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German Co-ops in the Public Sphere, 

1890-1968: 
A Plea for a Longer Perspective 

MICHAEL PRINZ 

Historians nowadays agree that the rise and development of 
modem consumer society amounts to more than a process of pro-
gressive manipulation, and that it does not result in a situation in 
which consumers lose their capacity to act individually or collec-
tively .1 There is impressive evidence to support this notion. In 
fact, the evidence is so impressive by now that one may be 
tempted to ask where the limits of this capacity lie. 

Consumer co-ops are regarded by many as the most important 
historical example of a social movement run by consumers. 2 They 
first appeared in England during the 1830s and thereafter in 
almost every European country and North America. A particu-
larly strong movement developed inJapan during the course of 
its industrialization. Consumer co-ops organized millions of con-
sumers in their respective countries. In the 1940s membership of 
British co-ops, for instance, surpassed g million while the German 
movement had peaked in the early 1920s with a total membership 
of more than 4 million. Notwithstanding these impressive 
numbers, the co-ops' claim to represent consumers' interests has 

1 Most recent publications by English and American consumer historians include this 
perspective. See Matthew Hilton, Prosperity for All: Consumer Activism in an Era qf Globalization 
(Ithaca, NY, 2008); id., Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain: The Search for a Historical 
Movement (Cambridge, 2003); Martin Daunton and Matthew Hilton (eds.), The Politics qf 
Consumption: Material Culture and Citizenship in Europe and America (Oxford, 2001); Lawrence B. 
Glickman, 'The Strike in the Temple of Consumption: Consumer Activism and 
Twentieth-Century American Political Culture',Journal ef American History, 88/i (20m), 99-
128; Michele Micheletti, Political Virtue and Shopping: Individuals, Consumerism and Collective 
Action (New York, 2003); ead., Andreas Follesdal, and Dietlind Stolle (eds.), Politics, Products 
and Markets: Exploring Political Consumerism Past and Present (New Brunswick, NJ, 2004); Ellen 
Furlough and Carl Strikwerda (eds.), Consumers against Capitalism? Consumer Cooperation in 
Europe, North America, and]apan, 1840-1990 (New York, 1999). 

2 Robert Michels, Soziologie des Parteiwesens in der modernen Demokratie: Untersuchungen iiber die 
oligarchischen Tendenzen des Gruppenlebens (1911), ed. Werner Conze (Stuttgart, 1970), 146. 
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frequently been contested by certain scholars and political oppo-
nents. Those who defend the notion allege the existence of a prior 
state in which there was still genuine democracy and member par-
ticipation. My own findings show that such a state never existed 
except for the weeks and months following its foundation. Long 
before the First World War, member participation was usually as 
low as it is today (see Table 8.1).3 

TABLE 8. 1 Attendance at the General Assemb!J ef the German co-op movement 
in Leipzig and Chemnitz, 1890-1923 

Year uip;:;ig-Plagwitz Year Chemnit;:; 

Absolute Absolute 
numbers in% numbers in% 

1890 611 16 1905 958 7.7 
1891 863 19 1906 986 7.93 
1892 571 13 1907 969 7.52 
1893 1,099 20 1908 621 5.05 
1894 594 7 1909 170 1.29 
1894 975 11.5 1909 961 7.31 
1895 1,093 10 1910 1,160 8.7 
1895 1,203 11 1910 828 6.21 
1896 534 4 1911 823 6.13 
1896 1,201 9 1912 810 5.85 
1897 890 5.5 1913 253 1.7 
1897 971 6 1913 858 5.74 
1898 849 4.5 1914 302 1.7 
1898 943 5 1914 629 3.43 
1899 1,343 5 1915 510 2.71 
1900 1,321 4.5 1916 330 1.56 
1900 1,761 6 1917 287 1.21 
1900 881 3 1918 262 1.05 
1901 701 2.25 1919 335 1.26 

1919 254 0.95 
1920 538 1.95 
1921 951 3.37 
1922 680 2.33 
1923 461 1.58 
1923 425 1.42 

Source-. Compiled by the author from Paul Giihre, Deutsche Arbeiterkonsumvereine (Berlin, 
1920), 351; and K. M. W. Muller, Der Allgemeine Konsumvereinfar Chemnit::. und Umgegend, 
seine Entwicklung und Einwirkung aef den Kleinhandel (W'urzburg, 1929), 28. 

3 Michael Prinz, Bro/ und Dividende: Konsumvereine in Deutsch/and und England vor 1914 
(Giittingen, 1996), 273-6. 
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The German social scientist Robert Michels was probably right 
when he wrote in 19u that, in principle, a co-op is a joint-stock 
company running a shop. However, important features of co-ops 
stand out that do not fit into Michels's sceptical interpretation. At 
the time when Michels was writing, two-thirds of German con-
sumer co-ops were still run by unpaid volunteers. Consumer 
cooperation as an idea was able to mobilize unpaid volunteers 
until well after 1945. The most important quality of consumer 
cooperation in this respect, however, was that it strongly 
influenced perceptions of the rights and duties of consumers in 
the public sphere.4 There is simply no denying that the groups 
running the movement claimed to represent the consumer more 
persistently than any other group within German society. 

If we take a closer look at the history of German consumer co-
ops in particular, two features stand out: (1) the fact that for a long 
time the movement was the second largest after the British in 
absolute terms, and (2) that it failed so miserably in the 1970s that 
it has become anathema to large sections of the general public. 

If we ask why German co-ops failed to such an extent, we find 
that most of the academic literature, the newspapers, and the 
political magazines all provide similar answers. After the Second 
World War German consumer co-ops quickly became dinosaurs 
in a rapidly changing environment (see Table 8.2). The rebuilding 
of Germany as a mass consumer society after 1945 sealed the fate 
of the co-ops. No bridge was large enough to cross the gulf that 
separated the idea of demand fulfilment, which the co-ops stood 
for, and the idea of demand stimulation, which the chief engineer 
of Germany's economic miracle, Ludwig Erhard, had in mind. 
Hostility towards technological progress and a lack of understand-
ing of the emotional side of consumption and shopping figure 
prominently among the causes mentioned to explain the rapid 
downfall of the once mighty movement. Was it so? Was there a 
growing gap between the general public and the policy of the 
German co-ops, as has repeatedly been claimed? 

4 Sheryl Kroen, 'Der Aufstieg des Kundenbiirgers? Eine politische Allegoric fur unsere 
Zeit', in Michael Prinz (ed.), Der Lange Weg in den Vbeifluss: Anfiinge und Entwicklung der 
Konsumgesel/scheft seit der Vormoderne (Paderborn, 2003), 533-64. 
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TABLE 8.2 German consumer co-ops: numbers and membership, 1864-197oa 

rear 

1864 
1870 
1880 
1890 
1900 
1910 
1920 
1929 
1933 
1935 
1940 
1948 
1950 
1960 
1968 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 

Number qf co-ops 

Allgemeiner 
Verband der 
auf Selbsthilfe 
gegriindeten 
deutschen 
Erwerbs-und 
Wirtschafts-
genossen-
schaften 
(a) 

38 
I I 1 
195 
263 
568 
271 

Zentralverband 
deutscher 
Konsumvereine 

(b) 

1,109 
1,191 

997 
918 

1,114 
1,022 

244 
296 
276 
167 
139 
126 
110 
98 

Members (in thousands) 

Reichs-
verband 
deutscher 
Konsum-
vereine 

(c) (a) (b) (c) 

8 
46 
94 

215 
522 

78 270 1,171 53 
331 2,714 41 I 
273 2,859 765 
218 2,771 573 

2,130 
1,853 

756 
1,324 
2,576 
2,313 
2,105 
2,023 
1,905 
1,900 

a The numbers refer to the organized and reporting co-ops. The numbers given by the 
PreuBische Genossenschaftskasse, which are available for the years after the turn of the 
century and which refer to the registered associations, are much higher. 
Source: Compiled by the author from Statistische]ahrbiicher der Verbiinde (1864-1973); Erwin 
Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossenschqften (Frankfurt am Main, 1971), 
appendix: Geschaftsberichte der Co-op AG/Bund der Konsumgenossenschaften 
1969-73-

I. 1890-1914: Steps towards Rationalization and Modern Marketing 

In order to answer this question we need to take a brief look at 
how the German co-ops developed from the tum of the twentieth 
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century. The idea that co-ops were hostile towards technological 
progress and kept their distance from the emotional side of shop-
ping is simply wrong. 5 In Imperial Germany, co-ops had already 
had large quantities of branded goods on offer. In most cases co-
op brands were a response to the appearance of similar items on 
the market. The board of the Hamburg-based Cooperative 
Wholesale Society tried to imitate their competitors with respect 
to labels, slogans, colours, and so on, in order to keep the trend 
towards branded goods among the working class within their own 
realm. In the 1920s an average consumer co-op sold more than 
600 different items. By then, advertising had become state-of-the-
art. In 1928 the Annual Report of the Cooperative Wholesale 
Society noted that more than 600 advertising films had been pro-
duced. Co-ops did not hesitate to draw children into the realm of 
shopping and commerce, and targeted them in their advertising.6 

As is to be expected, there were huge differences between rural 
shops and those in large cities such as Berlin, Hamburg, Leipzig, 
and so on. However, to sum up the argument, in the 1920s co-
ops in Germany's major cities were among the avant-garde of 
modem trade. If they were hampered in this respect, it was not by 
a lack of vision, but by the lack of investment funds after the great 
inflation. 

One of the most important steps towards overcoming the idea 
of a demand-meeting society going beyond even the cooperative 
as a type of enterprise in order to reach out for the general con-
sumer was taken well before the First World War. In 1913 
German co-ops and trade unions founded a large insurance 

5 The importance of distinguishing between rhetoric and reality has recently been 
demonstrated by Christoph Nonn in his study of organized 'subsistence protests', which 
lasted for about a decade after 1900. The German Social Democratic Party (SPD) used 
the traditional subsistence rhetoric to mobilize consumers while the movement's actual 
aim was to participate in the rising living standard, in other words, it was fighting for a 
piece of meat on everyone's plate. See Christoph Nonn, Verbraucherprotest und Parteiensystem 
im wilhelminischen Deutsch/and (Diisseldorf, 1996). 

6 Not without pride the Cooperative Wholesale Society (GroBeinkaufsgesellschaft 
Deutscher Konsumgenossenschaften, GEG) mentioned the movement's widespread use 
of modern media: 'The extent of support given to the societies can be seen from the 
amount of advertising material used: 111,500 posters; 18,000 signs and transfer posters; 
179,200 demonstration boxes of different sizes; 961,000 dummies in common sizes; 
15,000,000 leaflets of all kinds; 12,000 calendars; and 5,000 leather-bound pocket-calendars. 
In preparation are cartoon pictures for chocolate bars; a book with recipes for pasta; mini-
packages for children's shop games; 30 postcards with coloured views of our workshops; 
sheets of paper for making three-dimensional models of GEG factories .. .' ]ahrbuch des 
-?:,entraluerbands deutscher Konsumuereine, 2 vols. (Hamburg, 1928), i. 36. 
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company, the Volksforsorge AG, in the form of a joint-stock 
company. Years of intensive negotiations with the German 
Imperial office which monitored private insurance companies pre-
ceded this step. In the first place, both organizations had insisted 
on founding the company as a cooperative, restricting its service 
to members. However, Ernst Gruner, head of the Imperial Office 
of Private Insurance, convinced them to establish a company that 
could reach the general public and influence the market as a 
whole more effectively. Behind Gruner's initiative lay highly prob-
lematic developments in the life-insurance business, where many 
workers lost their policies after defaulting on their payments. The 
reaction of conservative politicians shows how revolutionary this 
concept was perceived to be at the time. On the day that Gruner 
allowed the company to start operating, he was challenged to a 
duel with pistols. The fear among conservative groups before 1914 
was that if the socialist movement combined its organizational 
abilities with a claim to represent the consumer in general, the 
days of the German Empire were definitely numbered. 7 

However, there were limits to the claim and ability to represent 
the consumer in general. First, after the tum of the century the 
German movement broke up into different political branches. 
This division contributed much to marking the biggest branch as 
socialist. Hence public servants, for instance, were not permitted 
to join and had to found their own societies. Secondly, as early as 
1889 the Reichstag had passed a law prohibiting co-ops from 
selling to non-members. If it could be proved that they had con-
travened this law, they faced closure. In systematic terms, the law 

7 A short description of these events can be found in Volker Boge, "'Werkzeug des 
Umsturzes" oder Instrument reformorientierter Arbeiterpolitik? Die Grtindung der 
"Volksfiirsorge" in Hamburg 1912-1914', in Arno Herzig, Dieter Langewiesche, and 
Arnold Sywottek (eds.), Arbeiter in Hamburg: Unterschiclzten, Arbeiter und Arbeiterbewegung seit dem 
ausgehenden 19. Jahrhundert (Hamburg, 1983), 387-404; see also Volker Boge's unpublished 
Master's thesis, 'Die Politisicrung des Volksvcrsichcrungswesens: Entstehung und 
Bekampfung der "Volksfiirsorge" im Kraftefeld der wilhclminischen Gesellschaft 19u-
1914' (MA thesis, University of Hamburg, 1976); Barbara Heisterkamp, 'Die strukturelle 
Eigenart der "Altcn Volksfiirsorge": Untersuchung der Struktur eines Unternehmens der 
Versicherungswirtschaft' (Ph.D. thesis, University of Cologne, 1961); Jubilee History, 
Vorstand der Alten Volksfiirsorge (ed.), Ein halbes]ahrhundert Volksforsorge (Darmstadt, 1962); 
for a detailed description of these events see the second volume of Heinrich Kaufmann, 
'Grundziige zur Errichtung einer gewerkschaftlich-genossenschaftlichen Volksfiirsorge-
Vereinigung' ('Streng vertraulich'), unpublished manuscript in 2 vols., held in Historisches 
Archiv der Volksfiirsorge, Hamburg. See also the files in Geheimes Staatsarchiv Berlin 
Rep. 84a. 
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stressed the difference between the co-op as a closed organization 
and the general public. And thirdly, consumer co-ops did not even 
manage to stay within the realm of the cooperative movement as 
such. In 1903 the General Association of Cooperatives in 
Germany expelled them from its ranks. 8 In contrast to Great 
Britain, cooperativism in Germany was dominated by rural and 
credit associations founded by the self-employed. 

In general, German consumer co-ops received little support 
within German society, quite contrary to the situation in Great 
Britain. 9 The appearance and the growth of consumer co-ops 
caused panic among conservative groups and the political estab-
lishment. In this respect a brief look at the British case is helpful. 
Year after year, mayors took pride in welcoming the co-ops when 
they chose to hold their annual conference in their city. On one 
occasion the Viceroy of India appeared before the conference to 
tell the audience that he was proud to wear a suit made by the 
co-op. To German ears such reports sounded simply inconceiv-
able.10 On the other hand, even the labour movement kept its dis-
tance for quite a long time, until well after the turn of the century. 
The German Social Democratic Party (SPD), for instance, did not 
recognize the co-ops as a 'useful instrument' for defending 
workers' and consumers' interests until rgro, more than half a 
century after the foundation of the first co-op. One reason may 
have been the strict ban on co-ops engaging in political activity, 
imposed by the legal framework within which they had to 
operate. 11 Contrary to the Belgian case, for example, German co-
ops never had any direct organizational ties with the SPD or the 
trade unions. 

It should not be overlooked that this situation had some advan-
tages for the development of German co-ops. For instance, the 
societies were never in danger of being instrumentalized for polit-
ical purposes by the party or trade unions, and kept all their 
resources for economic purposes, even though most of their staff 
had ties with the SPD and the unions. The SPD's sympathy for 
efficient, centralized structures is well known and it was also 

8 Erwin Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsurngenossenschqfien (Frankfurt am Main, 
1971), 273-82. 

9 Prinz, Brot und Dividende. 10 Ibid. 104. 
11 § 27 of Gesetz, betreffend die privatrechtliche Stellung der Erwerbs- und 

Wirthschafts-Genossenschaften, in Bundesgesetzb/att des Norddeutschen Bundes (1868), no. 24, 
pp. 415-33. 
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revealed in the organizational structures of the co-op movement. 
There are signs that in the last decade before the outbreak of the 
war, co-ops with their sober, efficient way of working managed to 
gain at least some respect and recognition among certain parts of 
the general public as representatives of the great mass of poorer 
consumers. 

II. 1914-1933: Rebuilding the Movement 

The First World War has long been considered a breakthrough 
in the development of German co-ops. The government now 
allowed public servants to join, and self-employed artisans, even 
shopkeepers, farm labourers, and other groups that had stayed 
away joined the movement (see Table 8.3). There were plans to 
grant consumers representation in the constitution, but this did 
not happen except in a few states. After the inflation, most of the 
new members left again. 12 They had simply maximized their 
options in extreme circumstances. Resentment returned-all this 
despite the fact that consumer co-ops had invested heavily to mod-
ernize their facilities during the golden years of the republic. 13 

At the end of the 1920s some employers and the trade union 
leadership tried to find a way out of their bitter struggles. The 
solution they suggested was the rationalization of distribution, 
which was considered backward, much too costly, and an obstacle 
to the development of a higher standard of living. 14 In this 
context, they attributed a central role to the co-ops. However, this 
mantle appeared much too wide. When the inflation ended, many 
consumer co-ops were, in fact, bankrupt. They had borrowed 
heavily in order to modernize, betting on a golden economic 
future that never came. 15 

12 For attempts to define the consumer in Weimar see Claudius Torp, 'Konsum als 
politisches Problem: Konsumpolitische Ordnungsentwfufe in der Weimarer Republik', in 
Jorn Lamia and Sighard Neckel (eds.), Politisierter Konsum: konsumierl£ Politik (Wiesbaden, 
2006), 45. 13 Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossenscha.flen, 401-42. 

14 An excellent overview is provided by Julius Hirsch, 'Stellung und Bedeutung des 
Handels in der deutschen Volkswirtschaft', in Bernhard Harms (ed.), Strukturwandlungen der 
deutschen Volkswirtschqfl, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1929), ii. 83-115; Mary Nolan, Visions qf Modernity: 
American Business and the Modernization qfGermany (Oxford, 1994), 217 on household rational-
ization. 

15 For a detailed account of the financial state of the movement after the Great 
Depression see Ulrich Kurzer, Nationalsozialismus und Konsumgenossenschaften: Gkichschaltung, 
Sanierung und T eilliquidation zwischen 1933 und 1936 (Pfaffenweiler, 1997). 



Table 8.3 Tu social composition <if German co-ops, 191::,1927 

Year Self-employed Self-employed Professionals, White- and Farmhands Members All members 
in trade and in agriculture civil servants blue-collar without a 
industry workers profession 

(retired etc.) 

in thousands 

1913 85 28 52 1,221 38 120 1,542 
1914 88 30 57 1,309 38 143 1,665 
1915 98 34 67 1,355 39 169 1,762 
1916 108 38 81 1,463 53 217 1,959 
1918 120 46 98 1,547 45 284 2,140 
1920 158 74 178 1,815 70 342 2,636 
1922 183 94 249 2,016 91 392 3,026 
1924 200 116 329 2,207 100 366 3,317 
1926 177 103 306 2,087 91 378 3,141 
1927 155 91 267 1,970 80 323 2,885 

1913=100 
1913 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
1914 104 107 110 107 100 119 108 
1915 115 121 129 111 103 141 11 
1916 127 136 156 120 139 181 127 
1918 141 164 188 127 118 171 139 
1920 186 264 342 149 184 285 171 
1922 215 336 479 165 239 327 196 
1924 235 414 632 181 263 305 215 
1926 208 368 588 171 239 315 204 
1927 182 325 513 161 211 269 187 
Source: Heinrich Kaufmann (ed.), Festschrifl ::.um 2_5jahrigen Bestehen des :(,entralverbandes deutscher Konsumvereine 190~1929 (Hamburg, 1928), 340-1. 
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In the early 1930s Germany gave up the idea ofFordism, which 
had never been deeply rooted in German society anyway. 
Influential forces, not least Briining's government, demanded that 
Germany become a land of 'settlers' and 'worker-farmers'. 16 It 
was argued that the working class could only survive the long 
period of slow growth, perhaps even economic stagnation, and 
the constant high unemployment that was to come by producing 
its own food in domestic gardens. To combine industrial work 
with subsistence farming seemed an appealing idea in the context 
of deeply pessimistic expectations of the economic future. In this 
context, the figure of the consumer was simply eclipsed by the 
double producer. 

III. 193:;-1945,' Destruction and Traniformation 

National Socialism had ambiguous consequences for consumer 
co-ops in Germany. Forced integration into the German nation-
state continued in a number of ways: 17 ( r) The term Konsumverein, 
for instance, was replaced by a word with a Germanic origin: 
Verbrauchergenossenschoft. (2) Historical research was carried out to 
show that Germany had its own tradition of consumer organiza-
tions.18 (3) Superficially, political unity was restored by merging 
the different political branches into one union. At the end of the 
merger movement only a single co-op remained at local level. The 
Nazis in charge of the local societies insisted that consumer co-
ops were now open to everyone. 19 (4) The last step in this direc-
tion was taken during the war when local societies were merged 
into one big national conglomerate, the Gemeinschaftswerk der 
deutschen Arbeit. It was conceived as a joint-stock company with 

16 Michael Prinz, 'Vor der Konsumgesellschaft: Pessimistische Zukunftserwartungen, 
gesellschaftliche Leitbilder und regionale Evidenz 1918-1960', Westfalische Forschungen, 48 
(1998), 512-55; Heinz Wilhelm Hoffacker, Entstehung der Raumplanung: Konservative 
Gese/Lrchriftsreform und das Ruhrgebiet 1918-1933 (Essen, 1989). 

1 7 Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossensch,ifien; Klaus Novy and Michael 
Prinz, lllustrierte Geschichte der Gerneinwirtsch,ifi: Wirtsch,ifiliche Selbsthi!fe in der Arbeiterbewegung 
(Bonn, 1988), 209-17. 

18 Robert Schloesser and Otto Ruhmer, Die ersten Haushalt-(Konsum-)Genossensch,ifien 
Gross-Deutschlands, ihre Leiden und Kampfe mit einem Anhang iiber die erste Genossensch,ifi Gross-
Deutschlands, die Tischler-Association zu Delitzsch (Hamburg-Blankenese, 1939). 

19 Kurzer, Nationalso;:ialismus und Konsumgenossenschriften; Karl Ditt, 'Die Konsumgenossen-
schaften im Dritten Reich', lntemationale wissensch,ifiliche Korrespondenz zur Geschichte der 
deutschen Arbeiterbewegung, 23 (1987), 82-m. 
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limited dividends and was intended to serve the general con-
sumer. 20 The Nazi economic concept foresaw not a command but 
a 'managed' economy. In this context it seemed appropriate to 
have a tool to influence the market for basic consumer goods. 
This was created in 1940-r when the Nazis believed that they 
could win the war, and assumed that a post-war economic boom 
and a mass consumer society lay ahead. 21 

The transformation of co-ops into a joint-stock company was 
also a consequence of two important changes in the legal frame-
work. The first was the discount law of 1933,22 which limited both 
the discount a trader could give and the dividend a co-op could 
pay to a maximum of 3 per cent. The second was a law that 
banned the co-ops from having savings banks. The discount law 
in particular had ambivalent consequences in the long run. Some 
were helpful, others highly unwelcome. Most co-ops around the 
world used their members' savings as a source of cheap invest-
ment capital. In Germany, this was now prohibited. Limiting the 
dividend made it much more difficult to gain new members 
because the general practice was to pay for the share by retaining 
part of the dividend. This left the co-ops with just one choice, 
namely, to pursue an aggressive low-price policy. In other words, 
while the benefits of being a member were lost, the potential 
benefits to the consumer in general grew. 

Other consequences of the Nazi era were not ambiguous at all. 
First, many of the larger co-ops, weakened by the Great 
Depression, received no financial support and were dissolved in 

20 Rudiger Hachtmann (ed.), Ein KolofJ auf /bilemen Fi!flen: Das Gutacltten des Wirtschefts-
priifers Karl Eicke iiber die Deutsche Arbeits.front vom 31. Juli 1936 (Munich, 2006); id., 'Chaos und 
Ineffizienz in der Deutschen Arbeitsfront: Ein Evaluierungsbericht aus dem Jahr 1936', 
Vierteijahrsheftefar -?.,eitgeschichte, 53/i (2005), 43,8. 

21 On this debate see Wolfgang Konig, Volkswagen, Volksempfiinger, Volksgemeinschaft: 
'Volksprodukte' im Dritten Reich. Vom Schei/em einer nationalsozialistischen Konsumgesellschaft 
(Paderborn, 2004) and the review by Hartmut Berghoff in H-Soz-u-Kult, 
<http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/rezensionen/2004-4-085>, accessed 4 Nov. 2004. 
See also Shelley Baranowski, Strength through Joy: Consumerism and Mass Tourism in the Third 
Reich (Cambridge, 2004); Hartmut Berghoff, 'Enticement and Deprivation: The Regulation 
of Consumption in Pre-War Nazi Germany', in Daunton and Hilton (eds.), Politics of 
Consumption, 165-84; Dorothee Hochstetter, Motorisierung und 'Volksgemeinschaft': Das 
.Nationalsozialistische Kreftfahrkorps (.NSKK) 1931-1945 (Munich, 2004); Hans Dieter Schafer, 
Das gespaltene BewujJtsein: Ober deutsche Kultur und Lebenswirklichkeit 193:51945 (Munich, 1983). 

22 A well-informed comment is provided by Goetz Aly, 'Das Rabattgesetz, ein Nachrur, 
Berliner -?.,eitung, 25 July 2001, at: <https:/ /www.berlinonline.de/berliner-zeitung/ 
archiv/.bin/dump.fcgi/2001/0725/meinung/0025/index.html>, accessed 20 Mar. 2005. 
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1935.23 Secondly, although the Nazis claimed that they had neu-
tralized the co-ops politically, in reality, they doubted their own 
words. The foundation of the Gemeinschaftswerk was in part an 
attempt to exercise greater political control. And thirdly, Allied 
bombing and the ground war had destroyed the city centres and 
with them the premises of many co-ops that were situated there. 

During the 1930s, the pre-1933 leadership was able to retain 
some influence behind the scenes. Compared to Weimar, the 
rhetoric of the movement in the 1930s was directed more towards 
the public and the general consumer. Publications described the 
advantages of being a member, or how the co-ops worked, in a 
restrained and neutral fashion. There was some advertising prom-
ising low prices and good quality, but the main feature of this era 
was a low-key approach. The Nazis never revoked their promise, 
given to the petty traders before 1933, to destroy the consumer 
co-ops, so that the movement knew it was living on borrowed 
time. The best strategy for survival seemed to keep one's head 
down. 

IV. 1945-1970: Difficult Start and Failure 

In 1945 German consumer co-ops were rebuilt as a member-
based movement. The Allies controlled the financial assets and, 
because the British in particular were keen to rebuild the German 
movement on the British model, keeping the Gemeinschaftswerk 
was not an option. 24 In return, the Allies freed German consumer 
co-ops from most of the legal restrictions imposed by the Nazis, 
such as the ban on selling to non-members, caps on dividends, 
and so on. The idea was to create a consumer movement by 
allowing the cooperative movement to grow strong. In the middle 
of the r95os, when the development peaked, co-ops had regained 
a fairly strong membership basis of about 2.5 million, but they 
never came close to the numbers they had had in the r92os. 25 

In the late 1950s an internal debate about the weaknesses of the 
movement broke out and continued throughout the next decade. 
The only result was a huge scandal uncovered in the 1980s which 

23 Kurzer, NationaLwzialismus und Konsumgenossenschaflen is a profound study of the 
dissolution process. 

24 Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossenscheften, 497. 
25 Der Verbraucher, 6 Oct. 1956, no. 40, p. 664. 
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destroyed what was left of the movement's moral and material 
substance. Pensions funds were plundered, accounts cooked, and 
all remaining premises sold. Finally, leading managers, after lit-
erally fleeing around the globe, had to serve long prison sen-
tences. 26 Two factors that contributed to the crisis and the 
downfall stand out. First, in 1954 the National Socialist discount 
law was reinstated by a conservative-liberal majority in parlia-
ment. 27 Although it was different from the traders' discount, the 
co-ops' dividend was again limited to a maximum of 3 per cent. 
This had direct consequences for its equity capital. Traditionally, 
part of the dividend had been used to pay for the members' 
shares. Now that the dividends were so low, members no longer 

Table 8.4 Number ef self-service shops in the Federal Republic ef Germany, 
1950-1960 

Year Private retaders Department stores Co-ops 

Absolute Absolute Absolute 
numbers in% numbers in% numbers in% 

1950 4 10 16 41 19 49 
1951 7 8 32 40 42 52 
1952 7 6 59 49 55 45 
1953 9 4 131 65 63 31 
1954 36 11 219 67 71 22 
1955 139 26 430 58 115 16 
1956 507 37 709 51 163 12 
1957 1,439 45 1,384 43 360 12 
1958 6,781 70 2,127 22 768 8 
1959 12,783 75 3,112 18 1,237 7 
1960 16,860 75 3,657 16 2,102 9 
Source: F orschungsstelle for Konsumwirtschaft, 'Bericht tiber die Lage der Konsumge-
nossenschaften' (Hamburg, 1961), 'Nur for den internen Gebrauch', 3, in Archiv des 
Bundes der Konsumgenossenschaften Hamburg. 

26 See the description by the former chairman, Bernd Otto, Der Coop-Skarulal: Ein 
Lehrstiick aus der deutschen Wirtschefi (Frankfurt am Main, 1996); and Kollege Otto, a semi-
documentary film about the scandal (1991). Otto was sentenced to four and a half years in 
prison. For a critical summary of the events, see 'Missmanagement bei Coop: Das fast per-
fekte Verbrechen', manager magazin.de, 28 Aug. 2001, online at: <http:/ /www.manager-
magazin.de/unternehmen/missmanagement/0,2828,149040,oo.html>, accessed 20 Apr. 
2009; Hans Pohl, Aufitieg urul Niedergang der deutschen Konsurngenossenscha.ften: Vortrag anlii.j]lich der 
Ehrenpromotion an der Universitiit Leipzig (Stuttgart, 2007). 

27 It was not abolished until 2001. For a historical comment see Aly, 'Das Rabattgesetz, 
ein Nachruf. 
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agreed to this practice. The law was passed in a situation where 
co-ops desperately needed investment funds to rebuild their prem-
ises. 28 The second factor was the commercial revolution taking 
place in the 1950s, with the introduction of self-service as its core 
innovation (see Table 8.4).29 

V. How Did Consumer Co-ops Respond to These Challenges after 1945? 

It is correct to say that the older generation of cooperators recon-
structed the movement in 1945 with the idea of 'demand fulfil-
ment' in mind. 30 In the early years after the war, they showed 
more sympathy for the figure of the cooperator than for the con-
sumer in general. Their argument was plain and simple. A co-op 
represented collective self-help, members knew their demands, so 
the co-op was quite simply a way of fulfilling basic needs with no 
intermediary. Its growth as a movement meant that the rest of the 
economy and society would also be based on these sound princi-
ples. But this simplified vision of cooperation lasted a matter of 
only two or three years, until 1947-8. It reckoned with a dire eco-
nomic outlook, namely that Germany faced an incalculably long 
period of austerity. In this special post-war context before the cur-
rency reform, visions of Germany as a country of worker-farmers 
and settlers re-emerged in many places. 

The dominant vision disseminated by consumer co-ops in the 
late 1950s was that of a Free Social Economy (Freie Gemeinwirt-
schaft). The idea was that a market economy based on free enter-
prise and competition needed checks and balances, otherwise the 
consumer as its weakest part would suffer most. The co-ops prom-
ised to function as a check for the market economy by offering 
good quality, fair prices, and the necessary knowledge to cope 
with the temptations of a consumer society. This concept of a Free 
Social Economy privileged neither cooperatives nor certain goods. 
It could be applied to bread as well as to apartments and furni-
ture. In other words, in terms of their vision, by the early 1950s 

28 Hasselmann, Geschichte der deutschen Konsumgenossenschqften, 633-5. 
29 Karl Ditt, 'Rationalisierung im Einzelhandel: Die Einfohrung und Entwicklung der 

Selbstbedienung in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1949-2000', in Prinz (ed.), De:r Lange 
Weg in den Oberfluss, 315-56. 

30 The following is based on an analysis of the co-ops' main publication, Der Verbrauche:r 
(1948-60). 
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co-ops were, at least in principle, already open to the sort of 
change that was to come. 

To illustrate what happened, I mention a number of examples 
of co-ops' business strategies and visions during this period. First, 
co-ops changed their language. For example, instead of being 
called Verteilungsstelle (distribution point), their shops were renamed 
KONSUM. 31 In a long letter printed in the co-op magazine in 
January 1956, a member of the Bielefeld co-op summed this up: 
'There are no longer any "distribution points". The concept and 
the original idea have changed completely. Most members can no 
longer do anything with the term "distribution point". Today one 
usually says: I'm going to the KONSUM! And what is meant is plain 
to see: to the co-op shop. So let's make up our mind to use this 
expression.' 32 Secondly, the idea of cash payment, traditionally 
an article of faith, was renounced, and organized credit accepted 
as a legitimate way to buy. Thirdly, a service campaign was waged 
with regard to their own sales staff, using the idea of members as 
shareholders. A typical slogan was: 'You will never forget that the 
customer in front of you is your boss; he or she has to be treated 
kindly, even ifhe or she does not treat you that way.' A brochure 
published by the Dortmund co-op gave the sales staff advice that 
was obviously modelled on the notion that the 'customer is king'. 
'Because the members provide our capital, they are also our 
bosses.'33 Fourthly, they struggled constantly with the shopkeep-
ers' organizations, while these groups also attacked them. 
However, most of the articles responding to attacks called for 
moderation and ended with an off er to overcome the conflict. 'In 
general', said Carl Schumacher, one of the movement's leading 
representatives, during the co-op's conference in 1956, 'one has 
to admit that our competitors waged their campaigns in an 
acceptable way.'34 Fifthly, their main ally was not the SPD, which 
was in opposition for more than a decade, but the one person who 
is considered the personal embodiment of Americanism in 
Germany's post-war government, Ludwig Erhard. 

Erhard's main concern throughout the 1950s was that prices 
might rise, causing wages to follow and bringing back a situation 

31 In order to distinguish it from the word for 'consumption', it was pronounced with 
an accent on the first syllable. 32 Der Verbraucher, 14Jan. 1956, no. 2, p. 27. 

33 Der Verbraucher, 9June 1956, no. 23, p. 375. 
34 Quoted from Verbandstagung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Der Verbraucher, 23June 1956, 

no. 25, p. 414. 
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last seen in the 1920s. As he favoured the lifting of price controls, 
the success of his policy depended on well-informed, rational, and 
disciplined consumers working as checks and price guardians in 
the market. 35 The consumer Erhard envisioned bore great simi-
larity to the cooperative ideal before the war, except that an 
expectation of wages rising in the long term was built into it. This 
figure was identical with the co-op's definition of the consumer in 
the 1950s. There was very little separating the visions of Erhard 
and the co-ops in this respect. It comes as no surprise that they 
both showed great sympathy towards each other. 

Concerning the general attitude towards marketing and market 
research among cooperators, it should be borne in mind that 
during the 1950s the food market in the Federal Republic was still 
very much a sellers' market. After decades of forced austerity, 
many items that had been common to consumers abroad first 
came within the reach of German customers at this time. The co-
ops' main problem in the period under consideration was not so 
much how to sell new products, but how to lower costs. Their 
main periodicals, for instance, devoted a great deal of space to 
reports on the lowering of tariffs on consumer goods, parliamen-
tary debates, and the attitudes of different political parties to these 
issues. Until 1955 at least, a great deal of 'marketing' was purely 
information that certain goods were now available at reasonable 
prices. The rest could be left to their members' buying power. 
Cutting costs was the chief concern of the co-ops' leadership and 
it was repeatedly the subject of internal debates. 

There is no doubt that the insistence on being a movement 
with members to some extent limited the drive towards market 
research. Having members meant having demand. After 1955, 
with wages and salaries rising constantly and membership growth 
slowing down, the atmosphere changed. Not least because of the 
specific legal framework, that is, the capping of dividends, 
German co-ops were forced to embark on an aggressive price 
policy earlier, for instance, than their British counterpart. 
However, it should not be underestimated in this context that the 
co-ops represented a different model of shopkeeping compared to 
the private sector. Member participation may have been low in 
the general assemblies since the tum of the century, but there was 

35 Erica Carter, How German is She? Postwar West German Reconstruction and the Consuming 
Woman (Ann Arbor, 1997). 
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a constant and lively exchange between members and the co-op 
leadership at all levels. In other words, there was a well-organized 
minority of members in dozens of formal and informal groups at 
local level. They took part in leisure activities, prepared the shops 
for Christmas, and so on. They were invited to visit the premises 
of the General Wholesale Society in Hamburg, and had discus-
sions with the staff. Members of these groups wrote letters to the 
editors of co-op magazines, expressing agreement or disagree-
ment. Generally speaking, German co-ops became more demo-
cratic than ever in the 1950s, tolerating dissent and giving the 
rank-and-file a voice. Advertising had a role that was growing, but 
as mentioned above it was still more an announcement than an 
instrument for use in a fierce struggle with competitors. Instead 
of treating the market and the general customer as an abstraction, 
co-ops used their specific structures to encourage exchange with 
their members and customers. 

Critics of the movement have traced its crisis and downfall to 
the fact that co-ops hesitated to make their shops self-service, and 
were thus left behind by their competitors. 36 But the main reason, 
as indicated above, was the lack of funds to modernize their prem-
ises all at once. It should be remembered that the German move-
ment had to be rebuilt twice, once after each war. 37 After 1952 
the opening of new self-service shops was celebrated enthusiasti-
cally in the co-op's publications, and other societies were encour-
aged to follow suit. So consistent were the co-ops in their pursuit 
of the rationalization of distribution that they even welcomed the 
introduction of self-service by private traders, encouraging them, 
too, to pursue this policy, and suggesting that this development 
might constitute the beginning of peace and harmony between 
former enemies. 

36 Ditt, 'Rationalisierung im Einzelhandel'; Sibylle Brandli, Der Supermarkt im Kopf 
Konsumkultur und Wah/stand in der Schwei::. nach 1945 (Vienna, 2000); Florentine Fritzen, 
Gesiinder leben: Die Lebensreformbewegung im 20. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, 2006), 116; Matthias Nast, 
Die stummen Verkaefer: Lebensmittelverpackungen im Zeitalter der Konsurngesellscha.fi. Umwelthistorische 
Untersuchung iiber die Warenpackung und den Wandel der Einkaefsgewohnheiten (195oer bis 199oer 
Jahre) (Berne, 1997). 

37 Instead they developed a scheme called Fast-Shop (Tempo-Laden) using pre-packaged 
goods and a centralized system of cash tills. 
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VI. Conclusion 

It may be concluded from what has been said up to this point that 
German consumer co-ops have been falsely labelled 'backward', 
'outmoded', and 'resistant to change', at least with respect to their 
intentions, and that they should, in fact, be counted among the 
forces that supported the 'Westernization' of Germany and envis-
aged the 'customer as citizen', that is, someone who fulfils his obli-
gation as citizen by shopping, as an ideal. Though there is more 
then a grain of truth in it, this judgement appears too simplistic 
and amounts to throwing out the baby with the bath water. 

It is important not to take the changes in the meaning of con-
sumption that characterized the 1950s out of context, or to neglect 
the important differences between the post-war era and later 
stages of the unfolding modern consumer society. In an article on 
the role of market research and its meaning for consumer coop-
eration, F. 0. Benz wrote: 

The basic question of demand fulfilment as a co-operative principle, or 
demand instilment as an incentive for production cannot be excluded in 
this context. Demand stimulation is legitimate and may well be in the 
consumer's best interests so long as it is carried out in a responsible way. 
It can be done in a responsible manner only if it has been preceded by 
thorough studies. 38 

If we take a closer look at this statement, its contradictory 
nature becomes obvious. The relationship between active demand 
stimulation and the passive study of consumer desires through 
market research is not at all clear. This is just one example of 
many similar statements that can be found in publications after 
1955.39 These contradictions reflect the great disparities in the 
ordinary lives of German consumers at that time. The 1950s was 
an era when food riots provoked by 'unjust' price increases were 
still common.40 In April 1956 the movement's central organ 
reported on a new form of lighting to present meat more 
favourably. The same edition contained a report about sixty 

38 Der Verbraucher, 30 June 1956, no. JO, p. 439· 
39 Another telling, almost bizarre, episode in this respect was the appeal by German 

artisans and petty traders to the Bonn government to reserve at least one-third of all iso-
topes gained in the production of atomic energy for Germany's traditional Mittelstand. 

40 See e.g. Der Verbraucher, 22 Sept. 1956, no. 38, p. 111. 
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bunker children who grew up without windows at all and received 
a free lunch from a local co-op.41 

Another reason why the label customer citizen is not appropri-
ate for developments in West Germany is the politically charged 
meaning of consumption. 42 In the co-ops' interpretation of 
German history-and history mattered a lot to them-Germany 
was a country where producers and their interests had always 
dominated. In the eyes of the co-ops, the post-war boom, the tran-
sition from a sellers' to a buyers' market, served only to compen-
sate for traditional injustice in this respect. 

Secondly, the constant demands for the rationalization and 
modernization of the distribution sector during the 1950s were 
always connected to a discourse about the causes of National 
Socialism. There was a constant debate about how far the liber-
alization process in the consumer sector should be carried, to what 
extent the petty traders and artisans should be protected against 
competition, and to what extent their way of life, their 'right to a 
customer', should be respected. The traders openly threatened to 
revive a right-wing movement whereas the consumer co-ops 
insisted on rapid further rationalization as a means to eradicate 
the small 'proletarian' shopkeepers who were widely regarded as 
having been the main supporters of National Socialism. At the 
national convention of retail trade on II and 12 May 1956, one 
deputy referred to the co-ops by evoking the 1930s: 'One has to 
tell these lively pikes in the fishpond that their reckless behaviour 
is mobilizing political forces which may one day spoil their drive 
for expansion. '43 

In the minds of many cooperators, the rise of mass consumer 
society, the drive for rationalization, and the fight against any 
resurgence of National Socialism were intertwined. For them, the 
advance of the 'customer as citizen' translated into the 'consumer 
citizen'. 

41 Der Verbraucher, 14 Apr. 1956, no. 15, p. 241. 
42 I am referring to the terms coined by Lizabeth Cohen: 'consumer citizen' v. 'cus-

tomer citizen'. The 'consumer citizen' in this definition uses consumption deliberately to 
pursue social and political goals, while the 'customer citizen' is a figure who is made to 
believe that by fulfilling personal desires one simultaneously advances the common good. 
See Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers' Republic: The Politics qf Mass Consumption in Postwar America 
(New York, 2003). 

43 Der Verbraucher, 19 May 1956, no. 20, p. 315. 




