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It was on 15 March 1962 that US President John F.
Kennedy gave a speech in which he proposed a “Consumer Bill of
Rights” that would include the right to product safety. In spite of
President Kennedy'’s effort to draw attention to this issue, howev-
er, the modern consumer rights movement did not really get un-
derway until a young American lawyer named Ralph Nader made it
front-page news @ .

There had been many significant consumer crusades before
Nader. The popular outrage generated by Upton Sinclair’s dev-
astating, fact-based novel about the meatpacking industry in
Chicago, The Jungle, had helped to create the Food and Drug
Administration ® in 1906. In 1962 Silen: Spring, Rachel Carson’s
well-documented account of the environmental and health risks of
pesticides, became a best-seller. But apart from such occasional
exposés and sporadic movements for reform, consumers as a
group did not exert a significant, ongoing force in the conduct of
public affairs until Ralph Nader came along.

It may interest readers in Beijing to know that at Princeton
University, Ralph Nader, the son of Lebanese immigrants, studied
Chinese as well as other languages. He also explored another
unorthodox topic: the engineering design of automobiles. Later,
while studying law at Harvard University, he published an article
pointing out that Detroit was designing automobiles for style and
higher profit margins, but not — despite 1. 5 million injuries yearly
— for safety. Nader turned that article into a book titled Unsafe at
Any Speed: The Designed-In Dangers of the American Automobile and
published it in 1965.

The target of the book was the Corvair, an economy car first
produced by the Chevrolet division of the General Motors Corpo-
ration @ in 1960. The car’s faulty rear suspension system and
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rear-mounted engine, quite unusual for an American car of its
time, made for pleasant driving but unfortunately also made it
possible to skid violently and roll over. GM executives had origi-
nally thought of relatively conservative drivers as the customers
most likely to buy the Corvair. Instead the somewhat sporty car
became a favorite among young men, who as drivers are inclined
to @ high speeds and risky maneuvers on the road. Nader,
however, demonstrated that the main cause of the injuries in
Corvair accidents was not the incompetence of the driver, but
rather the fact that the vehicle was woefully unable to hold up ®
well in crashes. This insight, namely that blame often lies not with
consumers but rather with manufacturers unresponsive to safety
data, would become a recurring theme in Nader's many later
investigations.

The Corvair was discontinued in 1969, but meanwhile GM
had hired private detectives to tail Nader in an attempt © to dig up
information that might discredit him. In 1966 a Senate subcom-
mittee summoned the president of General Motors to explain his
company'’s harassment — and obliged him to apologize to Nader.
This remarkable incident catapulted Unsafe at Any Speed to the top
of the best-seller lists and underscored Nader’s conviction that one
person, acting with intelligence and persistence, can make a dif-
ference — even if the target is the largest corporation in the world.

For Nader, there was no virtue in being a passive member of
the “silent majority” . Real patriotism, Nader asserted, is caring
enough about your country to do something to make it more hu-
mane, moral and caring. He felt, in short, that one should be an
engaged, questioning “public citizen” (what earlier in the century
was called a “public-minded citizen”) . This is in fact the name of
the magazine that Nader and his associates founded in 1971, and



which is still making waves @ 30 years later.

With Nader’s prodding, Congress enacted a new federal
agency, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration,
which obliged the American auto industry to devote more of its
considerable resources to auto safety. A series of reforms that
Americans now take for granted were instituted: rigorous safety
standards for all cars; investigations into safety defects; federally
mandated recalls of vehicles with hazardous features; development
of new safety technologies; and a highway safety program.

Nader went on to investigate and expose other varieties of
corporéte abuse. In June 1968 he formed his first task force of
crusading law students, later nicknamed “Nader’s Raiders”.
Thousands of idealistic students clamored to work for him. One of
them went on to document the health hazards of air pollution.
Anocther “raider” exposed the government’s lax oversight of the
food industry. Aside from automotive products, some of the most
notable achievements of the consumer movement include: air
pollution emission controls, freshness dating on food packaging,
labeling of additives in food products and announcements on pre-
scription drug packages alerting users to harmful side effects.
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