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The active consumer emerges from recent research. No longer 
seen as an object of manipulative capitalist forces or individualiz-
ing consumer practices, he raises his voice, demanding political 
and cultural discussions and contributing to them, to definitions of 
the political realm, and to the liveliness of civil society. The aim 
and title of this volume and the arguments in its essays illustrate 
that this approach is rich and can provoke interesting research 
questions. It makes a great deal of sense to follow these prise de 
paroles, these interventions of different groups of consumers in 
political and cultural life. 1 But the active consumer is himself the 
object of politics, definitions, and strategies. The originality of the 
present volume is to join these two perspectives in stressing the 
importance of opinion polls and market research. This critical 
'observation of the observers' (Niklas Luhmann) can demonstrate 
that by categorizing and interpreting consumer attitudes and dif-
ferentiating them according to consumer practices, they can 
defend specific and particular visions of society. As the essay by 
Judith Coffin shows, a specific image offemininity was developed 
in France during the 1950s by the magazine Elle, which also coop-
erated in polls with political opinion studies. Other essays make 
clear that opinion polls question class categories, for instance. In 
this sense they are not only technical instruments but parts of 
social and political history. They also contribute, as the essays by 
Trumbull and Higgs demonstrate, to an important trend towards 
storing and using data linked to the consumer, and to practices 
which are seen by data privacy movements as posing a danger to 
liberty. 

One might nonetheless follow market research in deconstruct-
ing the holistic category of the consumer in historical studies. 

1 See Frank Trentmann, 'The Long History of Contemporary Consumer Society: 
Chronologies, Practices, and Politics in Modern Europe', Archivfiir Sozialgeschichte, 49 (2009), 
rn7-28. 
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Social history studies show that men and women entertained dif-
ferent relations to consumer goods and consuming practices. Old 
and young people chose different goods and the ethnic connota-
tions of consumption were underlined, as were the differences and 
transfers between town and countryside of consumer goods as a 
means of distinction. Regions and towns displayed different pat-
terns of consumption. Social groups used different consumer 
goods differently. Social history approaches may help to differen-
tiate consumer practices and to situate them within different soci-
eties and social relations. 2 These results of previous studies should 
not be lost in the discussion of the political role of consumption 
and consumers. 

One of the dangers of focusing research on the relationship 
between consumer and citizen is that these social microstructures 
of consumers and consumer practices might disappear. This 
danger is greater when research deals with this relationship at a 
national level and looks at how consumer interests were labelled 
by governments, political parties, and interest groups. In this 
context consumers appear more as a reference group than as 
actors in their own history. A careful look at local conditions, 
political life, and the political commitment of citizens to consumer 
issues may be helpful in overcoming this shortcoming. Debates 
about shop opening hours and the building of malls and market 
halls are highly political, and local citizens have participated in 
them in the past and continue to do so now. It is highly relevant 
to know whether they were men or women, young or old, middle 
class or working class, migrants or indigenous, what arguments 
they used, and how they tried to penetrate and influence the polit-
ical field. The political structure of towns, their associational life, 
and the possibilities and traditions of political participation are 
also important factors in this context. In a word, local case studies 
are extremely useful for detecting the secret of the links between 
consumers and citizens, and for providing a more detailed image 
beneath the general picture of consumer politics and participa-
tion. Until now they have largely been lacking. 3 

2 For these dimensions in the context of German history see Heinz-Gerhard Haupt 
and Claudius Torp (eds.), Die Konsumgesellschqft in Deutsch/and 1890--1990: Ein Handbuch 
(Frankfurt am Main, 2009), 130-220. 

3 One exception is a study of a small town in the departement of Gard Pont-Saint-Esprit 
and an analysis of poisoned bread: Steven L. Kaplan, Le Pain maudit: Re/our sur la France des 
annees oubliees 1945-1958 (Paris, 2008). 
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This research will also start to take the concept of multiple iden-
tities of the actors seriously, and will look at the different identities 
of consumers and citizens. At this level, as the present volume 
shows, the clear-cut distinction between consumer and citizen 
may not make much sense: local citizens might see themselves and 
act as purchasers of specific goods in certain shops, as residents of 
particular streets, as retailers, religious believers, or members of 
local associations or political parties. To isolate one element ana-
lytically within these multiplicities is not very useful. 

Another danger that studies dealing with the impact of politics 
on consumers face is that of overestimating programmatic decla-
rations and the logics of certain politics. It is not very convincing 
to affirm that the neo-liberal apotheosis of choice conditions the 
consumer's behaviour more than his or her interests or Eigensinn. 
A useful way to counter this tendency is to study the implemen-
tation of decisions, laws, and political projects. As John Clarke's 
research shows, New Labour's project of changing the users of 
public services into 'clients' had no direct and immediate impact 
on the attitudes and positions of the citizen. Most of the users 
questioned were not victims of this rhetorical illusion. This gap 
between governmental rhetoric and decision-making on the part 
of citizens and consumers is not limited to the present. In a recent 
historical study of consumer politics during the Weimar Republic, 
Claudius Torp demonstrates that many legislative and executive 
measures developed in the early 1920s to control consumer and 
retailing practices were not applied at local level. 4 

This is not to argue in favour of a return to mere social history 
studies. Citizens and consumers behave-and this is not an inven-
tion of the post-1945 period-under the influence of consumer 
politics and socially disseminated images of the consumer which 
change over time. The consumer is a category which different 
actors in the past easily charged with different values, obligations, 
and rights. Frank Trentmann opened up an important field of 
research when he looked at discussions in different European 
countries. 5 Methodologically it is not easy to demonstrate the 
impact of this cultural framing of consumption and consumer on 

4 Claudius Torp, 'DasJanusgesicht der Weimarer Konsumpolitik', in Haupt and Torp 
(eds.), Die Konsumgesellschefi in Deutschland, 250-67. 

5 Frank Trentmann (ed.), 17ze Making ef the Consumer: Knowledge, Power and Identi!Y in the 
Modern World (Oxford, 2006). 
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their actions in, and perceptions of, society. Cultural studies on 
the appropriation of visions of luxury or necessity by specific 
groups at certain times are needed. Arguments stressing the 
analogy between images of consumers and broader cultural or 
political trends can at least be made. There is evidence that a 
vision of society based on individual choices propagated by 
opinion polls after 1945 should be seen in relation to a more 
general trend to challenge and alter the concept of a class society 
or gender roles by the use of categories and discourses. They 
could be considered as much a sign of a broader cultural and 
political evolution as a factor in it. Rainer Gries affirms that the 
goods themselves sent out a social and individual message which 
consumers, by constant buying, have received. If we accept his 
argument, these messages stress the values of, and orientation 
towards, the middle strata of society. 

Political debates on consumption and consumers are only at 
first glance restricted to consumption and consumers. From the 
early modern period on, they touched on a huge variety of ques-
tions and topics. They dealt with the boundaries between luxury 
and necessity, needs and pleasures, but were also concerned with 
social boundaries. Debates on credit and granting credit, for 
instance, frequently illustrated positions about the future of the 
working classes and were part of a broader politics of integration 
or exclusion. 6 It has also been shown how strongly the images of 
social justice emerged in food riots, not only during the nineteenth 
century, but also after the First and Second World Wars. A 
specific 'moral economy' was linked to conflicts over food distri-
bution and quality. In this context, it is important to detect what 
is at stake when questions of consumption are politically discussed. 
If one follows Pierre Bourdieu, the political sphere is a field of 
struggle between specific actors and deals with the hierarchy of 
categories and values. It would also be important for historical 
studies to identify the goals of these struggles and to indicate the 
visions of power and society at stake. 7 

Every study on citizen and consumer has to address the debate 
on whether consumption has a depoliticizing effect on citizens in 

6 Alain Chatriot, 'Proteger le consommateur contre lui-meme: La Regulation du credit 
a la consommation', Vingtieme Sieck: Revue d'histoire, 91 (2006), 95-w9. 

7 Pierre Bourdieu, 'Le Champ litteraire', Actes de la recherche en sciences sociaks, 89 (1991), 
3-46. 
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modern societies, or whether consumption issues can be politi-
cized. The current volume also tackles this problem. The field 
itself is potentially political. As the satisfaction of basic needs is 
one of the major factors legitimizing modern states, the quantity 
and quality of the supply of basic goods to the population becomes 
a political issue, especially when this supply is not organized con-
veniently. Even during the First World War, government pressure 
to demonstrate national unity did not prevent food riots and polit-
ical arguments being directed against the state and its failure to 
organize a food supply. On this occasion as on others, govern-
ments were judged on their ability to maintain markets and 
ensure safe and adequate nutrition. 8 In Europe, this political 
concern about food provision led to conflicts even after 1945; in 
the global South this problem is still current. 

The history of the politicization of consumption can also be 
written as a history of consumer concerns and experience being 
brought to the political debate. It has been shown how difficult it 
was to establish qualitative norms for goods and to push state 
authorities to exercise control, especially when producers were 
organized in powerful pressure groups. Willibald Steinmetz 
has shown this in relation to disabled children born in western 
Germany. It took a long time for their parents to prove the link 
with a drug that their mothers had taken during pregnancy, to 
bring their problems into the public sphere, and find political 
support. The process of politicizing problems which consumers 
experienced with an important branch of production was long 
and difficult. But once politicized, drug consumption remains a 
potentially political issue on the political agenda, and it has 
become difficult to deny its public and political importance.9 This 
issue is part of the obligation of a state which stresses its concern 
for the well-being of the citizen, and seeks its legitimization in this 
field. The politicization of consumption is not necessarily linked to 
the mobilization of consumers in consumer cooperatives, for 
instance. It is also effective and present in the evaluation of given 
structures. Matthew Hilton rightly argues that the development 

8 Belinda]. Davis, Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and Everyday Life in World War I Berlin 
(Chapel Hill, NC, 2000). 

9 Willibald Steinmetz, 't/ngewollte Politisierung <lurch die Medien? Die Contergan-
Affare', in Bernd Weisbrod (ed.), Die Politik der Ojfentlichkeit: Die Ojfent/ichkeit der Po/itik 
(Gottingen, 2003), 195-228. 
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of fairtrade and ethical consumption groups is not a political 
action in the traditional sense. Nonetheless, these groups have suc-
ceeded in anchoring the problematic nature of the food chain 
between metropolitan regions and dependent societies in the 
public debate and the political sphere. In doing so, they have put 
this relationship on the political agenda and, in case of problems, 
the state cannot deny its responsibility in this field. As other 
studies show, to depoliticize topics once they are part of the polit-
ical field is difficult. 

The essays presented in this volume are exceptional as they also 
deal with consumers and citizens in a comparative perspective. 
This is unusual because so far, research on consumption is mainly 
national and, because of the richness of research in Britain and 
the USA, very much biased towards Anglo-American experiences 
and problem definitions. Most of the research in other European 
countries tries to situate itself in relation to the British or 
American example. But certain specific approaches arise in other 
European countries. Comparative studies can help to situate 
national experiences within a specific chronology. It would be 
important to know whether 'the consumer' was invented in the 
period before 1914, or whether this figure of political discourse 
emerged much later in societies where self-sufficiency remained 
important and agrarian structures were predominant, such as 
Italy, Spain, Greece, and Ireland. A comparative look at the social 
and political actors who promoted this figure would also be 
important. In France, social reformers and radical politicians were 
more important than the Social Democrats who discovered con-
sumption issues in Germany before 1914. It would also be interest-
ing to know how and when the state recognized the importance 
of consumers. One approach would be to find out when specific 
governmental institutions were established and with what respon-
sibilities for consumption issues. Alain Chatriot looks at these 
issues in France in the 1970s. An examination of consumer organ-
izations and their part in the political field would also be useful in 
order to establish whether consumption was a focus of organiza-
tion, and whether these organizations were recognized by the 
political power. Political values attached to consumption could 
also be usefully compared. Was there any equivalent in other 
countries to Britain's Rochdale spirit, which claimed to take into 
account not only the interests of the individual, but also of others, 
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and to respect the common good? Was the concept of society 
respecting everybody's capacities and needs as put forward in the 
German Democratic Republic during the 1950s and the early 
1960s more widely represented in political debates? 10 Even 
remaining within the context of Europe, it is necessary when 
addressing these questions to include the situation in southern, 
northern, central, and Eastern Europe in our comparison. So far, 
studies of consumption have concentrated predominantly on 
Western European countries. 

Comparative and entangled history are increasingly linked 
today. The transfer of the political experiences of consumers and 
consumer organizations is a largely unknown field, or dominated 
by the American experience. The history of consumer coopera-
tives is an exception, and is well covered by comparative and 
transnational studies. As entanglement should not overshadow the 
obstacles to exchange and mobility, research is needed on con-
sumer organizations resisting foreign goods and the introduction 
of outside consumption structures and forms. My remarks have 
shown that the political history of consumption is promising. But 
it is in its very early stages. The present volume on the 'voice of 
the consumer' is an important starting point. 

10 Ina Merkel, Utopie und Bedürfnis: Die Gesdzichte der Konsumkultur in der DDR (Cologne, 
1999), 




