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Electricity between Public Service and Mass Consumption: the French Case during the 1930s.

Introduction:
It is now well accepted to say that during the Interwar period electricity abandoned its fairy status to become a servant
. This form of energy, mainly confined to lighting, public transportation, and industry before 1914, made itself more present in everyday life afterwards. But by shifting status, the old fairy took a double identity: it became a public service as well as a vital component for mass consumption.

This position between public service and mass consumption has been held differently from one country to another. Both identities matured simultaneously in places like the USA or Ontario (Canada). In countries like France and, as it seems, Germany, the “public” aspect was the first to manifest itself, while the “consumption” one took longer to emerge. For sure, there had been a definite growth of domestic consumption of electricity during the Interwar period. But its massive development occurred after World War II.

It is too early to give definitive explanations about these differences and to explain the situation within each country. In this present paper, I will give a survey of the published literature on the French case and propose some hypotheses for further research. I will first examine the state of electricity in France during the 1930s, then summarize what has been written about the public status of electricity, and finally show, through specific examples, the efforts made to “consumerize” this form of energy.

A- The progress of electricity in France during the 1930s:

The Interwar period has been decisive in the growth of electricity consumption in France. As Table 1 shows it, total consumption (including losses) went from 2,7 TWh in 1918 to 21,1 twenty years later. It multiplied almost ten times, with a slowdown during the Crisis. The industrial sector received the lion’s share claiming on average three quarters of total consumption. Transportation witnessed a modest growth after 1925, while weak driving force (mainly for small businesses and rural electrification), declined after some progress before 1930. On the other hand, lighting and domestic use of electricity grew and even increased significantly their share from 8,6 to 13,5%. However, the “Trente Glorieuses” showed a more impressive result. The most spectacular growth of domestic consumption of electricity (lighting excluded) would occur only after 1960: from 5,13 TWh in 1956, it went up to 30,2 TWh in 1973 and to 79,8 TWh in 1984, with an average annual growth rate close to 11%
.

Table 1: evolution of electricity consumption in France from 1918 to 1959 (in millions of KWh)

	Year
	Consumption plus losses
	Consumption (a)
	Transport (b)
	Industry (c)
	Low tension motive force (d)
	Light & domestic (e)
	b/a (%)
	c/a (%)
	d/a (%)
	e/a (%)

	1918
	2.700
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1920
	3.500
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1926
	12.700
	11.034
	800
	8.400
	880
	954
	7,25
	76,13
	7,98
	8,65

	1930
	17.200
	15.046
	1.100
	11.500
	1.018
	1.428
	7,31
	76,44
	6,77
	9,49

	1935
	17.800
	14.916
	1.150
	10.900
	962
	1.904
	7,71
	73,07
	6,45
	12,76

	1938
	21.100
	17.680
	1.350
	13.150
	801
	2.379
	7,64
	74,38
	4,53
	13,46

	1950
	33.390
	29.006
	1.805
	21.382
	1.545
	4.274
	6,22
	73,72
	5,33
	14,73

	1959
	64.545
	58.354
	3.229
	43.548
	2.501
	9.026
	5,53
	74,63
	4,29
	15,55


Source: INSÉE, Annuaire statistique de la France, Rétrospectif, 1961, Nouvelle série no.8, vol. 66, Paris, Imprimerie nationale, p.130.

Nevertheless, it is interesting to note the rise of domestic consumption before 1940. The ‘take-off’ of this sector really occurred during the Crisis. It permitted France to place itself on a similar, if not slightly advantageous level with its continental neighbours. In 1938, France’s consumption of domestic electricity was 77 KWh per capita, while Germany’s was 68 KWh and Belgium’s 76 KWh. On the other hand, there was nothing really outstanding with these results, especially when compared to those of the USA (345 KWh) and of UK (184 KWh)
. Moreover, the French take-off in the 1930s was unevenly spread throughout the country; although most of the French communes were receiving electricity in 1937, only a few consumed a significant amount. They were to be found in the Parisian area, Alsace (especially Strasbourg), Lyon and the Alps, with a consumption varying from 80 to 115 KWh per capita; in contrast, the poorest consumers were in Corsica, Brittany and Vendée, with 11 to 13 KWh. The Parisian area, representing 11,8% of the total population, took 28,4% of the national consumption of domestic electricity 
.

Generally speaking, lighting progressed steadily. It represented the biggest amount of electricity domestically consumed. The other electrical appliances were not as developed and their sale concentrated mainly in Paris, Strasbourg and Lyon. In these cities, their growth was interesting: the Compagnie parisienne pour la distribution d’électricité (CPDE) rented 123 water heathers and 1.111 electrical stoves in 1930; eight years later, it rented 17.777 and 44.814 respectively of these
. But, on the national level the situation was unsatisfactory. In 1935, the number of refrigerators was estimated at 25.000 throughout France, while there were only 200.000 electrical stoves in 1939
. These statistics can’t stand up to the comparison with the 2.625.677 radio sets existing in the country at the end of 1935 (31% of which were in the Parisian area). According to a contemporary estimation, some 40.000 radios were sold every year at that time
. Once again, we would have to wait till the 1960s to witness a significant development: for instance, in 1954, only 6,7% of French families had an electrical refrigerator, as compared to 71,7% with a radio; in 1969, these percentages went up to 73% and 83,2% respectively 
.

To sum up, efforts had been made to develop mass consumption, but it was far from enough.

B- Electricity as a public service

During the 1930s, an economist, F. Trévoux, explained that the public service, behaving like a monopoly and being a necessity for the greatest number of people, could be submitted to regulation and become more and more autonomous in its evolution with respect to local decision makers
. Such a description of the public service could be applied to French electricity. This sector had witnessed changes that necessitated the convergence of the strategies of the biggest electricity companies and the growing intervention of public authorities. In 1939, electricity was still private in France, but its orientation was definitely becoming public.

Before World War I, the French electrical industry was dominated by powerful groups like French Thomson-Houston, Empain, Compagnie générale d’électricité, and Lyonnaise des eaux et de l’électricité. The situation could have remained the same if the war hadn’t put forward the idea of a national policy of energy in France. The German invasion of the North deprived the country of a significant part of its coal and made necessary the harnessing of its hydraulic resources, especially in the South. After 1918, the idea of a national network of electricity rapidly emerged, requiring ambitious projects and a more diversified clientele. Consequently, the electrification of the countryside and the one of the railways were definitely contemplated.

It resulted in significant changes. From 1923 to 1939, the installed capability of the French electrical industry climbed from 3.926 to 9.477 millions KW
. Bigger plants, like the thermal Gennevilliers (340.000 KVA) or the hydraulic Kembs (150.000 KW) were built up. At the same time, the transport network expanded. In 1921, 150 kv cables and, five years later, those of 225 kv made their appearance in France. In 1927, the total length of cables of more than 60 kv in direct current and more than 33 kv in alternative current was 9.483 km; in 1939, it reached 22.725 km
. These transformations led to three results.

1- The public sector intervened in the process. A law voted in 1919 authorized public subventions or advances for companies producing electricity for public services or National Defence. A decree of 1922 and an Act in 1923 permitted the Ministry of agriculture to subsidize rural electrification. By the end of 1940, the State had given almost 3,4 billion francs out of a total investment of 8 billion to electrifying the countryside
. This represented by far the most important public subsidy to electrification during the Interwar period. For small companies, like Électricité Loire et Nièvre, public funds could have represented more than 50% of the invested capital on the eve of the war
. Further legislation, notably in 1931, opened the way to public investment in dam building and interconnection. But the participation of the State in the hydroelectric investment was negligible, in spite of some promises of participation that didn’t materialize because of the Crisis

2- The biggest part of the investment remained private and it overwhelmed by far the financing capacities of the dominant groups and their holdings. During the Interwar, electrical companies had to emit a higher amount of bonds than before and increase significantly the number of shareholders. For instance, Énergie électrique du littoral méditerranéen, which had at most a few hundred shareholders before 1914, gathered more than 20.000 fifteen years later. And most of the new shareholders came from the professional classes and small business
. By December 1930, the Société alsacienne et lorraine d’électricité (SALEC) increased its capital in order to allow a mining and metallurgical group to become a shareholder and “avoid useless duplication of investment”
 The financial control was thus looser than before and less identifiable with specific individuals or groups.

3- Interconnection reduced the autonomy of individual companies and of the groups they belonged to. It required the setting up of specialized joint ventures and of financial societies to back them up. For instance, in 1930 the Union pour l’industrie et l’électricité was created by the financial companies of Union d’électricité and French Thomson-Houston, along with the participation of Pechiney, Empain, etc. Even local public companies were forced to be connected to larger networks. By the mid-1930, the Régie municipale de gaz et d’électricité de Bordeaux had to choose between rebuilding its central station or receiving its energy from the Tuillière central station, which belonged to a joint venture of major groups operating in the South-West of France; it finally opted for the second solution, less expensive but fatal to its autonomy
.

Financing and decision making were no longer limited to a few; from now on they were negotiating activities among many participants. By itself, this change did not transform the industry into a public service. But it weakened its position in front of those who argue in favour of such a status. During the 1930s, electricity had indeed become a political stake. This was not typical to France. The USA and Canada, for instance, had similar debates concerning the legal statute of electricity. In France, the polemics took the shape of parliamentary debate and of discussions within state sponsored committees and commissions. It ended in a new set of legislation in the mid 1930s, seen by many as a new phase in the history of French electricity
, the one where State control emerges, a decisive step towards the nationalisation of 1946. This interpretation is valid, but it should not make us believe that nothing had been done before.

It is true that up to the mid-1930s the legislation concerning electricity was relatively tolerant towards the industry. It followed its evolution by bringing specifications concerning hydroelectricity, energy transportation and its local distribution. But it was done with numerous laws, décrets-lois, finance laws, decrees and simple circulars that, little by little, multiplied the rules to be followed, restricted choices about site granting, set up an electrical index, and permitted the state and local authorities to invest in electrification, as we have already seen. Gradually, regulation became obvious, but it never restricted decision making or price fixing.

The economic crisis brought forward the question of prices. Already, the companies were aware of the difficulties related to this question. At the beginning of the 1930s, fixing tariffs in electricity was anything but uniform throughout France. According to some recent studies
, there was already an evolution: the all-inclusive rate with minimal consumption, which was widespread before 1914, tended to be replaced after 1918 by a monomial, and sometimes binomial price with a meter; in the Parisian case, a bracket price fixing was applied. An enquiry in 1932 showed that there was a lot of difference within the country. For instance, the average domestic price per KWh was 1,68 F in the Parisian area, 1,58 F in other towns with more than 10.000 inhabitants, and 2,20 F in the small communities
. The electrical industry was reproached to have generated disproportionate profits considering the severity of the economic crisis. An economist, J. Dessirier, included this industry in a category he designated as “sheltered sectors”. The net benefit of the 24 big companies he used in his computation increased from 402 million F in 1929 to 618 million in 1934
. Such results led to criticism: price fixing was seen as favouring the producer over the consumer. This was echoed by the industry itself. In the early 1930s, Aristide Antoine, from the Empain group, deplored the fact that too many French companies still used the all-inclusive price system: it was too rigid and discouraged the spread of household appliances. Instead, he proposed, as was the case in many American towns, the adoption of a sliding scale of charges, according to the amount of energy consumed
. On its side, CPDE made important efforts, from 1921 to 1935, to reduce its domestic prices by more than 40%
.

Nevertheless, criticism reached political circles. Not only did prices remain high, but, during the 1930s, investments were stagnating
. By the end of the 1920s the early 1930s, there were debates in the Parliament against the “abuses of the big companies” and their “Malthusian behaviour”
. In 1933, the Conseil national économique (CNE) examined the case of the electrical industry. In its conclusion, it recommended the development of domestic consumption and, in order to achieve it, a better policy for price fixing
.

But, thanks to the deputy of Corrèze, Alexis Jaubert, the pressure increased in 1934 with the setting up of an extra-parliamentary commission in order to find a better organization of the French electrical industry, following the example of the British “Central Electricity Board”, and to adopt more equitable prices. After a year of debate the commission proposed the creation of a Conseil supérieur de l’électricité (CSE) that would continue the discussion about the future of electricity in France. This Conseil consisted of 75 members representing equally the public authorities, the consumers and the industry. In 1938, their number was raised to 90
. 
The commission also made recommendations which would be materialized in 1935. On July 16, a décret-loi imposed, among other things, the abolition of the all-inclusive price system as well as the minimal consumption, the institution of the system of sliding scale of charges, the possibility for the public authorities to revise prices, the obligation for distributing companies to participate in the financing of interconnection and in the development of production.
 The décret-loi of October 30 brought further disposals, the most important being the obligation for future thermal plants with capability superior to 1000 KW and for all hydraulic plants to request preliminary authorisation from the Ministry of Public Works
. Globally, the State reinforced already existing measures and intervened in an essential domain: price fixing.

But Jaubert and his allies were not satisfied with this result and, in the same year, they created an “Electricity group”, composed of 255 deputies from all tendencies. This group promoted further price reductions and the elaboration of a general plan for developing the electrical industry. Its pressure strategy bore fruit. From 1936 to the War, many stones were added to the building. In 1938, decrees and acts brought precisions in price fixing; moreover, a reserve fund for electrification expenses (fonds d’amortissement des charges d’électrification) was created in order to redirect towards rural electrification part of the profits originating from selling electricity to towns; the same fund would be open to the State’s financial participation. More decrees were issued, increasing the power of the public authority over the electrical industry and, among other things, homogenising the working conditions, as well as the technical aspects related to production and distribution
.

For the companies, these measures proved to be hard to live with, especially for the small ones. Their global benefits, already hit by the crisis, were sharply reduced and, consequently, so was their capacity for self-financing. CPDE, to name one, saw its gross income diminish by 50 millions francs
. Under such conditions it became hard to invest further in the national equipment. New solutions were required. The CSE, in June 1937, proposed the creation of an organization representing both private and public interests and capable of conceiving and executing ambitious plans for new investments. This proposal received the support of the Government and of the Fédération nationale des collectivités concédantes et régies. It finally became a reality thanks to the so-called “three-billion” project of June 1938. Over the next five years, the private sector would accomplish major works worth 3 billion francs, half for interconnection and half for hydro-electricity, under the leadership of a newly created joint venture, the Groupement de l’électricité. The capital of this Groupement was worth 400 million francs; it was held by some 250 shareholders, all of them producing electricity, and among which 6 possessed more than 50% of it.  The shareholders had to emit bonds and they were helped by the state which backed them with interest annuities. The Groupement itself issued bonds for a total value of 426,3 million francs in 1938 and 614,5 million the year after. It had moreover the responsibility of organizing a national dispatch, in collaboration with the Ministry of Public Works
. At the end, the public authorities won largely the initiative over the development of electricity in France.

In 1939, electricity was definitively a public service in France, even if it was not yet part of the public sector. The private companies and groups were, for technical as well as political reasons, losing the autonomy of their strategies and the industry behaved more and more like a monopoly over which no specific group had absolute power. The industry could thus be called regulated.

One could think that these measures would have given new impetus to the development of domestic consumption of electricity. Actually, it has not been the case. The increase of that type of consumption did not result from the politics. It was a parallel phenomenon.

C- Electricity and mass consumption:

The enhancement of electricity as a public service was not the only transformation which happened during the Interwar period. As we have seen in part “A”, domestic consumption began its take-off during the 1930s. With the exception of public financing in rural electrification, it resulted from the efforts made by private companies.

Mass consumption does not originate from a unique source or from a concerted plan. It involves many actors who are not always in harmony with each other. In the case of electricity, these actors were of three kinds: the electricity producers and distributors (EPDs), the electrical manufacturers, and the sellers, either as employees of the former two or as independent retailers. 

In France, it is interesting to note that the initial effort to encourage domestic consumption of energy came more from the energy producers and distributors than from the electrical manufacturers. The initial step for them has been to reach small customers with low tension wiring. From 1927 to 1939, the length of low tension wires in France went from 84.221 to 322.470 km
. It represented a major financial effort. Unfortunately, too little study has been made on that subject. It would help us to know more about the strategies used on that level. 

At the same time, EPDs did their best to educate their customers about the various uses of electricity at home. Already in the 1920s, Nord-Lumière, operating in the Parisian suburb, gave many conferences and public demonstrations, published articles in newspapers as well as pamphlets and organized exhibitions showing the advantages of an electrified kitchen, of electrical objects such as aspirators, refrigerators, water-heaters and cookers. It equipped a van with electrical appliances and with posters explaining their advantages and how they worked
. In 1928, CPDE organized courses on home economics, with stronger emphasis on cooking and washing. In 1931, some 8.000 students attended them
. In Alsace, SALEC used a demonstration van with trailers showing the ideal electrified kitchen and other useful objects for the house. In 1926-27, more than 500 families in the Moselle Department converted to electrical coking after such demonstrations
. Similar experiences were made up to World War II, especially in the countryside. Some criticised the way many limited their visits to county towns; they encouraged them to make their demonstration during the fairs, so that they could reach as many people as possible
.

Pamphlets and small periodicals were also a favourite tool of EPDs. In 1928, CPDE sold 60.000 copies of its newly created Agenda de l’électricité to its customers, advising them about the appliances they would buy and the way to use them
. In 1929, SALEC began publishing a free monthly magazine for its customers, the Tout-Electric
. During the same time, it commissioned Benoît Lévy to make a movie promoting rural electrification
. Such “propaganda” efforts from EPDs were constant in the Interwar period. Some companies even created organizations specializing in promoting rural and domestic electricity. Those from the Parisian area launched in 1922 the Société pour le développement des applications de l’électricité (AP-EL). This Société arranged traveling exhibitions, promoted different appliances, gave advice on their use, etc. It had stores to exhibit electrical appliances, it published an Almanach de l’électricité giving information and organizing skill contests with prizes. It even invented a game, “electro-loto”, to initiate children to the electrical world. It set up a quality seal to be applied to safe and reliable appliances, APEL-USE. Other organizations sharing similar goals appeared in France during these years: Société pour le perfectionnement de l’éclairage (SPE), Société pour le développement des véhicules électriques, Société de propagande urbaine et rurale (SPURE), Office central électrique (OCEL). Here, France was not different from other countries in the West. Comparable organizations existed elsewhere, like Switzerland’s Société pour la diffusion de l’énergie électrique or the American Society for Electrical Development
.

Some EPDs even rented or sold electrical appliances to their customers. In 1935, CPDE launched a one-month free trial campaign for an electric cooker, at the end of which the customer willing to keep the appliance had the choice between buying and renting it
. Électricité de Strasbourg overcame the hesitations of many of its customers about buying big and expensive cookers by offering a small appliance, the electro-économe. In 1928, it sold 530 of them; the year after, 1.579
.

Electrical manufacturers didn’t have recourse to such an elaborate strategy during the 1920s. It is interesting to note that the big manufacturers didn’t develop big divisions for domestic appliances until the end of the decade. Some, like French Thomson-Houston, initially imported machines from the USA; after World War I, it opened a small division to initiate local production. Actually, small electrical appliance manufacturing was the initiative of small companies, like Calor or Mors. Only gradually did the big companies open or develop electrical appliance branches. Alsthom, at its creation in 1928, inherited Thomson-Houston’s division for household appliances; it enlarged it and introduced American methods of production
.

Ads from electrical manufacturers were very modest before the Great War. They were essentially technical and not addressed to large audiences. The first attempt to reach the masses occurred during the annual Salons des Arts ménagers (imperfectly translated by “Ideal Home Exhibitions”), which began in 1923. On the eve of World War II, this event would welcome more than 600.000 visitors
.

These Salons, however, were restricted to the Parisian area and, according to some contemporary judgements, they were not particularly attractive in their presentation
. Soon enough it became clear that the manufacturers had to improve their commercial approach. In 1927, the Société de Paris et du Rhône hired a commercial director. At the beginning of the 1930s, Calor opened a commercial service. These firms began producing catalogues and launching advertisement strategies. Calor, in particular, targeted women with the creation of a fictive consumer appearing in most of its publicity, Suzie Calor
. Other companies organized contests, like the one made every year since 1929 by the Manufacture française de lampes électriques (Zénith). The firm gave one hundred prizes worth from 50 to 15.000 F. In 1929, 1.500 individuals participated in the contest; in 1932, they were almost 34.000
. And more generally, the advertisements made by the manufacturers would tend to go beyond the technical description of the product in order to attract a maximum of customers. Philips and Ducretet, in the middle of the 1930s, did not simply present radios in their ads; they insisted above all on the programs radio shows broadcasted
. More and more, especially during the 1930s, American methods of advertising were being introduced in France and, through them, the American way of life was also being promoted, as shown by the example of Paulette Bernège and her conferences on the “Americanization” of homes
.

The sales methods have evolved as well. At first, the manufacturers relied strongly on electrical producers and distributors. But afterwards, they began forming their own selling personnel, especially for heavy household appliances such as washing machines or refrigerators. Calor, Electrolux and Mors had their own teams of door-to-door sales-men and -women. Most of the time, a salesperson contacted potential customers and invited them to a further meeting where a demonstrator (often being the same as the salesperson) could bring the machine with the necessary literature and, of course, an order form. After the war, many of these firms, including Mors, replaced this approach with catalogues or opened small stores
. For the smaller appliances, salespersons were used, but the growing solution was to deal with retailers, who could sometimes be responsible for ads (in which case their part of the sale would be higher, reaching up to 50%)
.

Many manufacturers and EPDs, like Calor and Électricité de Strasbourg, also developed a credit system. But it never went as far as in the USA. According to Aristide Antoine’s estimations, French companies didn’t allow more than 20% of their sales to be made by credit, while in America some companies would go up to 70%. We must wait till the 1950s to see this system expanding
.

The preceding examples show that France was not only aware of mass consumption methods but put most of them in practice. Combined with the political changes described earlier, it can account for the take-off of domestic consumption in spite of the crisis. And yet, the take-off has been modest. How can we explain this?

Already during the 1930s, many in France deplored the situation. The “engineering spirit” of many top executives has been denounced as being too technically- and not enough market-oriented. The ads are too descriptive, not attractive enough. There should have been, as in England, national and high-budgeted campaigns to promote the use of specific appliances like refrigerators. Comparisons have been made with the USA, where surveys were regularly made and where promotional strategies were more aggressive. One even proposed to accentuate home service
. These critiques surely deserve attention. However, in the light of the previous pages, it is difficult to generalize them. Some businessmen indeed fitted these descriptions well, but such was not the case for many others.

Explanations should come from a more global and impersonal perspective. For instance, it has been said that the high amount of servants in bourgeois families (there were still 650.000 of them in 1931) contributed to slow down the progress of household appliances in France. Too many hands prevented the electrification of housework
. Others have examined the effect of price fixing on the evolution of consumption. Électricité de France, after the war, had applied gradually the marginalist theory to its rates, from the “Yellow Tariff” in 1952 to the “Green Tariff” for high tension in 1956, and then to the “Universal Tariff” in 1965
. No doubt the price policies played a significant role. But two more hypotheses deserve to be presented.

Firstly, the urban growth was uneven during the Interwar in France
. New construction gave renewed hope in the 1920s, only to regress in the following decade. The multiplication of new buildings and houses entirely fit for electricity remained modest. And the introduction of cables and wires in apartments was meant more for lighting than for household appliances. What was the use of buying a washing machine in absence of a proper socket? This remark has been made many times in the 1930s. As Antoine mentioned, French cities didn’t apply measures imposing electrical facilities in all (or most) rooms in a house or a building, as did Toronto or New York with their “Red Seal” policy
. In the UK, the Electrical Development Association fought in 1926 to electrify all the houses, and, ten years later, to make sure that all the rooms in a new house possessed at least three sockets
. It was of course possible to introduce or change wires in a house. CPDE tried to encourage house-builders to install a sufficient amount of wires in new buildings in 1930
. But it remains to be seen, on the national level, how far the French followed the British on this specific policy before the war. 

Secondly, the urban structure of France did not favour an optimal spreading of selling points of household appliances. A significant number of people were still living in the countryside and their trips to the cities were not frequent due to the lack of transportation facilities. In fact, it is with the multiplication of small cars and the spreading of popular stores and supermarkets throughout France that a significant change occurred. In 1973, there were some 4500 department stores in France totalizing sales of 77,5 billion francs;  277 of these were hypermarkets like Carrefour and Euromarché (26,7 billion F). Besides these stores, there opened some 2100 superstores specialized in household products such as furniture (Conforama), electrical appliances (Darty), books and records (FNAC), etc.
  These stores appeared not only in big cities, but more so in the suburb of both big and small towns. It became easy to buy objects to be brought or delivered at home. Gradually, electrical manufacturers, sometimes with reluctance, sold their products through these retailing stores
. It would be interesting to measure the effect these stores have had on the growth of mass consumption in France.

Conclusion
To conclude, it is clear that electricity in France has become a public service more rapidly than an object of mass consumption. And yet, the two elements were very much there on the eve of World War II. This dual presence was neither harmonious nor antagonistic. Each element belonged to a specific world, public and private, and, as has been shown here, obeyed a specific logic. French electricity has become a public service through the financial pressure resulting from interconnection and hydro-electrical development; this situation forced the industry to become autonomous from its decision makers and its development has acquired a political dimension that gave it a definite public characteristic. In parallel, efforts were made to introduce mass consumption practices. Electricity producers and distributors invested in the low tension networking; the most dynamic of them made noticeable steps to initiate their customers to household appliances and, along with electrical manufacturers, opened themselves to many forms of advertisement. If the results were not as impressive as those we could notice in North America at the same period, at least a take-off occurred and the country had a slight edge over its immediate neighbours. But it is only decades later that France would enter in the universe of mass consumption. And it did so in an accelerated way, as if all the preconditions were set. So, while progressing according to their respective rhythms, the two faces of electricity did not oppose each other. In fact, the two complemented one another rather well in their respective evolutions. Although public price fixing did not initiate a significant take-off of domestic consumption of electricity, it gave the latter an impetus that was crucial in times of economic and, later, political crises. And reciprocally, the growth of domestic consumption encouraged policies favouring electricity as a public service. Should this dual and autonomous co-existence of identities be considered as a necessary condition for the diversification of electricity consumption? It would be worthwhile checking this hypothesis from a comparative perspective.
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