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Gideon Reuveni studied history, philosophy 
and political science at the Hebrew Univer-
sity Jerusalem. He is the author of Reading 
Germany: Literature and Consumer Culture 
in Germany before 1933 (2006) and co-edi-
tor of several other books on different as-
pects of Jewish history. His current area of 
research is the intersection of Jewish history 
and economics. Presently he is working on a 
book on consumer culture and the making of 

modern Jewish identity in Europe. Since Sep-
tember 2011 he is  Reader in History and the Di-
rector of the Centre for German Jewish Studies 
at the University of Sussex/England.

Verbraucherkultur und die Entwicklung der 
modernen jüdischen Identität

Antisemitische Stereotype von Juden als Ka-
pitalisten haben die Erforschung der ökono-
mischen Dimension der jüdischen Vergan-
genheit geradezu lahmgelegt. Figuren des 
jüdischen Händlers und Bankiers durchziehen 
das 19. und 20. Jahrhundert. Wirtschaftliche 
Zusammenhänge waren indes stets zentral 
für jüdisches Leben und das Bild vom Juden-
tum in der Welt. Juden haben nicht nur Geld 
verdient, sondern es auch ausgegeben. Meine 
Untersuchung ist diesem wesentlichen und 
bislang vernachlässigten Koordinatensystem 
des Konsums, der Identitätsbildung und der 
Geschichte der Juden gewidmet. Es sollen der 
Platz und die Rolle des Konsums innerhalb 
der jüdischen Gesellschaft erforscht werden. 
Ferner wird untersucht, wie das Konsumver-

halten jüdische Begriffe der Zugehörigkeit 
vom Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts bis zum Be-
ginn des 21. Jahrhunderts hervorgebracht 
und verstärkt hat. Indem ich die Geschich-
te der Europäischen Juden vom Standpunkt 
des Konsums aus betrachte, hoffe ich, die 
Forschung über die üblichen zwei Ansätze 
hinauszutragen, gemäß denen entweder die 
Integration oder der Ausschluss von Juden 
hervorgehoben wird.
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During my stay at the Krupp Kolleg I made 
significance progress with my book project 
now entitled “Consumer Culture and the 
Making of Modern Jewish Identity.” I fini-
shed drafting large sections of the study and 
secured a book contract with the Cambridge 
University Press. In addition, I finally found 
the time to finalize the work on two separate 
edited volumes dealing with different aspects 
of the multifaceted interplay between Jews 
and the economy. I also finished writing two 
further essays, one on the concept of cultu-
ral economy to be published in a Festschrift 
for Prof. Moshe Zimmermann and a short  
piece on Jewish Bankers that is scheduled to 
be published in a volume on Salomon Heine.

The major parts of my study that I realized 
in Greifswald are a chapter of Politics of Je-
wish Consumption as well as the last chapter 
of my study Picturing the Jewish Consumer. 
Focusing on the interwar period, the later 
sections of my study examine the role and 
function of consumption in the framework 
of new notions about Jewish politics. Here I 
look at advertisements and marketing cam-
paigns demonstrating how marketing practi-
ces utilize politics to promote different pro-

ducts and services. I also show how the rise of 

antisemitism in pre-Holocaust Europe boosted 
the politicization process of consumption. In 
this context I do not only deal with the calls to 
boycotts Jewish owned businesses and the att-
empts exclude Jews as costumers by different 
providers, but also call attention to how Jews 
as consumers reacted to antisemitsm forging 

Projektbericht what we may now call Jewish buycotts. That 
is, an active attempt to alert Jewish consu-
mer against antisemitic tendencies of certain 
companies, and to organize Jews as a discrete 
consumer group to buy only designated pro-
ducts or services of particular providers that 
explicitly express their interest in Jewish cli-
ents. This exploration demonstrates how poli-
tics informed consumer choices turning con-
sumption to a highly charged activity, and a 
site for political action. This process by which 
consumption became a new resource of poli-
tical mobilization serves as the backdrop for 
scrutinizing how Jewish political parties—
particularly the Zionist movements—utilized 
consumption in order to promote their poli-
tical agenda. The Zionist political campaigns 
were grounded in marketing principles such 
as branding of political leaders and issues, 
targeted advertising, and staged media events 
which were all part of the commercialization 
processes and the emergence of a new con-
sumer culture at the beginning of the 20th 
century. Thus for example the Zionist message 
underwent a visualization process that was 
reflected in the image of Herzel and other Zi-
onist leaders displayed on a variety of objects: 
cigarette packets, plates and cups, carpets, 

embroidery, flags, postcards, and calendars. 
Tourism to Palestine is a further example of 
how the Zionist movement appropriated the 
new consumer culture for its political pur-
poses. The Zionist newspaper Jüdische Rund-
schau proclaimed that every returning visitor 
from Palestine 
was to become 
an apostle of 
the building of 
Erez Israel and 
to help for-
ge a connec-
tion between 
the land and 
the Diaspora. 
During the in-
terwar period, 
we find sever-
al examples of 
advertisements 
in the Jewish 
press exclu-
sively addressing Zionist consumers, some 
of them even displaying consumption as a 
performative act in which consuming is dis-
played as an integral and active part of the 
Zionist project. The Jewish National Fund 
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distributed children’s games and even got 
involved in the insurance business in order 
to mobilize new supporters thus making con-
sumption to an important political site. 

The chapter ‘picturing the Jewish Consumer’ 
is perhaps the most challenging, at least 
in terms of locating sources, on the Jewish 
world of goods and spending habits. This sec-
tion of my study seeks to depict the Jewish 
consumer. Special research institutes like the 
Bureau für die Statistik der Juden and YIVO 
(Yidisher Visnshaftlekher Institut, or the Je-
wish Scientific Institute) started collecting 
documentation on the social and economic 
position of the Jews at the beginning of the 
last century. This material focuses primarily 
on the question of income as well as on the 
occupational structure of Jewish society. The 
statistical data collected by these institutions 
does not divulge information on the spen-
ding habits of Jews. Fortunately, other sour-
ces such as household books, family pictures, 
and lists of personal belongings compiled by 
Nazi officials comprise further evidence on 
the spending behaviour of Jewish individuals 
and groups. In this section of my study I also 
explore how Jews made sense of their world 

of goods, and give voice to their experiences 
as consumers. For this purpose I use a more 
qualitative body of source material, including 
diaries and literary accounts. At the Jewish 
Museum in Berlin I locate the family diaries of 
the perfume company owner Ludwig Scherk, 
diaries that contain commentated lists of the 
presents the family gave and received over a 
period of more than ten years, from the end 
of the First World War to the mid 1930s. The-
se kinds of personal account provide a better 
understanding of how Jewish middle class fa-
milies conceived of themselves as consumers 
as well as of the meanings they ascribed to 
their respective material world.
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