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Consumer Groups 

With or Without the State: 
The History of a Misunderstanding 

in France, 1945-2006 
ALAIN CHATRIOT 

A connection between consumption and politics existed in twen-
tieth-century France, but it developed differently from other 
Western countries. While in France and its neighbours, consumers 
and public authorities increasingly mobilized around this issue, 
consumption as such was not at the heart of political debate as it 
had been in the United States, 1 or, more recently, in Britain.2 

Investigating consumption and the history of the concomitant 
forms of mobilization does, however, open the door to a new 
understanding of the relationship between the state and civil 
society in France. 

Over the last ten years, the history of consumption in France 
has attracted increasing interest. Following on the heels of pion-
eering studies, primarily from Britain and the United States, in 
the field of sociology, 3 new areas have been explored, such as the 
role of consumer groups at the beginning of the century, the 
expansion oflarge-scale distribution in the 1960s, and the impact 
of consumer credit. The connection between politics and con-
sumption has given rise to a number of edited and comparative 

Translated by Stephen Sawyer. 
1 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumers' Republic: 17te Politics ef Mass Consumption in Postwar America 

(New York, 2003). 
2 Matthew Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain: 17te Search for a Historical 

Movement (Cambridge, 2003); Raphaele Espiet-Kilty and Timothy Whitton (eds.), Citqyen 
ou consommai,eur? Les Mutations rhetoriques et politiques au Rqyaume-Uni (Clermont-Ferrand, 2006). 
See also e.g. Frank Trentmann (ed.), 17te Making ef the Consumer: Knowledge, Power and Identity 
in the Modem World (Oxford, 2006). 

3 Michel Wieviorka, L 'Etat, le patronat et les consommateurs: Elude des mouvements de 
consommateurs (Paris, 1977); Louis Pinto, La Constitution du 'consommateur' comme categorie de 
l'espace public (Paris, 1989). 
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volumes,4 which have, in part, helped provide a clearer under-
standing of the French case. While in some cases the French 
studies already appear dated, 5 the works coming from the Anglo-
American world approach the subject from a different angle.6 

Having written my first article on this subject five years ago, 7 I 
shall in this essay return to the problem, updating my research on 
the basis of a number of recent studies that have improved our 
understanding of the subject. In my earlier article, I looked at con-
sumers and politics from the point of view of the state, its admin-
istration, and politicians. I also examined the codification of 
consumer laws, which was of major importance from 1980 to 
1995. Here, I shall focus more on the question of associations, 
while at the same time suggesting that their relationship with the 
state remains fundamental. 

The idea of making the voice of consumers heard by the state 
in France is an old one among white-collar unions and producers 
and had been advocated by social Catholicism since the beginning 
of the twentieth century. Five major categories of consumer asso-
ciations can be distinguished in France in the second half of the 
twentieth century: associations with a trade union or political 
inspiration; women's or family associations; independent associa-
tions (devoted only to the defence of the consumer); cooperatives; 
and specialist associations (particularly housing). This multiplicity 
of French associations is not surprising, contrary to the neo-
T ocquevillian assumption that denies the existence of any asso-
ciative activity in French society.8 

However, the relationship between the associations and the 

4 Martin Daunton and Matthew Hilton (eds.), The Politics qf Consumption: Material Culture 
and Citizenship in Europe and America (Oxford, 2001); Alain Chatriot, Marie-Emmanuelle 
Chessel, and Matthew Hilton (eds.), Au nom du consommateur: Consommation et politique en Europe 
et aux Etats-Unis au XXe siecle (Paris, 2004). 

5 Jean Meynaud, Les Consommateurs et le pouvoir (Lausanne, 1964); Michele Ruffat, 
'Mouvements de consommateurs et democratie', in Chantal Horellou-Lafarge (ed.), 
Consommateur, usager, cit'!)len: Qyel modele de socialisation? (Paris, 1996), 123-37. 

6 Gunnar Trumbull, Consumer Capitalism: Politics, Product Markets, and Firm Strategy in France 
and Germany (Ithaca, NY, 2006); Frank Trentmann, 'Citizenship and Consumption',]oumal 
qf Consumer Culture, 7 (2007), 147-58. 

7 Alain Chatriot, 'Consumers' Associations and the State: Protection and Defence of 
the Consumer in France, 1950-2000', in id., Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, and Matthew 
Hilton (eds.), 77ze Expert Consumer: Associations and Prqfessionals in Consumer Sociery (Aldershot, 
2006), 123-36. 

8 Pierre Rosanvallon, Le Modele politique .franr;ais: La Societe civile contre le Jacobinisme de 1789 
a nos jours (Paris, 2004). 
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state must not be interpreted as simple opposition or close coop-
eration. Nor should the relative autonomy of these various asso-
ciations be understood merely as a request for increased state 
intervention, to which the state responded more or less directly. 
The connections between consumption and the French political 
sphere during the second half of the twentieth century reveal a 
series of noteworthy innovations within French society: the legacy 
of the Third Republic; the dynamics of modernization; new forms 
of political and social mobilization in the 1970s; the changing role 
of the media; and a reconsideration of more contemporary forms 
of collective mobilization. 

I. Consumer Society and Modernization 

In this essay I shall limit myself to the history of the associative 
movement in France around the issues of consumption. As 
various works of synthesis have already been published on the 
topic, 9 I shall focus on the historical legacy which framed the 
phase of modernization following the Second World War, thereby 
offering a more complete understanding of the dialogue which 
developed between the state and consumer organizations. 

The 'first generation' of organizations called upon to participate 
in a new consumption policy consisted of groups that were often 
family based and composed of women or cooperativists. The 
National Federation of Consumer Cooperatives, created in 1912, 
had long spearheaded demands. 10 But after the Second World 
War, and especially starting in the 1970s, the cooperative move-
ment had its last heyday before gradually losing its previous pion-
eering role. 

The cooperative movement was important in France, both 
because of its theoreticians, such as the Third Republic economist 
Charles Gide and Henri Desroche (from the post-war era), and 
because of the creation of the Co-operative Laboratory for 

9 Michel Bernard and Jacqueline Quentin, L'Avant-garde des consommateurs: Luttes et 
organisations en France et a l'itranger (Paris, 1975); Anne Morin, 'French Consumer Movement', 
in Stephen Brobeck (ed.), Enryclopedia efthe Consumer Movement (Santa Barbara, Calif., 1997), 
279-83. 

10 Ellen Furlough, Consumer Cooperation in France: The Politics ef Consumption, 1834-1930 
(Ithaca, NY, 1991); Patricia Toucas, Les Cooperateurs: Dew: siecles de pratiques cooperatives (Paris, 
2005). 
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Consumer Representation, Protection, and Information (Labor-
atoire cooperatif pour !'information, la protection et la represen-
tation des consommateurs) which, before the full development of 
modem consumerism, had a unique role in revealing the technical 
issues behind consumption. The Christian movement with a par-
ticular interest in social questions also touched upon consumption 
issues during the Third Republic. 11 

The Women's Civic and Social Union, created in 1925, repre-
sents the involvement of women's movements in the reforming 
nexus. Family movements were also interested in consumer issues, 
whatever their successive configurations and doctrinal differences. 
For the post-war years, we should mention the National Con-
federation of Rural Families (created in 1944), the National Union 
of Family Associations (1945), the Syndical Confederation of 
Families (1946), the Federation of Families of France (1948), and the 
National Confederation of Popular Family Associations (1952). In 
2004, after complex restructurings, six different family associations 
were recognized as representative of consumers. The long-standing 
housing associations are the Confederation nationale du logement 
(National Housing Confederation, created in 1916) and the 
Confederation generale du logement (1954), and two others may be 
included in the housing category, the Association Leo-Lagrange 
pour la defense des consommateurs (1979) and the Federation 
nationale des usagers des transports (1978). While women played 
an important role in this process of mobilization 12 through their 
connection to family organizations 13 and housing issues, 14 other 
social groups were also involved, including secular groups tied more 
or less directly to the popular education movements. 

But the legacy of this movement is not entirely bound up with 
its associations. Other elements based on links between consump-
tion and politics were tied to forms of state intervention. Since the 

11 Maurice Deslandres, 'La Participation des consommateurs a la vie des corps publics', 
in Le Role economique de l'litat: Semaines sociales de France, XV!e session, Strasbourg 1922 (Paris, 
l 922 ), 355-70. 

12 Rebecca Pulju, 'Consumers for the Nation: Women, Politics, and Consumer 
Organizations in France 1944-1965',]oumal efWomen's History, 18 (2006), 68-90. 

13 Remi Lenoir, Genealogie de la morale familiale (Paris, 2003). 
14 W. Brian Newsome, 'The "Apartment Referendum" of 1959: Toward Participatory 

Architectural and Urban Planning in Postwar France', French Historical Studies, 28 (Spring 
2005), 329-58; Odilejoin-Lambert and Yves Lochard, 'Living in the City Differently: The 
Birth of New Expertise in France in the 1960s and 1970s', in Chatriot, Chessel, and Hilton 
(eds.), 7he Expert Consumer, 167-85. 
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beginning of the twentieth century, and in particular since the 1905 
law on fraud and counterfeiting, 15 the state has regulated the func-
tioning of markets through the Ministry of Agriculture, which 
claims to defend consumers. The First World War and the eco-
nomic crisis of the 1930s also witnessed new attempts on the part of 
the administration to control prices and inflation. 16 This process, 
of course, accelerated during periods of food scarcity, in particular 
during the war, with the development of the black market and 
attempts to control it. 17 These points constitute the essential back-
ground for understanding the transformation of consumer practices 
during the Fourth and Fifth Republics. While inflation remained 
high during the 1950s, forms of consumption and mobilization 
around this issue also increased sharply. In the growing debate on 
the Americanization of Europe, 18 it was often argued that French 
modernization took place through its entry into consumer society. 19 

French institutions specifically charged with consumption date 
from before the 1970s. Apart from older departments attached 
to the Ministry of Agriculture or to the Ministry of the Economy 
and Finance, we should note an awareness in the post-Second 
World War years inaugurated by the creation of a Bureau of 
Consumption (Bureau de la consommation a la direction des pro-
grammes economiques du ministere de l'economie nationale) at 
the Economic Programmes Department of the National Ministry 
of the Economy in 1945. Then, linked 'A-ith the Commissariat du 
Plan, 20 and INS EE (lnstitut national de la statistique et des etudes 
economiques), CREDOC (Centre de recherche et de document-
ation sur la consommation) was created in October 1953.21 An 
institution that included social partners such as the Economic and 
Social Council was highly interested in the themes of informing 

15 Alessandro Stanziani (ed.), La Qgalite des produits en France (XVII/e-XXe siecles) (Paris, 
2003); Gerard Beaur, Hubert Bonin, and Claire Lemercier (eds.), Fraude, contrefa,on et 
contrebande, de l'antiquite 11 nos jours (Geneva, 2006). 

16 Michel-Pierre Chelini, biflation, Etat et opinion en France de 1944 111952 (Paris, 1998). 
17 Fabrice Grenard, La France du marche ,wir (194<r-1949) (Paris, 2008). 
18 Patrick Roger, L'Ennemi americain: Genealogie de l'antiamericanismefran,ais (Paris, 2002). 
19 Sophie Chauveau, 'Regards sur la consommation de masse', Vingtieme Siecle revue 

d'histoire, 91 (2006), 3,. 
20 Michele Ruffat, 'L'Introduction des interets diffus clans le plan: le cas des 

consommateurs', in Henry Rousso (ed.), La Planification en crises (1965-1985) (Paris, 1987), 
115-31. 

21 Regis Boulat, '.Jean Fourastie et la naissance de la societe de consommation en 
France', in Chatriot, Chessel, and Hilton (eds.), Au nom du consommateur, 98-114. 
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and protecting the consumer. Successive reports and advice from 
the Council allow us to understand both the importance of the 
topic and the potential tensions among social partners (for 
example, representatives of management distrusted representation 
from consumers who might be hostile to them; the confederations 
of white-collar workers disagreed over economic priorities with 
respect to consumption). 

Under the Gaullist Prime Minister Michel Debn~, the National 
Consumption Committee (Comite national de la consommation, 
CNC) was created by decree on 19 December 1960, and then 
established on 13 February 1961 by Joseph Fontanet (MRP), 
Secretary of State for Interior Commerce. During the inaugural 
meeting the Minister placed four essential issues on the commit-
tee's agenda: assessment of quality control problems and proced-
ures; consumer information on market resources for perishable 
goods; the examination of particular products; and analysis and 
opinion on official texts helpful to consumers. 

Finally, as proposed by CNC and at the demand of consumers' 
associations, and again on the initiative of Michel Debre (now as 
Minister of Economy and Finance), a law of 22 December 1966 
created the National Institute of Consumption (Institut national 
de la consommation, INC). 22 The status of INC and its develop-
ment were sources of conflict. Very soon, representatives of asso-
ciations accused INC of conducting its own policy by passing itself 
off as an organization representing consumers. Thus the Federal 
Union of Consumers (UFC) quit INC's administrative council in 
1972, judging that the technical body had become a consumers' 
organization without possessing either its status or independence, 
and so it refused to support it any longer. Here was a tension that 
touched all associations, that between the demand for recognition 
and governmental support, and the desire for autonomy. 

But the major phenomenon of the period was the rise ofUFC-
Qye choisir? After difficult beginnings despite the partnership of the 
Belgian Association of Consumers, UFC benefited from one of its 
mistakes. A lost lawsuit against the household appliance company 
Arthur Martin in 1973 ultimately gave it wide publicity and an 
image of independence from the manufacturers. UFC's position 
in the face of the development of consumers' associations that 

22 'Wieviorka, L'Etat, le patronat et les consommateurs, 210-30. 
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were issuing from trade unions remained shaky, however. Other 
researchers, such as the sociologist Louis Pinto, have stressed that 
this consumerist movement was not linked to independent social 
mobilization, but rather to activity on the part of a 'technocratic 
humanism', 23 whose typical exponent was Andre Romieu. 24 

The UFC occupied a special place thanks to its highly regarded 
periodical. The UFC was created in 1951, but its monthly journal 
Qy,e choisir? (Which Choice to Make?) did not appear until ten 
years later, in 1961, with a very limited print run and only com-
parative tests. The consumer press, 25 and in particular Qy,e choisir?, 
became increasingly important when the press began adopting a 
strategy of denouncing scandals resulting from public authorities 
who were either complacent or lax on issues such as beach pollu-
tion (1970), the case of Morhange talcum powder (1972), mineral 
water (1973), wines with asbestos (1976), aerosol cans (1977), 
Kleber-Colombes tyres (1979), and veal with hormones (1980). 
After 1977, UFC changed its status to give more control to the 
unions participating in the organization. And in 1979, with 170 
unions affiliated, the movement was established nationally. Its 
principal issues became prices and competition, housing, health, 
energy costs, security, information, and consumer education. 

II. A New Political Qy,estion 

It goes without saying that the political and social transformations 
of France in the 1960s cannot be summed up in the symbolic 
moment of the May 1968 crisis. At a broader level, these years 
constituted a profound redefinition of social mobilization and the 
very scope of the political field. 26 Thus while the Fourth Republic 
and early Fifth Republic had primarily debated issues of post-war 
reconstruction and modernization, a new range of themes 
emerged in the 1960s: the rise of the feminist movement; the 

23 Louis Pinto, 'Le Consommateur: Agent economique et acteur politique', Revue 
fian,aise de sociologie, 31 (1990), 179-98, at 191. 

24 Born in 1905, Ph.D. in Law, Sciences Po, founder in 1951 and President of the UFC, 
civil servant and member of Antoine Pinay's cabinet, first secretary of the National 
Committee of Consumption before representing it at UNAF. 

25 Alexandre Mallard, 'La Presse de consommation et le marche: Enquete sur le tiers 
consumeriste', Sociologi.e du travail, 42 (2000), 391-409. 

26 Helene Hatzfeld, Faire de la politique autrement: Les Experiences inachevees des annees 1970 
(Rennes, 2005). 
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ecological movement; and an unprecedented mobilization around 
consumer issues. The political proposals that were made in 
response to these new movements were as important for their 
actual effects as for their public appeal. In general, the 'unioniza-
tion' of consumer mobilization27 was an essential aspect of the 
1970s. And while it did not go smoothly, it was nonetheless 
encouraged by the state. 

The rise of consumer associations issuing from various union 
confederations is interesting because it shows the tensions internal 
to consumerism. Thus Gabriel Ventejol, secretaire corifederal of the 
trade union Force ouvriere, explained in May 1974: 'Our way of 
seeing problems is not quite that of other consumers' associations. 
We constantly keep in mind a concern to defend both salaried pro-
ducers like ourselves and consumers. If we aimed only to clef end 
the consumer, we might be led to fight only for the lowest price, 
without taking into account a need for the social progress that leads 
to increasing salaries and social benefits.'28 The first two organi-
zations were OR.GE.CO (Organisation generale des consomma-
teurs), created in 1959 and initially representing most of the trade 
unions before becoming a link between the CGC (Confederation 
generale des cadres) and the CFTC (Confederation frarn;aise des 
travailleurs chretiens) with the creation of other associations, and 
FO-Consommateurs (which became AFOC, Association force 
ouvriere consommateurs) in 1974. They were joined by Asseco-
CFDT (Association etudes et consommation de la Confederation 
frarn;aise democratique du travail) and Indecosa-CGT (Association 
de la confederation generale du travail pour !'information et la 
defense des consommateurs salaries) in 1979, then, in 1984, by 
ADEIC (Association de defense d'education et d'information du 
consommateur de la FEN, Federation de !'education nationale). 

One of the main problems grew precisely out of this meeting 
between the consumer mobilization based on the unions and the 
organization UFC-Qy,e choisir? which insisted on keeping its inde-

27 Dimitri Weiss and Yves Chirouze, Le Consommmsme (Paris, 1984), 130. 
28 This is a translation from an interview with Gabriel Ventejol published in the journal 

of the French National Institute of Consumption: 'Notre fac;:on de voir les problemes ne 
sera pas tout a fait celles des autres associations de consommateurs. Nous aurons constam-
ment a I' esprit le souci de defendre a la fois les producteurs salaries que nous sommes et 
Jes consommateurs. Si nous n'avions en vue que la defense du consommateur, nous 
pourrions etre amenes a nous battre uniquement pour le prix le plus bas, sans tenir compte 
de la necessite du progres social qui conduit a augmenter Jes salaires et les charges sociales.' 
Gabriel Ventejol, 50 millions de consommateurs, 41 (May 1974), 30-2. 
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pendence.29 In 1980 UFC defended its interests in the columns of 
its monthly review and asserted its distinctiveness: 
Is there a conflict of interest between the unions and the consumers? No 
doubt. At least to the extent that the concerted action of consumers risks 
having repercussions on the situation of a given business and its activities. 
Should it therefore be concluded that conflict between consumers and 
unions is necessary and inevitable? The concerted action of UFC and 
the unions has been successful on many occasions. The concerns of the 
union organizations to control the consumer movement are not the nec-
essary correlate of their working in cooperation. Let us hope that the 
attitude of distrust on the part of the unions towards the association of 
consumers who escape their influence does not suggest that the unions' 
major concern is to be active without worrying about the final result. 30 

There were those who then criticized UFC for its 'middle-class 
rhetoric'. 31 Thus, in the 1970s, questions of consumption occupied 
an increasingly important place in the mobilization of civil society. 
Political parties therefore became increasingly attentive. This new 
interest translated into decisions of highly symbolic value, such as 
the appointment of government officials around these questions 
and the creation of new laws and administration around con-
sumer issues. 32 

With mobilized consumers' movements and slowly evolving 
institutions, an apparent political break occurred with the nomi-
nation in January 1976 of Christiane Scrivener as Secretary of 
State for Consumption, overseen by the Ministry of Economy and 
Finance. The press immediately pounced on this new personality, 
dubbing her 'Madame Consumption' while stressing the original-
ity of her training as a graduate of the Harvard Business School. 

29 Marcel Garrigou, L 'Assaut des consommateurs: Pour changer Les rapports producteurs-
uendeurs-consommateurs (Paris, 1981). 

30 Qye choisir?, 23336/3 (1980), 44. 'Conflit entre les syndicats et les consommateurs? 
Certainement. Du moins lorsque !'action concertee des consommateurs risque d'avoir des 
repercussions sur la situation d'une entreprise ou d'une partie de ses activites .... Faut-il 
en conclure hativement que le conflit entre syndicats et consommateurs est irreductible et 
inevitable? Des actions communes a l'UFC et aux syndicats ont a diverses reprises permis 
d'aboutir .... Le souci des organisations syndicales de controler le mouvement consom-
mateurs nous parait peu compatible avec la recherche d'une convergence. Esperons que 
cette attitude de defiance d'organisations syndicales envers les associations de consomma-
teurs qui echappent a leur influence, ne signifie pas que leurs preoccupations majeures 
demeurent de maintenir l'activite de production sans se saucier de sa finalite.' 

:J l Wieviorka, L'Etat, le patronat et Les consommateurs, 79. 
32 Calliope Spanou, Fonctionnaires et militants: Etude des rapports entre ['administration et les 

nouveaux mouuements sociaux (Paris, 1991). 
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If Le Figaro was pleased with this 'ministry for the fourth power', 33 

Le Monde was more tactical, explaining crisply: 'The creation of a 
Secretary of State for Consumption has political significance. At 
a moment when the opposition is taking greater advantage of 
demands from organizations for the clef ence of consumers, it was 
inconceivable that M. Giscard d'Estaing, who inaugurated the 
Consumers Salon '72 just three years ago, would leave a monop-
oly on these preoccupations to the Left.'34 L'Humanite devoted an 
article to her lack of real political influence, concluding with the 
question: 'In fact, what does she deal with?'35 During a press con-
ference on 26 May 1976, Christiane Scrivener announced her 
policy programme that essentially amounted to preparing a law 
which was finally tabled in 1977. In line with the new Secretary's 
plans, the Socialist Party's 'consumption' group started working 
in 1975 and embarked on a veritable race in parliamentary pro-
posals. The Secretary of State finally brought to the vote two laws 
both dated I o January 1978, one dealing with informing and prb-
tecting consumers in relation to certain credit operations and the 
other with the same in relation to products and services. But the 
Scrivener experiment did not last long. The 1978 legislative elec-
tions spelled the non-renewal of her brief, and its disappearance 
from the cabinet. 

Frarn;ois Mitterrand had devoted the 26th proposition of his 
presidential campaign to consumption, announcing: 'Distribution 
circuits will be reformed, the construction of hypermarkets regu-
lated, the powers of consumers strengthened.' The creation of a 
full ministerial post injune 1981, which the second Mauroy gov-
ernment gave to Catherine Lalumiere, a socialist lawyer, seems 
to symbolize this new voluntarism, even if in reality the situation 
was somewhat more complex. Among Catherine Lalumiere's 
most controversial measures was the reform ofINC by the decree 
of 20 December 1982. While the Board had since 1966 been com-
posed of 23 members (12 consumer representatives, 6 professional 
representatives, and 5 public representatives), the new one had 27 
members: 16 consumers (with the addition of new organizations 
originating in the trade unions), 8 qualified specialists, and 3 rep-
resentatives of INC staff. During this same period, one symbolic 
recognition of consumers' movements was to grant them seats on 

33 Le Figaro, 5Jan. 1976. 
34 Le Monde, 20 Jan. 1976. 35 L'Humanite, 12 Feb. 1976. 
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administrative councils in the new nationalized enterprises, under 
a law of rr February 1982. But these nominations were open to 
numerous criticisms. 

Catherine Lalumiere finally proposed a new legislative bill to 
mark her hold over consumption policy. Passed in July 1983, the 
text was more restrictive than the preceding one of January 1978, 
but apart from the creation of the Commission on Consumer 
Safety, the dominant theme was much the same. The return to 
the simple status of Secretary of State in 1983, though little 
remarked upon, is sometimes scoffed at. But beyond the with-
drawal of the ministerial title, it should be noted that of the 
various successors to Catherine Lalumiere, few seemed to make a 
mark, with the exception of yet another woman, Veronique 
Neiertz, also a member of the Parti socialiste, who concentrated 
on over-indebtedness at the end of the 1980s. 

Beyond the obvious partisanship and political agendas behind 
these actions, two questions, which appeared to be of technical 
significance, were in fact fundamental in the relationship with 
consumer associations. The first concerns the public financing of 
these associations by the state. Unfortunately, there have been no 
serious studies of this question. Thus we have only partial data for 
certain years, 36 even if the information does exist in the annual 
state budgets. The question is of more general importance in 
France because it also touches on the financing of the entire trade 
union and associative spheres, an area which has rarely been 
studied by the social sciences despite its importance. The second 
point is the attempt to establish recognition of their representative 
nature. Like workers' unions, where five confederations are offi-
cially recognized as representative, consumer societies received a 
label of recognition from the state. It is worth noting that cur-
rently there are debates preparing a reform of the 'representative-
ness' of the unions because the landscape has become even more 
divided. 

Responding to possible rivalries between associations, the state 
defined the criteria of 'representativeness' and thereby recognized 
the 'approved consumers' associations'. Approval can be given to 
local, departmental, regional, and national associations for five 
years, and the criteria are linked to activity (one year of existence 
and proof of effective and public activity with a view to defending 

36 Weiss and Chirouze, Le Consommerisme, 77-83. 
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the interests of consumers), numerical representativeness (ro,ooo 
dues-paying individuals for a national association), and independ-
ence from all forms of professional activities. These criteria, 
advanced on the basis of the Law of Orientation of Commerce 
and Crafts of 27 December 1973, 37 and its decree of application of 
I7 May 1974, are today defined by articles L.4u-1 and R.4u-1 and 
were followed by the Consumption Code and decree of 21 June 
1998. They are particularly interesting for showing that the state 
has the power to legitimize these interlocutors, with recognition 
taking the form of public subsidies for associations and the oppor-
tunities provided by sitting on established consultative bodies. 

'Representativeness' is therefore an official label. It allows 
members of associations to be represented in the various public 
organizations which prepare the official representation of con-
sumers. 38 In the mid 1980s, the sociologist Louis Pinto suggested: 
'The word "consumer" has acquired the legitimacy of a political 
label. Thanks to the collective action of militants, high civil ser-
vants, journalists, jurists, and theorists this new theme has im-
posed itself in the public debate and contributed to modifying the 
frontiers. '39 

III. State, Organized Groups, and the 1\Jfedia 

Two examples reveal the ambiguities of the mobilization of con-
sumer associations and the state's political actions over the last 
thirty years, namely, the regulation of retailing and of consumer 
credit. The regulation of retailing has been a major issue in the 
evolution of consumer practices in France since 1945.40 The estab-

37 Called the Royer law after its promoter, this law was designed to defend small shop-
keepers against the creation of new hypermarkets in 1973 and gives consumers' associations 
the right to take legal action. 38 Pinto, Lei Constitution du 'consommateur', 99. 

39 Louis Pinto, 'La Gestion d'un label politique: La Consommation', Actes de la recherche 
en sciences sociales, 91-2 (Mar. 1992), 3-19, at 3: 'Le mot de "consommateur" a acquis la 
legitimite d'un label politique. Grace a un travail largement collectif accompli par des mi-
litants, des membres de !'administration, des journalistes, des juristes, des theoriciens et ce 
theme nouveau s'est impose clans le debat public et a contribue a en modifier les fron-
tieres.' 

40 Edouard Leclerc, Ma vie pour un combat (Paris, 1974); Alain Chatriot and Marie-
Emmanuelle Chessel, 'L'Histoire de la distribution: Un chantier inacheve', Histoire economie 
et societe, 1 (2006), 67-82; Jean-Claude Daumas, 'Consommation de masse et grande 
distribution: Une revolution permanente (1957-2005)', Vingtieme Siecle revue d'histoire, 91 
(2006), 57-76. 
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lishment oflarge department or discount stores was paralleled by 
a complex legislative and regulatory evolution. Most of the meas-
ures taken were described as advantageous for consumers, 
although there were basic contradictions between measures which 
protected small merchants, anti-inflation legislation, and practices 
nourished by political corruption (parties were, in part, financed 
by the department store market which was growing strongly 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s). The series of laws voted into 
place on this issue (they took the names of their authors, the 
Royer law, the Galland law, the Raffarin law) are still being hotly 
debated today as consumer associations attempt to make their 
voices heard through the battle of interest groups waged around 
the Minister of Finance and parliament. 

The issue of consumer credit and excessive debt also shows that 
the state wanted to protect consumers in sometimes precarious 
ways.41 Consumer credit was almost non-existent in the inter-war 
period, but it developed through specialized organizations in the 
1960s. The economic crisis of the 1970s and excessive household 
debt forced the state to look into this issue and propose new leg-
islation to protect the consumer. But there, too, political action 
remained limited. Insisting on consumer education, the French 
state refused to put an excessive national debt file into place and 
the legislative changes of the 1990s and 2000s confirmed that an 
equilibrium had not yet been established. 

French politicians and civil servants remain uncomfortable with 
the question of consumption. While they recognize the high 
degree of awareness on this issue among citizens, they discuss it 
only occasionally and do not follow it up consistently. At the end 
of his second term,Jacques Chirac announced the establishment 
of class-action suits in France in response to a long-held request on 
the part of consumer associations. But legislative and administra-
tive issues blocked the project and the result was limited.42 

Similarly, the debates on 'buying power' of the last few years 
reveal how consumer issues can be instrumentalized and, at the 
same time, the risk of exploiting them-in 2008 the President's 
lack of popularity is due in part to the return of inflation. Finally, 

41 Alain Chatriot, 'Proteger le consommateur contre lui-meme: La Regulation du credit 
a la consommation', Vingtii!me Sii!cle revue d'histoire, 91 (2006), 95-wg. 

42 Jacques Le Goff, 'Les Class Actions: Renouveau des techniques sociales d'action?', 
Esprit (June 2005), 171-4. 
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the increasing numbers of public organizations for questions of 
consumption has reduced their legibility for state action. 

The most notable phenomenon in the relationship between 
consumption and politics in France over the last ten years has 
been the return of questions around the issue of consumer 
ethics.43 It is a return because, as Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel has 
shown, the beginning of the twentieth century witnessed the 
development of ligues sociaks d'acheteur, based on the model of those 
created in the United States.44 At the same time, workers' unions 
also developed the boycott to complement the use of strikes and 
workers' brands.45 

Boycotts, which had previously been rare in France,46 were 
brought back by the work ofUFC-Q!te choisir?'*7 UFC understood 
their power in the media and the subtle link between collective 
and individual mobilization. The boycotts were not all straight-
forward, but the case of veal hormones, for example, remains one 
of the most symbolic examples. More recently, the Danone 
boycott in the spring of 2001 was slightly different. It was symbol-
ically significant because it began with the unions protesting 
against the closure of a Danone factory although the company 
was making money. It generated multiple discourses which were 
mobilized in a number of media, including the beginning of the 
internet.48 

VFC-Q!te choisir? increasingly insisted on a strategy of separation 
from the state and promoted direct struggle with businesses, 
including an interest in the use of new legal procedures. The per-
sonality and decisions of the current head of UFC-Q!te choisir? are 
indicative of this change. Alain Bazot has been the President of 
this association since 2003 and his profile contrasts with the mili-
tant civil servants who originally founded UFC. Born in 1959, 
Bazot studied law and became a professor of law. He was origi-

43 Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel and Franck Cochoy, 'Autour de la consommation 
engagee: Enjeux historiques et politiques', Sciences de la societe, 62 (2004), 3-14-

44 Marie-Emmanuelle Chessel, 'Consumer's Leagues in France: A Transatlantic 
Perspective', in Chatriot, Chessel, and Hilton (eds.), The Expert Consumer, 53-69. 

45 Maxime Leroy, La Coutume ouvriere: Syndicats, bourses du travai~flderations prefessionnelles, 
cooperatives, doctrines et institutions (Paris, 1913). 

46 Olivier Esteves, Une histoire populaire du boycott, 2 vols. (Paris, 2006). 
47 Wieviorka, L'Etat, le patronat et Les consommateurs, w6-14. 
48 Flore Trautmann, 'Pourquoi boycotter? Logique collective et expressions individuelles: 

Analyse de systemes de representations a partir du cas Danone', Le Mouvement social, 207 
(2004), 39-55. 



Consumer Groups With or Without The State 153 

nally involved at local level, but rose to higher positions as he 
renewed the voice of the association through the use of the media. 
He has continued to insist on an active vision for his association: 
'We cannot negotiate from a position of weakness. First, we have 
to build a position of strength by leaning on public opinion and 
using expertise recognized by both the government and prof es-
sionals ... I used to ask myself whether or not I should have 
focused on human rights rather than consumer protection. I no 
longer ask myself that because the questions surrounding con-
sumption touch upon ethics, the environment, and the defence of 
individual liberties. Without these, the word "democracy" would 
be meaningless.'49 

In the same vein, the emergence of the anti-advertising move-
ment in France marks a new way of justifying collective action 
which attempts to make economic and everyday issues the foun-
dation for multilateral mobilization.50 In the end, the alternative 
globalization 'alter-mondialist' movement in France, symbolized 
in part by Jose Bove, has placed such issues at the heart of political 
debates on the forms of consumption and production in agricul-
ture. 51 The advancement of fairtrade brands (commerce equitable) 
and their somewhat chaotic development demonstrates a great 
sensitivity on the part of the people to these questions. Super-
markets have even started devoting entire aisles to these products 
as they have grown aware of their commercial importance and 
the politicization of consumption. 

IV. The New Faces ef Expertise and Democracy 

The recent return of forms of ethical consumption and their high 
media value brings us to a reconsideration of the connections 
between consumption and politics. Many issues have worked 
together to make consumption a political issue once again. Old 
phenomena continue, such as debates about inflation, the struggle 

49 Liberation, 1 Aug. 2006, <http:/ /www.liberation.fr/portrait/ow156573-casse-cout>, 
accessed 20 Oct. 20w. 

50 Sophie Dubuisson-Quellier andJulien Barrier, 'Protester contre le marche: Du geste 
individuel a ]'action collective. Le Cas du mouvement anti-publicitaire', Revue.franfaise de 
science politique, 57 (2007), 209-37. 

51 Jose Bove, Fran~ois Dufour, and Gilles Luneau, Le Monde n'est pas une marchandise: Des 
paysans contre la malboeffe (Paris, 2000). 
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against 'la vie chere' (to use an expression from the beginning of 
the twentieth century), while market shifts prolong the struggle, 
conflicts, and forms of state regulation which have marked the 
entire century. But in the world of politics and social mobilization, 
it is clear that production no longer occupies the primary position, 
either locally or globally. A certain number of issues are now 
going down the road of consumption in order to develop new 
forms of militant mobilization. Questions surrounding food and, 
more generally, new attention to ethical consumption have been 
central to links with ecology in the forms taken by alternative 
world movements.52 

At the same time, the state is confronted with new phenomena 
such as hygiene and food crises. The government and adminis-
tration have been faced with issues which have challenged its 
ostensible omnipotence. Alongside the traditional requests for 
information on the part of civil society, we have seen the judge-
ment of civil servants and technical advisers called into question, 
and even a redefinition of the notion of expertise. 53 In this 
context, whether in the debates on nuclear energy, genetic mod-
ification, or regional planning, citizens do not participate actively 
in the decision-making process which remains the purview of their 
political representatives. But citizens are involved in the process of 
evaluation. 54 In this context, the mobilization of associations, 
where consumers have an important place, is connected with the 
redefinition of the field of politics. Beyond the election and nom-
ination of representatives, the associations are acquiring new 
powers of surveillance, sanction, and judgement. 55 

At another level, the European Union has forced a reconsider-
ation of the modernization of public services. The republican ide-
ology, developed at the turn of the nineteenth century, appears 
increasingly divorced from economic and social reality, which is 
grounded in theoretical models born elsewhere.56 It is, however, 

52 Eric Agrikoliansky, Olivier Fillieule, and Nonna Mayer (eds.), L'Altermondialisme en 
France: la longue histoire d'une nouvelle cause (Paris, 2004). 

53 Christelle Rabier (ed.), Fields of Expertise: A Comparative History of Expert Procedures in 
Paris and London, 1600 to Present (Newcastle upon Tyne, 2007). 

54 Michel Callon, Pierre Lascoumes, and Yannick Barthe, Agir dans un monde incertain: 
Essai sur la democratie technique (Paris, 2001 ). 

55 Pierre Rosanvallon, La Contre-democratie: La Politique i, l'iige de la defiance (Paris, 2006). 
56 Jean-Pierre Daviet, 'Le Service public et l'usager, entre droit administratif et 

philosophie politique (1873-1945)', in Horellou-Lafarge (ed.), Consommateur, usager, cil!!Jien, 
23-48; Geraldine Pflieger, 'Domination du consommateur et resistance du citoyen: Les 
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interesting to note that in France the issue of consumption has 
become public, but has not formed an essential part of major 
political debates. The period of the 1970s, when new social move-
ments like feminism, ecology, and consumerism proposed a new 
vision of the political field, seems to have disappeared. But while 
these mobilizations have been integrated into public discourse, 
they do not appear to constitute poles of political reconstruction. 
The landscape of consumer associations appears particularly scat-
tered and their influence is decreased by their dependence on the 
state or unions. Only UFC-Qye choisir? remains loyal to its commu-
nication strategy of opposition; but, at the same time, it carefully 
avoids making any general political claims. Similarly, the state 
continues to mobilize to defend the popular position of consumer 
rights, but the themes seem to have lost their lustre. Re-reading 
the history of consumer mobilization in France and the political 
responses to this movement, we are forced to reconsider the argu-
ments suggesting that consumer rights are a new force in citizen-
ship. Gunnar Trumbull, an expert on the question in Europe, 
wrote in 2006: 'The postwar rise of national consumer protection 
policies needs to be understood instead as the political incorpora-
tion of consumers as a legitimate set of interests in society. 
Consumer protection in this view was not simply a regulatory 
issue but rather the formation of a new basic right of citizenship. 
In this sense, consumer protection can be seen as the most recent 
stage in the progressive accretion of citizenship rights.'57 

Trumbull's first assertion is no doubt correct, but the second 
would seem far from evident in the French case. 

Tensions entre les figures de l'usager au sein du systeme de regulation de l'eau en France', 
Flux, 48-9 (2002), 20-34. 

57 Trumbull, Consumer Capitalism, g. 




