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The Evolution of Marketing and Advertising from the post Civil War period to the post WWII period - A Socio-Economic and Cultural Approach

Although this may seem to state the obvious for some, before venturing into the topic itself, I would like to stress that marketing and advertising are not one and the same thing. They may have the same final objective, hence a possible confusion but are, as a matter of fact, different aspects of one single process. Advertising refers to the specific techniques through which firms make known to consumers what they have to sell, or try to convince them of the superior qualities of their products. Marketing, on the other hand is a more generic process, involving a whole array of disciplines starting with market research to determine what consumers really want and ending with advertising but also encompassing, in between, allied areas of expertise such as design, production, distribution and sales.

The twin disciplines of advertising and marketing have, within the framework of this study, the advantage of being more closely linked to the everyday experience of people, of making man’s relationship to the economy more explicit. Today, continuing debates, not to say litigation, about advertising’s invasion of privacy or about the tastelessness of commercials as well as concerns over the cynical manipulation of consumers down to Wal-Mart’s censoring practices show how sensitive these disciplines are
. On the other hand, we cannot escape the fact that these disciplines are an integral part of the great evolution of American enterprise. As a result, like American business, they in turn repel and fascinate. President Theodore Roosevelt’s policies offered one of the best examples of this ambiguity, swinging from trust busting to the defence of (regulated) trusts implied in his New Nationalism platform. The duality of American business was even clearer when within a single generation after 1929, it knew both its nadir and its peak of glory. Whereas in the 1930s, it had to pay for its perceived greed and immorality by intense regulatory activity, the 1950s saw Corporate America as being run by ‘industrial Statesmen’
 for the prosperity of the nation. Similarly, it will be the main task of this paper to confront the baffling mix of  achievements and abuse which the evolution of advertising and marketing reveals within the development of the American corporate system. Although this work does not intend to go beyond the Golden 1960s, it will be obvious how those issues echo today’s concerns with the power of companies in our global market, competition-ridden, innovation addicted economies.

First and foremost, marketing and advertising are  immediately involved in the transformation of the American economy which took place after the American Civil War and is usually called ‘The Great Merger Movement’
. Whereas 19th century business in America was very much the domain of  family businesses and local partnerships, the last third of the century was characterized by a powerful movement of concentration. The first part of this essay will then try to depict what role advertising and marketing played in this evolution, as American businesses for the first time achieved mass production through the efficiency gains generated by industrial concentration. This was also, conveniently enough, the time when a unified national market arose through the revolution of railroads and next,  the removal of legal barriers to nationwide business
. The present essay will accordingly aim to underline, however schematically, the most important aspects of this economic sea change. Those main developments will be presented chronologically, as different stages in the evolution of the American enterprise. It should be clear however, that this chronology will only be there for clarity’s sake, as actual corporate life offered mostly the blurred vision of overlaps and synchronous existence of competing organizational models within  American business.

Following in this Alfred Chandler
, the renowned business historian, we have to distinguish within this Great Merger Movement  a primary phase of empire building and a parallel one, often  unrelated, of administrative consolidation, which was to survive concentration proper. In his primary interpretation of the empire building movement, Chandler describes business as offering a defensive response to the strains imposed by increased competition and slim margins. It is most relevant for our discussion that  these difficulties were compounded by the lack of efficient retailing networks in a world faced  with the new challenges of mass production. To take the example of cigarette making, a mere 15 machines sufficed in 1881  to meet the whole American demand
.  This situation left producers desperate to find outlets in a world without hypermarkets and ready to go for radical measures to control competition. The great merger wave of 1893-1904 made it easier for companies to achieve economies of scale and to influence prices by coordinating the market. Chandler, however, stresses that many of these mergers were fragile, short-lived combinations of companies whose sole purpose was to enforce price discipline in an overcrowded market. A certain number of those companies such as the early General Motors, or Standard Oil were legendary successes. Others such as the American Sugar Co., the American Tobacco Co. (and Standard Oil) became so large as to attract the wrath of  anti-trust authorities and were finally dismantled to public acclaim. These legal battles attracted widespread attention but probably failed to discern a far more incapacitating flaw of that generation of companies. While able to strangle the market, they were often mere holding companies utterly lacking the administrative control and the unifying vision required for longer term development
. Chandler estimates that by the late 1900s that movement was a spent force and that by then the second generation of companies had taken over.

As implied by what has just been said, the second aspect of the transformation of American business, the movement towards a more administratively controlled corporate environment does not allow for any clear-cut periodization. Although intuitively one may feel inclined to show the whole movement as two stages logically proceeding from each other, in practice these two phases applied to different types of companies and were somehow concomitant. By mid century,  pioneers in technologically advanced products like, first and foremost, the Singer Sewing Machine Co. had already moved to a better (vertically) integrated company structure. This involved a coherent distribution network and a salaried sales force. More crucially, around 1870, railroads, chief among which the Pennsylvania Railroad, had gone one step further, becoming, in Chandler’s words,  administratively coherent, ‘functionally departmentalised structures’
. The advent of trunk lines in the 1870s rapidly confronted railroad managers with an insuperable mass of decisions in widely diverging fields from pure mechanics to accounting, to personnel or sales. Chandler locates there the main impetus for the decentralisation of the company into several departments placed side by side and controlled from above by a central office staffed by the president and functional vice-presidents. We have then, for the first time,  the recognition that the future of the company does not solely depend on aggrandizement. As Oliver Zunz tries to pinpoint further in his Making America Corporate
, attention to the daily details of organization was thus seen, at least in equal measure, as paving the way to success for the company. As evidence of this transformation gaining currency, in the railway sector at least, the precursor of this organizational switch, the Pennsylvania was dubbed by some “in every respect the standard railroad in America”
.

In line with this growing concern for organization, Chandler and after him Zunz note how companies were to strengthen their structure vertically by reaching down to their final consumer, bypassing middlemen such as commission agents. This concern for a vertical structure has little in common, if anything with the vertical integration  which led companies like Standard Oil to guarantee supplies or expansion through unequalled buying sprees. In Standard Oil’s case it meant everything from oak tracts for barrels, to tank cars, boats, whole railroads or pipelines for transport, to warehouses for storage
. Rather than buying competition out and buying suppliers and service providers in, this new breed of companies were to concentrate on internal management, to rationalize purchases, optimise production and systematize the selling department procedures. It might be worthwhile to describe this effort in some detail.

A precursor of the internal administrative strengthening of companies is the mundane National Biscuit Company formed in 1898, subsequently Nabisco. The  1901 Annual Report of the company made their growth strategy clear:  “bend(ing) our energies to improving the internal management of our business“ together with “the settled policy of this Company to buy out no competition”
. Nationwide companies had to be more than mere aggregations of plants. In the words of another manager of the same creed, the objective was to buy “raw materials ..in large quantities.. at a lower price”, striving for “the fullest utilization of special machinery and processes”, the adoption “of best standards”. Beyond this very incremental approach, the National Biscuit Company  broke new ground as one of the early promoters of nationally advertised packaged goods,  redefining the power and the usage of brands by the same stroke.  As a result, they redefined the relationship between consumers and producers in the positive sense when the brand served as a quality guarantee for the consumer, in the words of a recent commentator :”the first piece of consumer protection”
. As importantly, the new strategy offered instant recognition nationwide for the producer. To put it concretely,  the company took “the cracker out of the cracker barrel”
,
 and transformed it into a visually recognizable packaged product. The hope was not only to increase sales in the short-term but to guarantee profitability in the long run on the basis of customer loyalty.  In the same breath, they also opened a new era in advertising, moving it away from the usual ‘snake oil’ ballyhoo and harnessing it to the task of developing national recognition for a producer of a staple product. This was achieved with the help of the N.W. Ayer advertising agency from 1899 onward, using a gradated campaign from  ‘Uneeda’ to ‘Uneeda Biscuit’ and finally ‘Of course Uneeda Biscuit!”  which took place in newspapers and billboards.

The National Biscuit Company  management under the leadership of its founder Adolphus Green took the idea of branded packaged goods one step further by resorting to an integrated sales force, a ‘cadre of marketing experts’
. It had been a recurrent concern of the period that commission agents and wholesalers were not the ideal solution for companies striving to reach economies of scale and lower unit prices through the use mass production techniques. As noted by Chandler
, producers complained that wholesalers were often less concerned with maximizing sales volumes than with obtaining satisfactory commissions. In addition, since wholesalers were also dealing in competitors’ wares conflicts of interest were rife. It should not be a surprise then that a new approach to sales was necessary. It took the form of  salaried men directly reporting to a sales department integrated within the corporate structure. In the absence of such mass retailing tools as supermarkets, at the turn of the century launching armies of loyal salesmen peddling the company goods all across America was the only solution to increase sales volume.

However, in this, packaged goods producers had not been prime movers because one generation before or more, companies relying on technically advanced technologies had been  also forced to call upon a home grown sales force to distribute their products nationwide. Pioneers in this field were the Mc Cormick Harvesting Machinery Cy (later International Harvester) and the Singer Sewing Machine companies
 in the 1870s. Later came companies dealing in electrical goods like General Electric and Westinghouse in the 1880s who likewise needed technically highly literate salesmen to ensure a functional relationship between consumers and company designers. In time, as in the case of Du Pont Co., these sales forces grew to become intricate hierarchies of sales managers, district managers, assistant managers, traffic specialists, forming vast  national networks
. Since the technologically advanced nature of the products which Mc Cormick and Singer brought on the market entailed high prices,  management at those companies had a strong incentive to take care of  the need for credit too.  By offering credit, an additional service to customers, these pioneers were placing the finishing touch to a totally redesigned sales apparatus, like General Motors in 1919 with the General Motors Acceptance Co. In their bid to establish a national presence, like the early Nabisco,  those companies were putting a premium on long-term relations with the customer and  loyalty. Credit was then a tool towards these ends and not a means of extortion and short-term gains. Zunz
 makes this clear in his discussion of  International Harvester’s financial practices when he quotes the company’s representatives expressly advising against ‘shark’s’ methods. Quite to the contrary, those companies applied the most modern credit techniques of the time, offering instalment plans to farmers who could never count on steady streams of income. This is all the more remarkable since consumer credit then was in its infancy, forcing back rural populations more often than not on credit practices bordering on usury
.

Clearly, companies like Nabisco or International Harvester signalled  a new era of practices  infinitely more familiar to a modern spectator. Through their incremental construction of a business-consumer relationship in all its details, they offered the sharpest possible contrast to the more spectacular, adrenalin driven tableaux presented by empire builders like J.P. Morgan.  Zunz quite convincingly claims that this second transformation of corporate attitudes was also a transformation of America itself. In support of this view, he shows how the elaborate sales organisations described above and their accompanying value system, were only made possible by the willing cooperation of a whole class of people and ultimately, of consumers themselves. We may also immediately add that this movement was closely related to the general ‘progressive’ mindset of the whole era which placed public good above private
.

Pierre du Pont, chairman of the board at the Du Pont Co., addressing the company’s assembled salesmen at their General sales Convention in Atlantic City in 1918 clearly linked the welfare of the company to that of society. Salesmen were a vital conduit in a system bringing useful products making for a better world. Pierre du Pont further stressed the moral dimension of their business through grand declarations that: “ Material success of a group of persons cannot be dependent upon the advancement of some individuals at the expense of others” 
. Zunz also shows that for companies like Du Pont, at least, salesmen felt part of the great corporate effort to transform society. They appeared regularly in the Du Pont Magazine by contributing articles revealing their own technical or organizational knowledge. Similarly, the salesmen’s involvement in the corporate efforts was reinforced by keeping them abreast of the latest technical developments in the company’s product line. Through their initial training and constant self-improvement opportunities, the company thus offered a whole class of middle managers far more than a job, in fact a career and an education. As a convention report would have it, these might even allow them on occasion to deal on equal footing ‘with the  man of letters’ 
. Salesmen do not appear then so much  passive pawns moved along in the process of corporate transformation as self-respecting actors sharing in the ideal of the large corporation creating innovative industrial and consumer products in an advancing society.

Zunz also stresses the cooperative nature of relations between business and society when dealing with the effect of Mc Cormick Harvesting Machinery Company’s agents in the country.  This is rather paradoxical since the 1890s were periods of intense turmoil in America’s rural states when farmers’ resentment against falling prices, exorbitant railroad rates and perceived business exploitation coalesced in the Granges movement. Mc Cormick’s  role as agent of transformation becomes far more plausible when one realizes how thoroughly imbalanced Mc Cormick’s business presence was and that Zunz’s statement only applies to parts of rural America. As a matter of fact the company had as many representatives in a handful of prairie states plus New York State as in the rest of the United States
. Clearly, Mc Cormick  operated best where mechanization was possible: in the Prairie states which had in addition the advantage of relatively easy access to the booming industrial centers of the North East. Statistics reveal the impact of mechanization on this area, whose share of the total US farm output grew from 6% in 1869 to 30% in 1909
. Those figures give us a perfect example of the integration of a region into the corporate economy when farmers by mechanizing their production became partners in a cycle of technological investments and increased outputs. The corporation becomes a link with the industrial world by removing the wall that isolated the farmer from economic progress. As has already been stressed , the credit practices applied by Mc Cormick took the specificity of the rural market into account, allowing instalments and taking the long view of future profitability. Zunz also shows through a number of examples that Mc Cormick’s agents by involving themselves in local business and social activities avoided the trap of appearing as a parasitic presence. On the contrary, they often became members of the local Chamber of Commerce and were perceived as fellow local boosters. With the examples of these two companies Zunz manages to show the positive and cooperative face of business and sales forces interacting with society. This was thus a moment in economic history when the sales force improved its own status by helping corporations reach their commercial and social targets. Sales forces had become partners in the economic transformation of rural America, in a dual allegiance to company and society.

From the robber barons to the Federal trade Commission

We only have to think about the history of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, however,  to be reminded that, from the 1880s onward, big business was an increasingly controversial issue and that, in the words of Teddy Roosevelt, America at the turn of the century contained its fair share of “malefactors of great wealth” running ‘bad trusts’. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Co.  by heaping more scorn upon itself than any other company in the United States will provide a perfect example of the perceived malignancy of big business. However, it also illustrates the difficulty to deal with this period simply. A highly successful company, Standard Oil was to many the epitome of aggressive capitalism. Yet, this did not prevent it from partaking in both characteristic developments of the Great Merger Movement, empire building and attention to detail.

Attention to detail in Standard Oil somehow places the company on a par with the movement  embodied by the National Biscuit Company,(often called the Biscuit Trust in honour of its market dominance- another trait shared with Standard Oil). It had become clear to visionary managers, including John D. Rockefeller that the future of business lay in detailed attention to best production practices and  gaining consumer loyalty by providing dependable goods at low cost. Legend has it that Rockefeller, a highly analytical mind, had devised a way to achieve savings by reducing the number of soldering points on oil cans by one from 40 to 39. More seriously, the company’s very name is a reference to production quality, imposing it as a standard. This was no trifle since excessive quantities of flammable naphtha in kerosene might turn the oil lamp into a bomb (by some accounts between 5 to 6,000 deaths a year could be attributed to such a cause
 ). On the other hand, Standard Oil was also a full participant of the Great Merger Movement. As was noted in the description of the empire building phase of this movement, one of the main concerns was supply, and Rockefeller was no exception to the rule, controlling whatever resource or service  was necessary for his company’s expansion. 

The second concern of empire builders was price and market control in an era of surplus production. This aspect was particularly true in America’s early oil market when oil wells flowed so generously as to create an oil glut which, in the worst cases, was allowed to flow in the rivers. There reigned then on the oil market what Rockefeller called a ‘mining camp’ mentality. A systematic man, Rockefeller vowed to bring order to it. It is in this endeavour that J. D. Rockefeller gave food for thought to those who claimed that something had to be done to curb the excesses of free enterprise. The dark side of his fabulous commercial success, when exposed, made clear how wide the gap was between economic expediency and moral values. The recurring word in the criticism of Standard Oil, Rockefeller’s company was cruelty
 even if at the service of a grand scheme of organizing, stabilizing, in short integrating, a new industry. J. D. Rockefeller and Standard Oil gave a new face to the monopoly in its desire to eliminate competition: the industrial octopus. The general tool for this policy was the apparently mundane price war, driven to its extreme, “cutting to kill”. The way such a war was financed was much less innocent as it involved the technique of drawbacks. Aided by his dominant position, Rockefeller was able to negotiate favourable rates with railroads, giving him an edge on competition. Going one step further he also extracted drawbacks from the same railroads if they transported oil from Standard Oil’s competitors. In effect, the company would be paid by the railroad a percentage for any business done between the railroad and competitors. Competitors were thus unwittingly subsidizing Standard Oil’s transportation costs by as much as 25% while they themselves were being overcharged. Those companies of course were soon losing consumers for being more expensive before being forced to accept Standard Oil’s takeover. Needless to say also, when revealed, this scheme struck most people as being as ingenious as it was immoral.  

Rockefeller was not alone in this category. His legendary sense of self-interest even pales in comparison with that of other business tyrants like J. P. Morgan (and a less famous antagonist, Harriman). Their infamous business practices led to the 1901 financial debacle, no less and almost brought the whole economy to its knee. As an umpteenth takeover battle for a railroad company was being waged in secrecy between the two parties, speculation  developed (unwisely, of course). At the end of the day, speculators desperately needed to buy stock to make good on their promise to sell (since they had been selling ‘short’, that is without having the stocks in hand). In fact every single stock available on the market was being snapped in the “life-and-death struggle”
 between J. P. Morgan and Harriman (backed by none other than J. D. Rockefeller) for the control of Northern Pacific, the railroad in question. Prices for Northern Pacific stock spiralled whereas a major crisis ensued with the other stocks crashing and credit becoming virtually impossible to come by. As this meant the collapse of brokerage houses and ruin for thousands of investors  (say speculators ), J. P. Morgan was asked if “some statement were not due the public”. Then came his immortal answer “I owe the public nothing”. This and other perennial anecdotes
 revealed a brand of individualistic capitalism resolutely impervious to the general welfare. 

We can thus see  that America’s corporate world at the turn of the century offered a motley assortment. While some stood out for their ruthlessness, others ( still remaining acute businessmen ) already showed the way to the modern, planning and organizing corporation. For all its in-depth influence on society and trade relations, the public did not choose to focus on its achievements. After years of laissez-faire, a swing of the pendulum had occurred and public opinion, presidents included, were ready to impose a first wave of  corporate regulation, both at the level of the Supreme Court and at that of Congress. The turnaround was President Theodore Roosevelt’s 1904 decision to proceed against the Northern securities Co. ( a most strategic combination of  railroads engineered by J.P. Morgan) for violating the Sherman Anti-Trust Act through restraint of trade. This was the beginning of an anti-trust crusade
 that even intensified under President Taft and culminated in the vote in 1913 of the Clayton act, further reducing merger activities.

Consumer activism dates back to the same period, the turn of the century, when among other things the ‘muckrakers’, journalists, authors and activists started clamouring for more accountability of business towards consumers. Needless to say, J. P. Morgan and J. D. Rockefeller’s  business exploits had come at the expense of public sympathy. As their immoral practices had locked them up in a status of corporate villains, they reaped a whirlwind of combative activism crusading against big business. This was one of the many aspects of what is now called the Progressive Era, alongside other social and charitable concerns ranging from education to sanitation and moral reform efforts. When it turned its guns on business,  Progressive Era activism logically strove to bring financial and commercial interests back in line with society’s less materialistic values. As we will see, this meant rejecting economic expediency in favour of increased respect for the public, in practice the birth of modern consumer protection.

One of the most acute problems  touching consumers was that of food, and more particularly meat, which president T. Roosevelt had been closely attuned to during the Spanish-American War for the independence of Cuba in 1898, the ‘Splendid little War’. As a matter of fact, of the 5,500 Americans who died in the war, only 379 were killed in battle. The then colonel Roosevelt was not the last to clamour against the facts that disease and bad food, the notorious ‘embalmed beef’ had been the cause of many deaths
. Much of the ensuing pressure from the muckrakers, came in the form of novels, chief among them Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (1905) and Frank Norris’ The Octopus (1901). Acting upon this, Roosevelt, as president, sent an independent commission of two social workers to report on the situation in the Chicago meat industry to gather evidence he would use to put the public pressure on Congress. Together with the marked drop in sales of meat and meat products that ensued, the outcry was such that the Pure Food and Drug Act and the Beef Inspection Act were passed on June 30, 1906 less than 6 months after the appearance in book form of The Jungle 
. Those regulatory efforts aiming at protecting the public from business impropriety went on throughout the so-called Progressive Era. As already described, Presidents T. Roosevelt and W. Taft became famous as trustbusters while President Wilson created the Federal Trade Commission in 1914 to investigate complaints about business methods, among others false advertising
. After those moves, the first prolonged legislative effort at regulating business and shielding consumers from the excesses of laissez-faire came to an end, in fact if not in spirit. 

Nascent Scienticization and Professionalisation of Marketing: towards the National Association of Teachers of Marketing and Advertising 

As has already been noted in the discussion of  such detail planning companies as the National Biscuit Company or the Du Pont Company, selling was now entrusted to sophisticated hierarchical  departments. Their networks of agencies soon covered the entire US territory by developing along transportation lines. We saw that this effort involved a systematic effort to codify and  scienticize salesmanship, to turn it into a new science of service”
. This effort involved in-company training, like at Du Pont, with textbooks and exercise sheets, but was also bolstered by the great development of business studies at universities in the period after WWI and the appearance of the first MBA programmes in  the early 20th century
. Interestingly, Harvard, the pioneer, included a course on Business Ethics in its own programme in 1915
. Business colleges like the Alexander Hamilton Institute further fostered this new science through copyrighted lectures by well-known economists or successful publicists like Bruce Barton
,
. Quite typically, their philosophy presented  sales as a moral crusade enrolling “a man’s fiber and being”  in “a constant endeavour to improve oneself”. The business world thus signalled its gradual rejection of aggressive sales tactics. The antics of the driven salesman relying on his bag of tricks complete with rehearsed spiels and mesmerizing sales pitches would soon be a matter of folklore. 

As Franck Cochoy explains in Une Histoire du Marketing, within the context of F.W. Taylor’s scientific management principles, marketing was bound to develop a new approach to consumers. At first sight, a sales force travelling far and wide was much more difficult to control than workers operating on the premises and implementing plans on which engineers and managers had total control. The intrinsic independence of the salesman was a factor hard to master, yet it was becoming obvious that better efficiency could be achieved through a more scientific approach of the market.
 Cochoy shows how the precursors of marketing, like Percival White publishing in the 1920s, were already envisioning a more cooperative approach to the market, one where the enterprise, thanks to the marketing department, would be better attuned to the consumers’ needs. This vision was in fact closely linked to Taylor’s idea of mutual benefits for workers and employers (to be found among others in time-and-motion studies) but White extended the concept to producers and consumers.

However, the organization  and the training of the sales force as well as the principles guiding its action were not the only elements that underwent profound changes from the 1920s onwards. The physical environment of retailing was slowly transforming while the marketing techniques were refined in the continued process of scienticization described above.

With Piggly Wiggly in Memphis in 1916, America discovered self-service grocery-store chains. Later, chain stores like A&P (15,500 stores in 1932) became a regular feature of American towns and cities. One step further (1930), King Kullen, established in Queens (NY) the model for the large supermarket. American society had embarked on an essential phase of its transformation into a more suburban lifestyle as a result of the combination of the automobile and the refrigerator
. Even if this transformation slowed during the Great Depression, it must be noted that in a mere 25 years the American automobile industry had become the nation’s largest and that between 1910 and 1930, automobile ownership had made an enormous jump from 458,000 to 23 million, which meant one car for every 5 Americans. At the same time, starting with Los Angeles, many American cities started to pull back from investments in public transport facilities in favor of investments giving precedence to the automobile, like bridges, streets, viaducts and so on.
 American society was thus fully equipped to take advantage of the coming wave of suburban supermarkets spread out on one level and offering  plenty of  parking space. Contradicting the normal view of the 1930s as an ocean of economic paralysis, these developments were to emerge in the midst of the Depression. Within 6 years, between 1930 and 1936, King Kullen managed to open 17 supermarkets with  total annual sales of  $6 million. However, this very competitive transformation came at a time when the nation was still hurting from the blows of the economic crisis. Public opinion and legislators alike had become wary of  excessive competition and were faulting laissez-faire for their economic woes. The New Deal regulation turned out very often then as “a vast new public-policy regime of micro-economic stabilization”
. In other words, as deflationary competition had to be curtailed, market shares were frozen and smallness in business had to be protected. In the field of retailing, this was very much the effect of the 1936  Robinson-Patman Act (amending the Clayton Act of  1913) which declared price discrimination between purchasers illegal. In practice, this legislation made it temporarily much more difficult for supermarket chains to use the full measure of their potential economies of scale to drive local community retailers out of the market. Consequently the transformation of retailing marked time until the relationship between the suburbs and the city came to be radically altered in the late 1940s and the 1950s.

Looking at the skyrocketing figures of ad budgets in the post-WWI period provides ample evidence of  the perceived need to gain an edge on rivals in a context where growing competition meant more entrants and increasingly similar products. Indeed, earnings from advertising  rose from $1.3 billion in 1915 to $3.4 billion in 1926
. Clearly, companies needed to know their consumers better. Initial efforts were relatively straightforward and involved staff going door to door and carrying out house surveys
. Other pioneers, like George Gallup and Arthur C. Nielsen developed techniques leading to market share measurements, in the latter case on the basis of sample drugstores. However, one of the greatest breakthroughs was the usage of population statistics for marketing ends,  a technique that had been advocated as early as 1905. In their book Modern Advertising, Ernest  Elmo Calkins and Ralph Holden, insisted on the need to turn advertising into a science by focusing on facts, what they called ‘the mathematics of advertising’
 . The success of this approach was closely linked to the development and the increased precision of the census data gathered by the Census Bureau. As is well known, the development of the computer industry and of International Business Machines, the future IBM, originated in the development of the punched card technology that made it possible to compile the enormous amounts of census data. The available statistics then became the primary material for the increasing number of companies with formal market research departments. 

However, market research still had not become a deep-rooted habit. In 1932, only 29 companies were sufficiently concerned to invest in this area on a regular basis. Some big names, however, like the Ford Motor Co. learned the hard way that competition had changed and that it paid to take the market into account. More than ever before, companies needed to be able to distinguish themselves from their competitors. A towering but by no means isolated figure in this field was A. P. Sloan
, the man who brought to a successful conclusion the task of welding General Motors together into a controllable multidivisional company from a loose constellation of production divisions. His task implied disciplining finances, coordinating operating units, and eliminating waste without stifling creativity. GM’s divisions thus offered a wide range of models and allowed Sloan  to weather the storm when the automobile market tanked in the late the 1920s. Even more astutely, General Motors initiated in 1927 the practice of annual changes in body styles, applying what came to be known as a “planned obsolescence” policy
. On the other hand, Ford Company courted disaster and was left with rusting inventories, as it had no engineering laboratory and stubbornly refused innovations such as hydraulic four-wheel brakes. It was only in 1927 that the model T was reluctantly discontinued after a twenty year career without any change in its fundamentals. Henri Ford’s neglect of consumers’ preferences was of course part of  the model T’s legend (“any colour they want, provided it is black”). Another comment in his later years, though, makes it clear that in his eyes, consumers were only an afterthought, leaving them in no position to bargain. Justifying that the model T just did not need to be improved, he still declared :“The only thing wrong with that car, was that people stopped buying it”
.  Ford probably meant that buying decisions should preferably not be left to the consumer. Such an attitude of course was pure commercial folly and by the late 1920s had finally forced the company to retool its Ford Rouge plant in all haste and at a very high cost. We are free to speculate on the fate of the Ford Motor company if the stock market crash had struck earlier or if Henri Ford had dallied any longer with his antiquated model.

However surprising it may appear, it is precisely during the Depression years that marketing began to emerge as an organized body of knowledge, with its own association and its own publications.
 Whereas the National Association of Teachers of Marketing and Advertising was founded in 1926,  company-based market specialists established the more professionally-oriented American Marketing Society in 1931, with its own review in 1934, the American Marketing Journal. The reviews of both associations were to merge in 1936, thus establishing the Journal of Marketing, before the associations themselves, in 1937, with the American Marketing Association. We cannot help being amazed at the dynamism of the discipline at the time of one of the worst economic downturns ever faced by a country. Cochoy  underlines the parallelism between the evolution of marketing and the development of the new art of governing underlying F.D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. Failure to provide adequate monitoring of market needs could be pointed as one of the culprits for the poor state of the economy before the 1929 crash, with its growing inventories of unwanted goods and cars rusting in storage yards. In their own more modest way, the marketing associations of the 1930s were then facing the same pioneering task as the president and legislators were carrying out through the New Deal with its strenuous efforts to document the country’s economic condition. Marketing’s challenge was to provide reliable surveys to map out the market for mass production, an approach that had not been possible before. New managerial approaches had to be developed to create a better linkage between mass production and the mass markets. The marketing men were aware, however, that the scientific tools for such analyses were still in the initial stages of their development. Marketing relied heavily on the new statistical tools made available to them by the federal government but, as we will see, it still lacked theoretical tools for their interpretation. It is the discovery of those tools together with unprecedented economic conditions that led to the real explosion of the discipline after WWII.

From War Production to Mass Consumption

The late 40s and early 50s created the economic conditions for an unprecedented development of marketing and advertising in the wake of the post-war economic boom. Whereas there were only 29 companies with full-fledged market research departments in 1932, their number had risen to 1,235 by 1969.  As John K. Galbraith explained in A History of Economics. The Past as the Present 
 three factors combined to create a period of sustained economic growth. The first one is the well-known baby-boom that propelled American fertility rates to levels approaching those of India for a brief but significant period in the 1950s. The second one was the unleashing of the war’s pent-up demand as savings were freed
 and rationing ended: “No coupons needed. Fill up”. The third one, embedded in J.K. Galbraith’s economic theories, links prosperity to the cold war and the ensuing and somewhat irrational flood of military investments
. This peculiar form of Keynesianism through large public investments led to the much decried ‘military industrial complex’. As far as we are concerned however, the latter just meant jobs and more jobs meant purchasing power. Economic growth was such that in little time basic needs were fulfilled and the main reason behind buying, immediate necessity, had disappeared. Thus the mass consumption market became viewed as a critical partner in ensuring the transition from a wartime economy to peace conditions and averting outright economic crisis.  In a sense, the challenge was to make people buy in large quantities what they did not really need. Consumption became, as it were, a patriotic act. In The Work of Nations, Robert Reich provides a number of striking illustrations of this new mood in department  store advertisements found in Fortune magazine :” Economic salvation, both national and personal, has nothing to do with pinching pennies… Economic survival depends upon consumption. If you want to have more cake tomorrow, you have to eat more cake today. The more you consume, the more you’ll have, quicker.”
 In Vance Packard’s words the advertising men’s task was “to become merchants of discontent”
 and to get the consumer to forget his caution  when spending. We will see later within what general social-cultural context this development occurred. 

The specific technique devised to perform this task, however was mass marketing. In a 1989 cover story, Business Week showed how easy a life marketing and advertising offered admen in the 1950s
. Products were “innovative but fairly utilitarian” and middle class housewives were home tending to the needs of families. Those women became sitting targets for saturation advertising where radio and TV commercials repeated the products’ names over and over: in the article’s words “dull, name-dropping ads”. The odd mixture of rock and roll and repetitive, nonsensical commercials was rendered as a surrealist collage in a telling passage of John Updike’s Rabbit, Run. 
 . This technique was rendered possible by American lifestyles and media environment. American middle class women at that time were more strongly involved in the education of children than their European counterparts. Furthermore, this lifestyle was strongly reinforced by the overwhelming new housing pattern symbolized by Levittowns. Though verging on caricature to inner city eyes, these rows of identical houses offered unbeatable prices to the baby boom families and established a new concept: mass housing. However, those towns or estates also had the unfortunate characteristic of isolating women from the city, giving them self-sufficient homes but also “soulless, impersonal places”
. Segregation and difficulty of communication  were in many instances aggravated in Levittowns with curvilinear lay-outs and  numerous dead ends
. Housewives were then made easy targets, withdrawn in their identical homes, deprived of the traditional personal contacts offered by inner city compact environments.  The American society of the 1950s fostered in fact a now unthinkable delineation along gender lines. As quoted by Reich, United Airlines reassured businessmen guaranteeing  them “ comfortable slippers, a steak dinner and no women on board except two stewardesses”. Women were left at home to run what could be described as “consumption centers”. Beyond the convenience of a homogenized and perfectly delineated market, the efficiency of mass marketing was further increased by the state of the mass media. Housewives were served a strict diet of general purpose network TV such as NBC, CBS and ABC, a very remote situation from today’s explosion of cable channels and independents . In the golden age  before the 80s, 
 network television commanded as much as 92% of prime-time viewing. There was little doubt that, under those circumstances, a dollar spent on prime-time commercials was a dollar well-spent, as millions of Americans would be viewing it . By 1957 there were already as many as 40 million sets
 and furthermore, although it might seem a trifle, remote controls did not exist. Mass marketing was thus set for an easy win in a society offering a largely homogenized mass market and a single efficient tool to access it.

At the same time the structure of retailing went through a radical transformation following the suburban population boom. The first shopping centers (like the Valley Plaza in the San Fernando Valley, north of Los Angeles in 1951) developed  near major freeways. By all means, shopping centers were just an outgrowth of the 1944 decision by Congress to link all cities by a national highway system. This involved the building of as much as 41,000 miles of interstate highways over a period of twenty years. In turn, this relayed the general tendency for government to foster suburban home construction through home mortgage loan programs. As noted by Lizabeth Cohen
,  suburban population in America grew an unprecedented 45% in the 1950s, letting city centres stagnate with a paltry 0.1% growth. This was the time of the white flight. For War veterans, for instance, buying a home in the suburbs, with no down payment and soft interest rates, was cheaper than renting accommodations downtown. In 1950, the number of new homes being put on the market and welcoming their first occupants reached the staggering figure of 4,000 a day
! For all its impressive dynamism, this new phase for American society also meant  more class and ethnic stratification. Suburbs grew disproportionately white as zoning regulations about plot and house size (and other less subtle means) ensured that African Americans might be excluded on purely economic grounds. As a matter of fact this  phenomenon of homogenisation, would soon be the target of social critics frightened by what they perceived as unquestioning conformity and soulless acquiescence in an utterly materialistic world. 

The bland acceptance of consumerism

At this stage, mass marketing obviously ties in with one of the big issues of the 1950s, developed in two milestone books, David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd
 and William Whyte’s The Organization Man
,
: the issue in those uneasy days of McCarthyism, was the spirit of consensus arising in the  post-war US society and replacing the individualistic values that were credited for the successes of American society. Next to the Protestant (Calvinist) work ethic leading the true Christian to achieve economic success to create a  society that would be the Kingdom of God, one finds the typically Lutheran attitude of finding moral guidance in the Bible only, favouring a highly individualistic approach to life in society. Contrary to this, however, Whyte came to fear in America’s post-war work sphere the advent of the “well-rounded personality and the yes-man”
. Young managers joined American companies knowing that they would be “men in gray flannel suits” for the rest of their life, especially when working for mainstream giants like IBM. With their single breasted grey worsted suit, their dark socks with suspenders, and a white shirt with a detachable starched collar “the men of IBM achieved an uncanny uniformity, signifying not just business, but business machines”

In those days a key value in corporate circles was integrity, sometimes derided as ‘groupthink’. In The New Individualists
, the authors studied families where fathers had been organization men throughout the three postwar decades up to the Reagan era. One of them, Ray Myers, ‘had a ton of integrity’ and his credo as a company man was: ‘there is no end to how successful a person can be as long as they give credit to somebody else’. So much for the ‘well-rounded’ personality. Americans showed to many observers an extreme willingness to identify with the collective values demanded by large enterprises. Whyte’s warning, reflecting De Tocqueville’s, was against a society where
 ‘the individual [ would ] come to regard himself as a hostage to prevailing opinion, by creating in sum, a tyranny of the majority’.

Those attitudes, which Whyte and Riesman, and many others after them, saw as gaining ground, were not limited to the work sphere only but also spread in social and family life, so that the value culminating in suburban life was ‘togetherness’. Postwar suburban families lived in an environment where everyone had about the same age and the same problems, and maybe even the same number of kids. As noted above, racial segregation was efficiently maintained through economic hurdles and housing restrictions on the basis of colour
.  The main characteristic of leisure was its communal aspect, as confirmed by the success of such classics as backyard barbecues cum martinis on the rocks and Tupperware  parties (for rainy days). Mass marketing had found its ideal breeding ground, where conformity and lack of critical sense reigned supreme. In the words of historian Arthur Schlesinger
, America was indeed in danger of becoming ‘one great and genuinely benevolent company town - the bland leading the bland’. For many, as reported by Vance Packard in The Status Seekers
, thanks to material affluence America had become a truly classless society. Fathers tended to be aloof, absent figures essentially in charge of the material well-being of their family. Suburban life was dominated by materialism as the middle class indulged in the pleasures of America’s hard won post-war prosperity.

Resistance: from Vance Packard to Ralph Nader

Rereading Vance Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders  one cannot fail to spot the underlying assumption of the marketing of the time: the ‘marketing concept’ as it was vaguely termed. This new concept was in fact close to a total reversal of all previous marketing strategies. It led companies to give up the use of hardsell tactics focused on the product and to achieve their aims of long-term profitability by redirecting all their efforts to the fulfilment of the consumers’ needs and wants. From then on, business accepted  that success would hinge on their capacity to allow, in an apparently humanistic reversal,  consumer satisfaction objectives to take precedence over mere production and sales targets. The economic world gained new respectability through consumption, as the new marketing concept opened the door to a  ‘marketing democracy’ of sorts. In this idealized version of the economy, the consumer was no longer manipulated to buy but became an arbiter reigning supreme, who decided through his purchases which was the most deserving company, the company that satisfied his needs. The company for its part, then, had to offer satisfaction and gratification if it were to thrive.

This view posited the primacy of consumption as a means to guarantee satisfaction. The post-war years and their images of eager shoppers besieging department store sales clerks had  provided ample evidence that this was the case, at the time. However, as was to become clear to observers like Packard and Galbraith, this situation was mostly the result of the great post-war craving for consumption, an impetus that could never be sustained in the long-term. This was verified in purely economic terms as soon as the Eisenhower administration tried to revert quite dogmatically to a balanced budget policy and thus triggered the 1953 and 1957 recessions. More generally, this was the initial spark of the backlash against consumerism that developed from the late 1960s onward as the counter-culture movement challenged the materialistic foundations of American society. Yet, needless to say, the tenet of the ultimate beneficence of consumerism enjoyed an overwhelming consensus in the business world and that of economics. The chairman of president Eisenhower’s Council of Economic Advisers left little doubt about this when he declared : “The ultimate purpose” of the economy is “to produce more consumer goods. This is the goal. This is the object of everything we are working at; to produce things for consumers.”
  As the disconnect between this economists’ view and social trends was no longer to be denied by first line actors, the stage was set for marketing men to step in and play their part in the great saga of American consumption.

The urgency of their mission should not be too easily dismissed as the welfare of millions of workers depended on its success. The basic truth remained that America’s present and future economic prosperity was being staked on the country’s ability to consume more. However, as Vance Packard aptly pointed out,  a fivefold increase of discretionary dollars between 1940 and 1945 ruled out any possibility that real needs could ever again be the engine of consumption. As a way out of  this conundrum, marketers started investigating the consumer’s psychology  using techniques such as motivation  research to discover  effective means  of triggering purchases.

As had been obvious from the 1930s and probably earlier, satisfying consumers’ needs involved the difficult task of getting the consumer to formulate them truthfully. Door-to-door interviews  and other ‘nose-counting’ techniques such as developed by Nielsen and Gallup kept floundering on the irrational  buying behaviour of consumers. As noted by Packard “what people might tell interviewers had only a remote bearing on how people would actually behave in a buying situation.” As a result, business and marketing had to go beyond the face value of their customers’ answers and probe deeper in their consciousness, whatever the risk of manipulation this might involve. After all, as the president of the American Association of Advertising Agencies knew full well in 1927: “It may be necessary to fool people for their own good”
. 

The analyses at the time revealed such universal, desires as immortality, acceptance and respect as man or woman, masculinity, femininity, oral gratification, absence of guilt, to name but a few. Housewives wanted to feel useful, fathers wanted to be remembered as the family protector well after their (accidental) death, drivers and smokers wanted to project the right social and psychological profile such as that of the active and aggressive salesman or that of being in a position of “total power” (an Esso ad from McCann-Erickson 
). Vance Packard’s reaction to such ads was to reverberate long afterwards in the consumer activism of the 60s and the 70s. What incensed the author was the sheer manipulation this type of marketing implied. How on earth could gasoline offer a driver total power, his argument went. With claims too exuberant to be true the ad could be justified as little more than a boast in a well-adjusted sales pitch. But The Hidden Persuaders denounces not so much commercial bragging as an onslaught against social values America inherited from Protestantism. His book exposes how more sophisticated marketing approaches  played on the threat to purchasing attitudes posed  by such protestant essentials as discipline and will. In the light of these twin values, consumption became an unwelcome sign of self-indulgence. The fight to bolster the economy and corporate fortunes was then going to involve marketers in an attempt to alter the national character, no less.

As seen by marketers, the problem was all the more acute since America was just emerging from two most depressing experiences, the Great Depression and the second World War. They had left deep psychological scars on a whole generation, that which reached adulthood and entered the work force in the early 1930s. It also influenced those who were born and grew up during those years - a period with historically low birth rates 
 . Arguably the hardship helped them at the time by instilling in them such values as hard work and sacrifice yet made them little inclined to self-indulgence and the pleasures of consumption. By the early fifties, however, these character traits had become obstacles to consumption and had to be disposed of. 

The value of Packard’s book lies in the many examples he provides of the advertising industry’s cynical manipulation of people’s behaviour. Such feelings as thrift or guilt towards the easy life of the 1950s were a constant target. Under the guidance of Dr. Dichter, advertising messages were devised to erode these adverse forces. Although easy-does-it, step-saving products like dish washers probably were no less than a life buoy for working women, regular housewives felt guilty about the easy time they had. As a result, they resisted such products. Understanding the cause, advertisers shifted their emphasis from gained leisure time to additional time to take care of the children, and successfully targeted the anxiety that was blocking  the purchase. Similarly, chocolate bars started being portionable and gave the excuse to enjoy the exact quantity required to stem hunger rather than wolfing down whole bars. Those ad campaigns ran on the theme of the “Scientific Nibble”
. Still following the same strategy, some advertisers managed to push sales of toothpaste up by resolutely keeping away from the usual scare tactics for healthy teeth. The revamped message was: “specially designed for people who can’t brush their teeth after every meal”. Case after case, the book exposed companies shown playing upon people’s feelings, from emotional security to the need for protection or a sense of masculinity. The sheer accumulation of the examples was to leave a lasting imprint in the minds of America’s more reflexive consumers. It marked a major step in an evolution that led us to today’s unresponsive, blasé consumers, largely immune to the lures of mass consumption for mass consumption sake.

There are times, some may claim, when  Packard’s work goes  beyond mere watchfulness and  degenerates into a near- Orwellian dread of abusive corporate practices. Such is the case of the “subthreshold effects”
, where, reportedly, ads were flashed on New Jersey cinema screens for split-seconds, long enough for the message to register on the audience’s mind but still too briefly to reach the upper conscience levels. This device would have amounted to reducing American consumers to the status of  remote control zombies, no mean feat in a country that had just  paid a heavy price in the defence of world liberty. Yet, for all we know, this kind of practice never went beyond the stage of experimentation. Arguably, had this technique ever come to be exposed, the effect on a company in terms of lost goodwill would have been so damaging as to outweigh any potential competitive advantage gained through it. At moments like this, Packard’s book seems to be very much a child of its own times, sharing in the cold war paranoia of manipulation, the difference being  that this time the remorseless strategies of conniving capitalists stand in for the infiltration of  communist scriptwriters. However, Packard’s position at the time cannot be reduced to just another example of  a conspiracy theory.  Later books of this author -like The Naked Society where he exposed the many surveillance techniques inherited from the cold war - show a true concern for a democratic society,  a society whose members may freely determine their destinies and enjoy the right of privacy. It is precisely that right which  Packard and later authors like Erik Larson want to defend. In fact, Packard can be credited for a good deal of lucidity in his oftentimes strident opposition against a discipline whose members claimed that “psychology not only holds promise for understanding people but ultimately for controlling their behaviour”
. 

This leaves us with a rather bleary picture of America’s consumer society, an odd mixture of  economic resurrection and corporate disingenuity. Society at large had left the throes of poverty behind itself. Yet, as the far from perfect economic and social integration of blacks during the war and after it had revealed, this was still a nation with divisions running deep. Similarly, the ambiguous and often self-serving attitudes of American business during the war revealed the resilience of economic expediency in their ranks, and the desire to claw back as much elbow room as it could from New Deal legislation. Although postwar business had been able to play the role of the industrial statesman in the service of society, critics were increasingly able to show that it was a mere pose for greed and disregard for consumers. The times bred inherent disillusionment and Kennedy’s call for a more idealistic society clearly alluded to this evolution. In time, this feeling of unease escalated into the consumer activism fuelled by public interest groups of  the 1960s. In the 1970s confidence in the corporate world  faced a near total collapse as  the relationship between business and  regulators grew consistently adversarial. This was the message behind the clash between President Kennedy and the steel industry, and this was the forceful indictment of General Motors contained in Ralph Nader’s Unsafe at any Speed.   This is of course a whole new chapter which  the scope of this paper cannot allow us to tackle other than through this hasty sketch.

Conclusion

 Whereas marketing and advertising products is probably as ancient an activity as commerce and dates back to the Phoenicians’ times or earlier, the advent of the large American corporation undoubtedly marked a new  departure for these disciplines. From their very early beginnings after the Civil war period, companies  relied on organized sales forces and participated in the scienticization of salesmanship and, later, marketing proper. However, as this evolution went hand in hand with the birth of the first mass production system, it was  overshadowed by the often abusive actions taken by big business to organize and control their respective markets. The period after the Second World War represented a totally new phase for advertising and marketing as they integrated a set of new techniques such as motivation studies and psychoanalytic research. At the same time, these two disciplines were involved in the daunting, but ultimately successful challenge of smoothing the way for a happy transition from wartime economy to consumer society in order to guarantee employment continuity. After the early euphoria, however, many called in question the transformation of American society that accompanied these new economic relations. Marketing, as a result, like business, was seen with increasing suspicion. Contrary to the turn of the century criticism which focused on the products themselves or on monopolistic practices applied by management, advertising and marketing came to be seen as the very tools of corporate abuse.
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