This year marks the third awarding of the Cheiron Book Prize, given biennially to an outstanding monograph published in the history of the social/behavioral/human sciences. Works eligible for this year’s prize were published during the years 2004-2007. The committee—consisting of myself, Ellen Herman, David Leary, and Elizabeth Johnston, is delighted to announce that in a extremely tight field of exceptionally high quality entries, the award goes to Dr. Sarah Igo for her masterful, engaging, and persuasively argued work, “The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, and the Making of a Mass Public” published by Harvard University Press in 2007. 
In “The Averaged American” Igo explores the fascinating world of social survey research – from the opinion polls of George Gallup and Elmo Roper, to the sex surveys of Alfred Kinsey, to the community studies of Helen and Robert Lynd’s Middletown, to unravel how quantitative social research both created knowledge about the proverbial “other” and allowed individuals to place themselves within an anonymous aggregate represented by charts and graphs built out of “private information told to a stranger.” As Igo writes in her epilogue, “In the concrete techniques of the questionnaire and the interview, in public debates over survey findings, and in encounters between researchers and the researched, a new mode of knowing “ourselves” took shape in the 20th century United States.”
Dr. Igo’s work stands out for the tightness and clarity of its argumentation, the originality and freshness of its analysis, and the verve and energy of its presentation. As one committee member noted, “In survey research and polling–subjects usually consigned to the dusty margins of both history of science and social history–Igo sees the origin of trends in personal and national consciousness that transformed how people understood themselves and how citizens understood their nation during the middle decades of the twentieth century.” 

Personally, I was impressed by the persuasiveness of Igo’s argument that the modern survey played a unique and decisive role in the making of a mass public precisely because of its simultaneous status as a vehicle for expert authority and the cultural contestation of that authority. She is able to show, using a wide range of materials, that Americans did not passively accept social scientists’ claims about “the average American” but rather engaged in a lively and often heated debate about the methods, conclusions, and implications of these claims, thus participating, along with “the experts” in the making of a mass public. The adeptness with which Igo distills and presents the polarities and ambivalence inherent in the public’s discourse about the “averaged American” preserves the complexity of this discourse while making sense of it in refreshing ways. 

Let me conclude by noting that The Averaged American will be of great interest to a wide range of scholars in the history of the social and behavioral sciences and beyond. It is an honor to add Dr. Igo’s work to the distinguished roster of Cheiron Book Prize winners. Please join me in extending our heartiest congratulations to Dr. Igo on this award.
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