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MICHAEL PRINZ, Brot und Dividende. Konsumvereine in Deutschland
und England vor 1914, Kritische Studien zur Geschichtswissenschaft,
112 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996), 404 pp. ISBN 3 525
35775 3. DM 78.00

A historical study of consumers’ associations in Britain and Germany
before the First World War is timely. A wide and well established
historical interest in questions of consumption already exists. In
particular, social groups other than the middle classes have now
attracted substantial interest, and the history of medicine and diet is
adding to our knowledge about workers’ lives. Additionally, at least in
Britain, there is an increased general interest in socio-economic and
political aspects of self-help organizations such as the mutually owned
building societies, life insurance companies, and, closer to the subject
of this study by Michael Prinz, the Co-op (the Co-operative Wholesale
Society), which has recently been in the news because of a hostile take-
over bid. Prinz adds to this discussion mainly in the German case.

The present study is largely written as organizational history. Thus,
for example, it tells us about Michels’s law of oligarchy, but not much
about women or the family, or about cultural aspects. It does include
plenty of political and social background material, and does not
neglect the legal situation in the two countries. However, the bulk of
the interpretation is concerned with the administrative rise of German
consumer associations up to the First World War. In addition, there are,
for instance, concise, clear, and important summaries of the reasons for
the creation of consumer self-help organizations, and discussions of
their advantages and problems. The fundamental difficulties people
faced are well brought out. Prinz insists that not only low, but especially
fluctuating incomes were a driving force behind the establishment of
consumer associations. The at times very high dividend paid was an
attempt to even out the cash available for buying food over the year.
The second important cause was the low, fluctuating, and uncontrollable
(from the consumers’ point of view) quality of basic food, and its price.
Prinz demonstrates that the control of quality and weights was crucial
for the foundation phase, but also remained important throughout the
period covered by this study.

The German case is contrasted with the British one. Originating in
Bielefeld, as this study does, it is not surprising that the Sonderweg
thesis, or, in this case, the latecomer argument, is evident throughout.
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Prinz sees the German development of consumers’ associations as
having been heavily influenced, explicitly or implicitly, by the earlier,
successful British foundations. He provides an asymmetric comparison,
or rather a comparatively orientated study of Germany. The better
known British developments are briefly introduced in the second main
chapter of seven. Although this part is brief, Prinz draws upon
unpublished material and a wide range of published literature. The
German experience is then set against this background at greater
length. As Prinz mentions, there are far fewer unpublished, primary
sources available for Germany, but he makes excellent use of the
associations’ published material. The German chapters contain many
references to the British case. These comparative remarks work well.
Of course, a procedure like this produces some generalizations (such
as comments about the lack of a Mittelstand in Britain on p. 303), which
are neither explained nor used in the interpretation. But overall,
readers who are familiar with the British case and want to refresh their
memories, and those who want to learn something new about it, will
both find this study informative.

The main story of Germany’s lateness and of Britain’s role as an
example is well told. It is divided into in three major phases: the 1840s
to 1860s, the foundation era which had varying degrees of success; the
liberal era spanning the next thirty years; and what Prinz calls the
‘taking over by Social Democracy’ (Sozialdemokratisierung) from the
1890s to the First World War. These parts provide a substantial amount
of detail, and micro-studies of specific developments are well integrated
into the overall interpretation. The example of the Lebensmittel
association in Eilenburg in Saxony, for instance (pp. 145-55), is effectively
used to provide evidence for the arguments about the slow and late but
none the less strong wave of foundations after 1848, as well as for the
weaknesses of the restoration period, before the liberal involvement in
the organization of consumer associations in the 1860s. The liberal
phase then led to the first substantial increase on an organizational
basis, with the Allgemeine Verband in the forefront. After 1890, this
liberal phase was pejoratively labelled ‘petit bourgeois’; as Prinz
argues, this was mainly to do with general developments among the
German liberal bourgeoisie, whose progressive modernizing phase
was coming to an end at that time. After 1890 the involvement of Social
Democracy and political parties, and a massive increase in membership
were apparent in the history of consumer associations. By 1913, German
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associations had well over two million members. In the mid-1920s, at
their peak with over four million members, German associations were
approaching British levels of membership, although coverage remained
lower in Germany with about one fifth of households covered as
opposed to almost half in Britain just before the Second World War (see
p. 15).

Thus this book contains much of interest for students of the history
of consumer organizations in Germany. Unfortunately, however, the
study has a number of weaknesses, most of which could easily have
been avoided. It is a pity that the usually well edited series Kritische
Studien does not always maintain its usual standards. For example,
several graphs and tables do not include the sources. Some lack a
caption, and in a number of cases the print is so small that it is
impossible to read the labels on the axes. The origins of the present
study in a Habilitation thesis are also evident. The necessary and
excellent discussion of methodological and related issues is often
marred by an academic style that Anglo-American readers would find
difficult in any language. This trait, unfortunately, makes a great deal
of excellent German-language historiography even more inaccessible
to all but a small group of specialists. In the present case this is all the
more regrettable as the history of German consumers’ associations and
the comparative and methodological discussion in this volume would
surely be appreciated by a wider audience, including advanced
undergraduates. If the study were to be directed to a wider audience,
more explanations would also be helpful (for example, about the truck
system).

However, the methodological and conceptual sections largely ignore
the recent important discussion about the position of cultural history
in political and socio-economic developments. The history of consumer
associations seems ideally placed to play a role in this debate. Prinz’s
study shows, amongst other things, how organized, bureaucratized,
and legally controlled consumer associations became in Germany. The
legal and formal aspects of those organizations (what Prinz calls the tip
of the iceberg, pp. 16-17) should, however, also be brought into an
analysis of cultural developments and social relationships (which
Prinz to some degree does).

Another important problem concerns the fact that the author does
not distinguish between England and Scotland. Although the use of
the term ‘England’ in the title might be considered acceptable (it has,
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of course, been used by German, English, and other authors as
synonymous with Britain or the UK for a long time), inaccuracies
resulting from this are more serious. Ayrshire is not an English shire,
and Govan is in Glasgow (see, for example, p. 42). These inaccuracies
should surely not appear in a book published in 1996. This becomes
really problematic, however for comparative history. Was there no
difference between the Scottish and the English experience? It could be
argued that there were, and continue to be, substantial differences not
only in the organizational history of their self-help associations, but
also in their past and present role in society. If it is argued that these
differences do not exist or are not important for the analysis, we should
talk about British national structures. Otherwise, a comparison between
regions rather than nations/countries might be more appropriate, and
major parts of the interpretation based on the conscious acceptance of
national patterns might have to be revised. In this respect the indus-
trialized southern Scottish belt was much more similar to the in-
dustrialized north-west and north-east of England, and possibly parts
of Wales, than either of these to the south-west or south-east of
England. For Germany Prinz mentions, and at times even emphasizes,
the difference between, say, Hamburg and Saxony, but even here he
does not sufficiently develop this theme.

A less important, but none the less noteworthy, problem is the lack
of a subject index (although there are indexes of names and places). The
wealth of information provided, and the generally good mixture
between narrative and analysis, and between macro and micro devel-
opments, would have made a subject index extremely useful. A good
example of this is the development of legal positions in both countries.
Important and interesting insights are provided, but at so many
different places throughout the study that it is all but impossible to go
back to the information provided on this aspect without an index. And
finally, the excellent concluding part, which goes beyond a summary
and provides interpretative comparative remarks about continuity
and change, could have been extended to make an even stronger
conclusion to Prinz’s important study.

CHRISTOPH DARTMANN is Lecturer in Modern European History
at the University of Aberdeen. After working on labour history in
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Germany and Britain after the Second World War, he is now studying
the development of social policies and the welfare state in the two
countries. His publications include Re-Distribution of Power, Joint
Consultation or Productivity Coalitions? Labour and Postwar Reconstruction
in Germany and Britain, 1945-1953 (1996).
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