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Introduction

In 1953, the Salon des arts ménagers, the immensely popular annual
exhibition of home appliances, décor, and housing plans sponsored
by the French ministry of education, hosted a “Day of the Consumer”
organized by the Union fédérale de la consommation (Federal Union
of Consumption, UFC). The government’s minister of economic affairs,
Robert Buron, spoke to the attendees, informing them, “I am, in effect, the
minister of consumers; I would even prefer to say the minister of house-
wives.” Buron noted that since the war, shortages and inflation had made
the French economy a “seller’s market,” but with the return of stability
and market competition, it could become a “buyer’s market” in which the
role of consumers would be determinant. To be a good consumer, “which
is to say, a good housewife,” was complicated, however, and many con-
sumers had neither the time to make good choices, nor the awareness
that wise purchasing decisions were good both for themselves and the
national economy. Buron had come to urge his audience to be intelligent
and well-informed consumers. “Consumption is not a passive act, but a
decisively important economic act,” he explained, “I count on consumers
as much as on producers. It is with a balanced effort from each that we
can expect economic expansion and a higher standard of living.”!

The women in Buron’s audience — members of women’s, family,
and consumer organizations, as well as members of the general public
attracted by the commodities and lifestyles on display at the Salon —
were as eager as Buron for economic expansion and a better standard

' “La ‘Journée du Consommateur’ au Salon des arts ménagers,” Union fédérale de la
consommation: Bulletin mensuel d’information 10 (1953), 15-16.



2 Introduction

of living in France. In hindsight, economic recovery and the arrival of
a mass consumer economy following the Second World War appear to
have been breathtakingly fast, but this was likely not the perception of
women and families who had survived war, occupation, and Liberation
followed by food shortages and high inflation. When Buron spoke in
1953, the economy was just beginning to make the turn from poverty to
plenty. Over the next decade, average consumption in France would grow
rapidly and the French populace would come to accept that all families
deserved a standard of living that very few had enjoyed only ten years
earlier. The demands of women and families coincided with a state-driven
modernization effort whose planners, like Buron, were often suspicious
of the rationality of ordinary women consumers, even as they recognized
women’s influence on the national economy. The agendas of planners and
these advocates for women, families, and consumers coalesced in a com-
mon goal — creating a modern mass consumer economy — and in the con-
viction that it was necessary to educate and support citizen consumers
who would inform planners and industrialists of their needs, and make
wise purchasing decisions that would help the French economy expand
in a healthy way. They conspired in creating the figure of the citizen con-
sumer, a role that recognized the rationality and influence of recently
enfranchised women, but, conveniently, did not conflict with the desire to
find comfort in “normalcy” after years of upheaval, and which implied a
particular gendered hierarchy in family, workplace, and polity.

This book examines how France became a mass consumer society in
the decades following the Second World War, and in doing so, places
the citizen consumer, her home, her family, and her purchases at the
center of its analysis of postwar change. It explores the ways in which
consumption became intertwined with definitions of women’s citizen-
ship and why the role of the citizen consumer — the consumer who
benefits society through his or her purchases — was the preferred route
to women’s national influence at this moment in French history.> The

* T borrow the term “citizen consumer” from Lizabeth Cohen’s work on the United States.
See Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar
America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003). Cohen argues for the importance of the
citizen consumer during the Depression, when consumers sought the government as an
ally and consumed for the good of the nation. After the war, the figure of the “pur-
chaser consumer” won out in part because of resistance to government interference in
the economy. Although primarily concerned with his or her own individual needs, the
purchaser consumer could also be seen to serve the public good by driving the econ-
omy through his or her purchases. Historians of Europe have also increasingly begun
to ask why, at certain moments, the category of consumer becomes a useful means of
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home and the domestic consumer who managed it were central to the
changes that occurred in this period. Becoming a mass consumer soci-
ety required changes in notions of taste and value, luxury and necessity,
new patterns of household spending, and new understandings of class
and consumption. These adjustments were made in the realm of domestic
consumption, and reflected in purchases for the home, which became a
premier venue for the introduction of mass-produced consumer durables
and the site where “modernization” was experienced through the arrival
of conveniences such as hot running water, home appliances, and central
heating. Although much has been written about the state modernization
drive and the decisions of planners, politicians, and technocrats, relatively
little has been said about how these postwar changes shaped the home,
family, and gender roles. The ways in which women and their families
embraced new methods of spending and ideas about consumption, help-
ing drive economic expansion through their demands and purchases, is
another subject we know little about. This book addresses this lacuna in
scholarship by exploring the social, cultural, and economic changes of
the postwar years through the lens of home, family, and gender, reveal-
ing how the push to create a mass consumer society in France helped to
define women’s role in polity and home, at the same time as women’s
consumer demands and the new consumer needs of the modern French
family drove the creation of the mass consumer economy.

THE CONSENSUS FOR MODERNIZATION: STATE PLANNING

The desire for “normalcy” was common across much of Western
Europe in the postwar years, as was the eventual creation of mass
consumer economies. Until the 1940s, much of Europe was subject
to what Victoria de Grazia has labeled the “bourgeois regime of con-
sumption” in which consumption served to differentiate social classes.
After the Second World War, European governments and populations
came to accept for the first time that all people deserved a decent stan-
dard of living. The ability to provide that standard became necessary
for government legitimacy and the consumer was granted new influ-
ence as Europeans accepted American notions of service and consumer

organization. See, for example, the introduction and essays in Frank Trentmann, ed., The
Making of the Consumer (Oxford: Berg, 2006). Trentmann calls historians to examine
“the construction of the consumer as an identity and category” rather than assuming this
identity was a natural outgrowth of affluence in the 1950s and 1960s. Trentmann ed., The
Making of the Consumer, 4.
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sovereignty. Whereas differences in income and lifestyle obviously
remained, these were based on income rather than notions of class
privilege, and domestic consumption became less important for defin-
ing class status. Wide swathes of European populations started to live
more like one another than they had in the past. More people had the
option of buying beyond the basic necessities, allowing them to con-
struct their identities through commodities. A variety of mass-produced
goods became available to a large portion of the population, both
because mass production made them cheaper and because more people
were willing and able to supplement their cash purchases with con-
sumer credit.’ The ability to realize an improved level of home comfort
meant that in many places, it seemed a more “home-centered” lifestyle
was emerging.* Prosperity arrived at different rates across nations as
well as across societies, appearing in Britain and West Germany slightly
ahead of France and Italy, and achieved in all places by the urban mid-
dle class before the working class or rural dwellers. Nonetheless, the
economies of all Western European countries expanded in the twenty
years following the war. European nations lowered trade barriers,
invested significant resources in infrastructure and state welfare sys-
tems, increased productivity, and experienced high birth rates, which
spurred mass consumption and created millions of new consumers.’
Prewar conditions and the experience of the war itself, of course,
affected the rate and character of change across Western Europe. For
France, an important outcome of defeat and occupation was that whereas
many continuities existed between the prewar, Vichy, and postwar peri-
ods, in the wake of the war French leaders and many citizens viewed
the Third Republic as completely discredited, a system that had not
withstood the Nazi challenge and had crumbled, resulting in the Vichy

¢ For changes to European consumption habits over the course of the twentieth century, see
Victoria de Grazia, [rresistible Empire: America’s Advance through 2oth Century Europe
(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005). For definitions of mass
consumer society, see Peter N. Stearns, “Stages of Consumerism: Recent Work on the
Issues of Periodization,” Journal of Modern History 69 (1997): 102—117. For a collection
of essays that shows change in European and American regimes of consumption over the
twentieth century, see Susan Strasser, Charles McGovern, and Matthias Judt, eds., Getting
and Spending: European and American Consumer Societies in the Twentieth Century
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

Claire Langhamer complicates this picture in her work on Britain, showing that the aspi-
rations to this lifestyle existed before the war. See Langhamer, “The Meanings of Home in
Postwar Britain,” Journal of Contemporary History 40 (2005): 341-362.

See Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945 (New York: The Penguin Press,
2005), 325—326, 331.

-
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government.® This national consensus on the need to change has caused
both commentators at the time and historians since to describe the impe-
tus behind postwar transformation as being in part, if not primarily, one
of attitude. Contemporary critics of the Third Republic often used the
term “Malthusian” — by which they meant inclined to decisions that ulti-
mately limited productivity rather than taking risks that might lead to
expansion — both when describing the prewar French economy and its
declining and aging population.” Despite the rapid return of partisan
politics after the war, there was widespread agreement that France could
not revert to former habits and policies. The man initially responsible

¢ Philip Nord has emphasized how, despite their rhetoric of renewal, many of the post-
war technocrats and modernizers were active in the 1930s, and even under the Vichy
regime. See Philip Nord, France’s New Deal: From the Thirties to the Postwar Era
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010). See Herrick Chapman, “France’s Liberation
Era, 1944—47: A Social and Economic Settlement?” in The Uncertain Foundation: France
at the Liberation, 1944—47, ed. Andrew Knapp (Palgrave Macmillan: New York, 2007),
103-120, for discussion of the roots of planning under the Third Republic and the Vichy
regime. Chapman notes that one source of anger among Resisters was that the need for
experts for postwar reconstruction meant turning to men who had also worked under
the Vichy regime. See W. Brian Newsome, “The Struggle for a Voice in the City: The
Development of Participatory Architectural and Urban Planning in France, 1940-1960,”
(PhD diss., University of South Carolina, 2002), for discussion of urbanization and urban
planning first under the Vichy Regime and then under the Fourth and Fifth Republics. See
Stanley Hoffmann for discussion of continuities in terms of organizations and individu-
als involved in economic planning under Vichy and the postwar regime. He points to
1934 as the end of the Republican Consensus upholding the prewar “stalemate society”
that valued stability over expansion. Hoffmann, “The Effects of World War II on French
Society and Politics,” French Historical Studies 2 (1961): 28—63. For continuity in French
notions of social democracy see Paul V. Dutton, Origins of the French Welfare State: The
Struggle for Social Reform in France, 19141947 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002). Richard Ivan Jobs points out that despite continuity, there was a postwar
obsession with “the new” as France pinned its hopes on youth as a means of recovery and
renovation. Jobs, Riding the New Wave: Youth and the Rejuvenation of France after the
Second World War (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007).

For the importance of new attitudes in French economic planning, see Stephen S. Cohen,
Modern Capitalist Planning: The French Model (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1977). Analysts often pointed to the French family firm, more oriented to family financial
stability than expansion, as a hindrance to the French economy. See David Landes, “French
Business and the Businessman: A Social and Cultural Analysis,” in Modern France, ed.
Edward Meade Earl (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1951), 334—353. Historians
have since both complicated this understanding and shown how some businesses were
able to combine paternalism and economic expansion. See Marjorie Beale, The Modernist
Enterprise: French Elites and the Threat of Modernity, 1900-1940 (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1999); Stephen L. Harp, Marketing Michelin: Advertising and Cultural
Identity in Twentieth-Century France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001);
Michael Miller, The Bon Marché: Bourgeois Culture and the Department Store, 1869~
1920 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981).

~
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for the direction of postwar economic planning, Jean Monnet, famously
asserted that France must choose either “modernization” or “decadence,”
insisting that France needed to embrace change or continue to decline.
Modernization meant abandoning the conservative economic practices
of the past, eliminating inefficient and outdated producers, expanding
productivity, and creating a mass consumer economy. All of this would
happen in the context of an economic and social democracy.?

To foment this change rapidly, Monnet led the first Plan de moderni-
sation et d’équipement of France after the war.? The commissariat of the
Plan was a body that coordinated between ministries, was autonomous,
and answered directly to the prime minister in an attempt to steer clear
of parliamentary politics. The atmosphere at the time was one of national
imperative and the choice was clear: expansion or decline — and it seemed
there was little room for negotiation. Historian Michael Bess uses the term
“technological Darwinism” to describe the widespread sense that France
needed to change, and quickly, if it was to maintain its autonomy and
independence.'® Though the subsequent economic recovery in France was
similar to thatin other Western European nations,what made France unique,
as historian Richard Kuisel has pointed out, was the “collective sense of
national decline and disenchantment” that drove the abrupt changes of the
period and inspired the creation of an interventionist state committed to
national planning.'* These methods, too, distinguished France from some
of its neighbors, as both Britain and West Germany chose to forego inten-
sive, long-term state planning.'* The French state’s postwar planners and
modernizers embraced cooperation and collaboration among government,
industry, workers, and consumers out of this imperative for change. The
Plan’s full-time secretariat set targets for expansion in specific industries,

% For analysis of economic modernization, see Richard Kuisel, Capitalism and the State
in Modern France: Renovation and Economic Management in the Twentieth Century
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).

¥ Hereafter, “the Plan” refers to the Plan de modernisation et d’équipement.

o Michael Bess, The Light Green Society: Ecology and Technological Modernity in France,
1960—2000 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003). For more on the consen-
sus behind modernization see Robert Frost, “The Flood of ‘Progress’ Technocrats and
Peasants at Tignes (Savoy), 1946-1952,” French Historical Studies 14 (1985): 117—-140.
For modernization and urbanization, see Rosemary Wakeman, Modernizing the
Provincial City: Toulouse, 1945-1975 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997).

" Kuisel, Capitalism and the State, 280.

1+ Judt, Postwar, 329-3 30. Judt points out that the German government intervened to miti-
gate tensions between social groups, but it did not attempt to direct economic behavior.
Britain nationalized some parts of the economy between the end of the war and 1951,
but did not embark on long-term planning.



