn, the rationale behind selling
goods could be redeployed to make social claims as well. This slippage
was especially troubling under systems of exchange in which commer-
cial messages overflowed with provocative sensuality and psychological
excitement, yet the main thrusts of development were to differentiate
the needs of one social class from another and to restrain consumer de-
sire from expressing itself through the untrammeled coveting of material
goods.

If Dr. Brunazzi, as he denounced the futility of postering at Colibri, had
been asked what kind of publicity he recommended, he would have
warmly endorsed what at the time was becoming familiar as the “Ameri-
can style,” which for him as for other self-styled “modern” experts
meant the carefully studied advertising copy published in the mass-circu-
lation press. The poster, by contrast, he regarded as an artifact of the
past, an aesthetically pleasing gimmick perhaps, but unsuited to the dy-
namism of modern marketing.

From the Frontiers of Our Far-Flung Empire

That the poster pasted up at Colibri publicized engine oil is not acciden-
tal. Advertising for automobiles stood at the cutting edge of commercial
promotion in the 1920s, reflecting the rapid globalization of the industry
after World War I and the intense marketing of the various fuels, lubri-
cants, tires, axles, spark plugs, batteries, tools, pumps, paints, synthetic
leathers, and the myriad of other accessories, auxiliary industries, and
services connected to the purchase and use of cars.*

It took the great advance abroad by the world’s two largest automotive
firms, Ford and General Motors, to catapult the leading U.S. advertis-
ing agencies into Europe. Before the mid-1920s the prospects for selling
significant quantities of cars in Europe, where there were already well-
established manufacturers, had not looked especially promising com-
pared with prospects in Canada, Argentina, Brazil, and Australia, where
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there were no native industries. American-made cars could not expect to
obtain more than a 10-20 percent share of the transatlantic market given
their relatively high prices, stiff tariffs, heavy government taxes on horse-
power, their low fuel efficiency, and the conspicuous evidence they gave
of great wealth that might expose their owners to unwanted scrutiny
from state tax collectors. Nonetheless, by 1926-27 the Big Two, in the
process of extending their domestic rivalry, determined to take on the Eu-
ropean competition, especially as they saw renascent French, British,
German, and Italian carmakers bidding for foreign markets. A strong
presence in Europe also mattered for purposes of international prestige.
Ford’s star billing in London resonated in Johannesburg, Delhi, and other
stretches of the British Empire. Showing the new models at the annual
October Salon de ’Automobile at the Grand Palais in Paris, “the shop
window of the world,” as well as opening spectacular display rooms on
the Champs-Elysées, was still the best conduit to Arab princes, scions of
Turkish merchant families, Romanian great estate holders, as well as the
prosperous Luxembourg engineer or Belgian industrialist who was dis-
dainful about the quality of French automobiles yet for political reasons
would never purchase a German model. As GM and Ford competed with
each other for market share in Europe, with Chrysler coming in a distant
third, they upped the ante on advertising expenditure. In turn, as leading
European automobile manufacturers Fordized their manufacturing pro-
cesses to compete with U.S. industry, they took a lesson from American
marketing practices by boosting their advertising budgets. France’s own
Big Three, Citroén, Peugeot, and Renault, took this step, likewise Italy’s
Fiat. The largest and most German of automobile manufacturers, Adam
Opel, did so after it was acquired by General Motors in 1928 and had its
advertising account turned over to the H. K. McCann Company.’

Late January 1927 was the moment that American advertising could
truly be said to have arrived in Europe. That was when the giant J. Walter
Thompson Company sent its first “expedition” abroad after reaching an
agreement with General Motors, the world’s biggest spender on advertis-
ing after Unilever. The pact required that JWT open an office in every
country where GM had a manufacturing or assembly plant. Accordingly,
the firm rushed to open outposts in Berlin, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Ma-
drid, and Alexandria, Egypt. In 1928 it moved to The Hague, Paris, and
Port Elizabeth, South Africa. The following year it set up an office in
Warsaw. By 1932, just as GM began to cut back, JWT established out-
posts in Bucharest and Barcelona. As each office opened, the staff sought
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to obtain the local accounts for the other major brands the company pro-
moted back home. By 1930 JWT’s continental European offices also
managed the overseas accounts of a baker’s dozen of prestigious brands,
namely Pond’s soap, Kodak, J. B. Williams toiletries, Kellogg’s cereals,
Coca-Cola, Gillette, Frigidaire, Listerine mouthwash, Wrigley chewing
gum, Horlick’s malted milk, Royal Baking Powder, Odorono deodorants,
and Fleischmann’s yeast.

In the meantime, others among the big firms that had begun to clus-
ter around Madison Avenue made the leap as well. The United States’
third-largest advertising firm, the Philadelphia-based N. W. Ayer and
Son, though tempted to go abroad at the behest of the California Prune
Growers Association, did so only in 1927, after it had also obtained the
lucrative Ford account. H. K. McCann, the fifth largest, launched itself
with the account from the Standard Oil Company of New Jersey, and the
upstart twelfth-ranked Erwin, Wasey and Company set up a main office
in Paris, smaller shops in Milan and Berlin, and eventually ten or so other
local agencies after winning the Goodyear Tire account.” By the early
1930s international billings had pushed J. Walter Thompson well ahead
of its leading rivals, N. W. Ayer and Lord & Thomas, to make it the
world’s largest advertising firm. It held this position for most of the years
down to the millennium.

True, Europeans had been curious about American advertising meth-
ods long before 1927, and they would learn about them from other
sources after the arrival of JWT and other U.S. agencies. After all, adver-
tising is a form of culture, and its movement could never be demarcated
by the movement of a single industry. By the 1920s American techniques
were being documented through at least a score of dynamic local publica-
tions: in France, by Vendre, La Publicité, Réussir, and Mon bureau, to
name just four; in Germany, by Die Reklame, Gebrauchsgraphik, and
Die Deutsche Werbung; in Italy, by Pugno nell’occhio, Commercio, in
which Dr. Brunazzi wrote about Colibri, and, later, in the gorgeously
produced Pubblicita d’Italia. Typographers and graphic designers were
familiar with the most venerable of U.S. trade journals, Printers’ Ink,
founded in 1895. “How-to” books appeared in translation, the most
widely circulated being Claude Hopkins’s My Life in Advertising, which
after its translation by the journalist Louis Angé was heavily promoted as
its bible by the fledgling French firm Jep and Carré. With its homilies and
recipes for business success, it could be likened to Henry Ford’s self-pro-
motional memoirs. The story Hopkins told Europeans was that a mere
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craftsman, a onetime reclusive copywriter at Lord & Thomas, had made
himself a lucrative career by discovering the “plague” of tooth plaque
while dutifully researching the dental hygiene literature to find the infor-
mation indispensable to writing convincing advertising copy for a new
tooth cleanser. Once he had dug out this knowledge, Hopkins could au-
thoritatively explain how “cloudy film” accumulated on teeth as well as
the “reason why” his product, Pepsodent, could eliminate it. This knowl-
edge also gave him such unwavering confidence in his product that he in-
vested his small savings in its manufacture. The company’s success made
him one of the first advertising copywriters to become rich.®

In their own array of distinguished national theorists, Europeans
would more easily have found high-minded divagations on crowd psy-
chology than crass considerations of profit or nostrums about best prac-
tice. These figures—one thinks of Victor Mataja, Rudolph Seyffert,
Girolamo Bevinetto, Octave-Jacques Gérin—were intellectuals in the tra-
ditional sense; sometimes they were quite distinguished academicians.’
Though distant in formation, spirit, and method from the prevailing
American paradigms, sooner or later they too had to engage with them,
and their views on the matter were in turn widely studied and cited. Inev-
itably European advertisers also found more and more occasion to meet
their American counterparts in the decade after the war. Sometimes these
meetings occurred in the course of the technical tourism that brought
groups of advertising men to visit the famous sites of American produc-
tivity, only their mecca was Times Square and its jumble of illuminated
signs rather than Detroit and its implacable assembly lines. Sometimes in-
dividuals set off alone to apprentice in a U.S. firm in order to return with
an edge to advance their own careers. On other occasions groups from
both sides of the Atlantic, organized in their respective national associa-
tions (initiated after studying American prototypes), converged at inter-
national congresses (the first of which, convened in 1904, was strictly an
American affair). Lively events these were, where advertising men, gre-
garious sorts, scrutinized one another’s practices and exchanged gossip
about the state of the art.

Consequently, to say that the mere physical presence of American ad-
vertising agencies on European soil made all the difference would grossly
exaggerate. What it did do was to make the Americans themselves more
aware of the distinctiveness of their own practices with respect to the Eu-
ropeans’. In the short term, this discovery made them more aggressive
about their superiority with respect to the local craft they denigrated as
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“backward” and “undeveloped.” Over the long term, it made them more
calculating about how to outmaneuver local businesses and prospect
large-scale challenges—when to pull back, as during the 1930s Depres-
sion; when to advance, as happened with the emergence of the Common
Market at the turn of the 1960s. In turn, the American presence put pres-
sure on Europeans to become more self-conscious about their own pecu-
liarities. So, as they set about updating indigenous practices, American
standards were in their mind’s eye. Even if after local ways were assessed
and it was determined that, after all, they were the best suited to local en-
vironments (with some tweaks and adjustments), they could never again
be justified as universally valid as the Americans claimed theirs to be.
Rather they were to be cultivated as appropriate to “our selling environ-

>

ment,” in keeping with “national traditions,” or, more parochially, as
“our way” not “theirs.” In this roundabout way, too, American best
practice established itself as the norm.

By all measures, J. Walter Thompson was as formidable a corporate
beast as could be imagined. Headquarters for its world operations were
in the thirty-one-story Graybar Building on Lexington Avenue, which,
when occupied by its staff of several hundred in 1927, made JWT the
largest tenant of what was then the largest office space in the world. Un-
der the leadership of Stanley Resor, the amounts the agency billed its cli-
ents tripled in the 1920s, the first boom time of U.S. advertising. Tops in
billing, it emerged as the standard setter for an industry that, overall, had
doubled in value since 1890, represented 3 percent of the gross national
product in 1929, and accounted for fully 15 percent of the very high cost
of distributing goods in the United States."

By then, advertising had been industrializing for over half a century,
and J. Walter Thompson, first the man and then his firm, marked its every
moment of advance. Thompson himself, though born in Massachusetts
in 1847, shared with several other industry pioneers the fundamental-
ist Protestant culture of self-transformation of the small-town Midwest
where he grew up. After serving in the Civil War he went to New York
City, where in 1868 he found work as a bookkeeper and assistant in the
two-man office of Carleton and Smith. Just a few years later, with entre-
preneurial intuition unfazed by social snobbery, Thompson realized that
mass-circulation magazines, especially those genteel illustrated monthlies
favored by women and gentlemen of substance, could be a valuable me-
dium for publicizing branded goods. Assuring their publishers that their
reputation would suffer no damage from vile truck with the advertising
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trade, he obtained exclusive contracts to place ads in a list of twenty-five,
then thirty of them. In 1878, well before this operation was concluded,
he was able to buy out his longtime employer.

Over the next three decades Thompson turned his business into the
prototype of the full-service agency, grouping under one roof all the per-
sonnel and equipment needed to carry out advertising on a “scientific”
basis. Science in this sense meant coupling studies of market, product
development, and packaging with consumer surveys, carefully pitched
compositions, and ad placement. On this basis, JWT obtained accounts
from leading consumer manufacturers, notably Procter & Gamble and
the American subsidiaries of Unilever. Under immense pressure to main-
tain their market shares while turning out new products, these giants
were willing to pay richly for the specialized services the agency offered.
Picking up on cross-Atlantic trade opportunities, Thompson set up a
small office in London in 1899 and only five years later could make the
astoundingly grandiose claim (one that eventually proved true) that his
agency had “annexe[d] the entire British domain to the advertising realm
of the ambitious American manufacturer who sighs for more worlds to
conquer.”" In 1908, as JWT expanded to Cincinnati, Chicago, and De-
troit to be near booming midwestern markets, Thompson brought in a
cohort of collaborators three decades younger, notably Stanley Burnet
Resor, who would stay with the firm until he retired in 1955 at age eighty.
In turn, Resor hired a former coworker, Helen Lansdowne. Even then she
showed the compositional skills, taste, and intuition about pleasing other
advertisers and company clients that would make her the doyenne of
copywriters. Business boomed, and in 1916 the couple, together with
several other partners, bought out the old man. From there they pro-
ceeded to shed their smaller accounts, pinning their fortunes on the
billings from a score or so of premium national corporations. The next
year Resor and Lansdowne consolidated their own efficient, affectionate,
and richly profitable relationship by marrying.'

By virtue of their talent, education, and business strategies, as well as
the unique division of labor between the two—with Stanley as president
in charge of oversight and Helen as chief of the creative aspects—the
Resors transformed JWT into a major corporate power. In so doing they
defined several features of American advertising that made it stand out
on the world scene. The first feature was the industry’s image as a busi-
ness, one that in its own terms could be counted to be as productive and
profitable as manufacturing; the second was its vast authority to coun-
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sel the political elite on matters of state; and the last, its pervasive in-
fluence upon public language. The upper-middle-class Yale-educated
Resor, backed by two scores of vice-presidents of similarly elite Anglo-
Protestant backgrounds, could not have been more distant from the
huckster peddlers with their razzle-dazzle nostrums who personified
nineteenth-century advertising. Statesmanlike and with a quiet sagacity
and rectitude that led contemporaries to compare him to Woodrow Wil-
son, he was so alien from the rat race of big-city life that commuting on
a daily basis to the Graybar Building from his home in leafy, luxuri-
ous Greenwich, Connecticut, by cutting through Grand Central Station’s
Graybar tunnel, his feet only fleetingly touched the vile sidewalks of
Gotham."” Under sterling leadership, the firm set the standard for solidity,
probity, and continuity that distanced the memory of the early industry’s
disreputable fly-by-night operations and gave the lie to Madison Avenue’s
modern reputation as “ulcer gulch,” Western capitalism’s most sordid,
fatuous, and volatile redoubt.

The same rigor and commitment Resor brought to his own firm, he
brought to organizing the profession as a whole. Like other industry
leaders, he recognized that internal restraints and corporate self-organi-
zation were indispensable not only to reassure the public, which deeply
distrusted advertising, but also to ward off threats of state regulation. For
that purpose, he and other agency leaders gathered in 1917 to found the
American Association of Advertising Agencies, the so-called 4-As. Its
code of standards, which he authored, was designed to encourage trans-
parency in business dealings by promoting “truth in advertising,” publi-
cizing accurate newspaper circulation figures and rates on space, and
trumpeting the high ethical conduct expected of the profession’s mem-
bers. By the mid-1920s the president of the United States, if not yet fully a
skeptical public, solemnly rejoiced in the profession’s service to the na-
tion. In attendance at the 4-As’ annual convention in the fall of 1926,
Calvin Coolidge volubly commended the advertising profession for up-
lifting U.S. citizenship, ennobling the commercial world, and preventing
future business downturns."

JWT was in the forefront of turning advertising into a model practice,
as if it were a social science, at the moment the social sciences were
becoming the American academy’s nostrum for solving society’s social
ills. The staff of this “University of Advertising” as Resor liked to de-
scribe it, was populated by young men and a few women with B.A.’s and
doctoral degrees from elite colleges in the effort to bring to the subject
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“precision and rationality.” “Consumption is no longer a thing of needs,
but a matter of choices freely exercised,” according to Paul Cherington, a
former professor at Harvard Business School, who in 1920 was hired
to head the new Research Department. To determine scientifically how
these were formed, two years later Resor brought in the well-known be-
havioral psychologist John B. Watson, who had taught at Johns Hopkins
University before a scandalous divorce and polemical temper propelled
him out of the backbiting puritanism of the ivory tower into the ethical
jungle of the business world, where he thrived."

In turn, the training of copywriters and artists entailed that they go out
into the field to meet housewives, customers, and tradesmen in order to
obtain a feel for retail problems and consumer tastes. They were also
drilled in the so-called T-Square. These were the five questions indispens-
able to developing any advertising campaign on a sound basis: What are
we selling? To whom are we selling? Where are we selling? When are we
selling? How are we selling? Practically speaking, these queries were no
different from the emphatic “who, what, where, how, when” dear to
post=World War II American behavioral scientists. In pursuit of answers,
no company was as dedicated as JWT to statistical research and opinion
polling, compiling impeccably laid-out charts of population, income, and
patterns of ownership of key goods and services, such as electricity, tele-
phones, and cars, and relying on dealer surveys, consumer panels, and
door-to-door interviews (on both sides of the tracks). At the same time,
no firm was more convinced of its capacity to tap into a “universal p