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Intro

Why are GIs so interesting?

Because, following the wine example, they seem to foster an incredible development of the productions they protect.

But I argue, if the Bordeaux or Bourgogne GIs have quite achieved it, it's not because they are geographical indications, it's because these geographical indications have worked very well as quality labels. So I will not focus on GIs, but more generally on quality signs. GIs like other quality signs try to indicate "quality". And this is where everything begins.

I will start with quality signs and what happens when a signal intents to tell what a definite good is and I will continue with a few more specific points related to our morning themes.

Tpt 1 One sign two uses

While working on wine AOC and later on environmental labels, but it is also true for trademarks bearing a high quality claim, I have been struck by the fact that quality labels, that is signs which intent to bring information about quality, generate two different reactions.

1. One consists in taking the claim for granted, as "information" about what the product consists in. That is as a substitute to THE result of a quality enquiry performed by proficient and reliable professionals. In this case, the quality sign is taken as a representation of "the" quality of the product. (I insist on the singular) 2. The quality claim can also raise awareness, reflexivity interest and sometimes suspicion about the claimed quality: Is this true? How is it evaluated, by whom…? What does quality consist in?

On one side quality operates as a black box, it is something; the sign stops or replaces the enquiry about quality; on the other it raises a collective debate, a critique, about it.

Of course the two interpretations, when they arise, induce oppositions and controversies among their proponents. And actors use a variety of words to differentiate them. They describe the first one by "taking quality as a recipe" which they oppose to "quality as a philosophy".

Both point out a very important feature of the two resulting understandings of quality: quality as something defined, delimited, reduced to criteria and practices and somewhat mechanical… on one side, and quality as a turmoil of controversial interpretations of quality on the other or if we use a Latourian neologism, as an "irreduced" object.

Tpt 2 Two regimes of economical interactions

Every good is subject to both interpretations; some people and some times take a wine as "a wine" and sometimes raise questions about it: what kind of wine is this, how was it grown, where does it come from… Yet the introduction of a sign inside the relationships between wines and wine drinkers seems to foster the development of the irreduced existence of the wine.

1. In the first regime, quality is "something" defined and fixed. There is no question about it. This is common sense economic understanding of quality. Competition starts because of the similarity of the products and induces a focus on prices. Profit is then tied to the capacity of optimising costs… etc.

Large markets depend on the customer's "tastes" and his buying power; high prices are achieved through monopoly and rent capture.

2. In the second regime, quality exists as a question. And this means a plenty of different and controversial answers: what kind of wine is it, how is it made, by whom, where, which techniques, what is its taste, is it good…?

Competition shifts towards a "competition" for the "best" quality, which is of course always challenged and never achieved.

Quality is put into question, yet it is not "nothing". There is a life between something and nothing.

Quality is assessed by the collective critique/criticism composed of all those who share an interest in the product quality. But, just like for beauty, art, health or Well being… there is no shared and fixed idea about what quality consists in. But the set of the quality judgements provided by the critique is not just "noise". The judgements are compared articulated, contrasted. They are not only compared regarding what they say about a product; their authors too are compared and their respective proficiency as judges assessed, as well as their tasting protocols. Every statement about a wine taste is always reversed into a statement about the taster. In the same vein, a wine is not just "a wine". It's always a wine made by someone, with definite techniques, grapes, in a definite place, vintage….

Within the critique categories become fluid, quality labels dissolve, information become claims. Judges and judgments, products and producers get related.

The critique may achieve partial hierarchies amongst the products, partial consensus about a wine. But they are always provisional. This regime is common in art markets, some GI goods markets like wine olive oil, some luxury goods too. It also arises when some goods become suddenly controversial like meat during the BSE crisis…

In the critique regime, large markets depend upon the capacity of the producers to produce interesting products, which raise and maintain the awareness and curiosity of the critique. This requires a numerous critique as well as many different products to feed its interest and curiosity.

High prices depend upon good critique evaluations, but not always: whoever the musician, a disc has more or less the same price.

GIs are not interpreted the same way in both regimes.

In the quality as something regime, GIs act as a monopoly over a productive resource. This is the well-known refrain pointed out by economists and GI adversaries namely.

In the quality as a question regime, GIs act as feeding the criticism activity. The huge number of wine GIs in France fuels the interest of the critique towards wine quality, just like a large number of producers in the same GI does it towards a particular GI quality.

The necessity to feed the critique curiosity explains also the success of vintage agricultural products like wine or olive oil: every new vintage brings new experiences, requires new comparisons, which command revisions of -provisional -certainties.

Le problème

Two regimes of interactions may develop around each of the understandings of quality.

But the coexistence of both is all but pacific. Proponents of the 'defined quality' regime see the proponents of the critique regime as grounding the economic exchanges upon an illusion or only a symbolic or cultural differentiation, that is "subjective values" instead or "real objective" qualities. In doing so they impede the good rational working of the markets. So, in the case of the wine GIs namely, they repeatedly ask for a standardisation, rationalisation, deflation of the number of GIs, which are considered as artificial barriers to the fluid circulation of the economic goods.

Contributors to the critique organisation answer that their appreciation of wines is not at all cultural. Quality is not an illusion and their tasting protocols on the contrary pays very much attention to avoid any such bias. In their opinion, defined quality proponents are unaware of what quality consists in and unduly reduce it wine qualities to a few poor criteria. They strongly reject the idea of reducing the number of AOCs, which would impoverish the wine production and reduce its interest, threatening hereby the wine production.

Should we choose the best view on quality or at least separate their market organisation so as to stop the conflict?

Tpt 3 Label quality and criticism: two interacting regimes

This would not be easy at all. The two regimes are deeply interacting.

The critique regime fosters interest and generates the "interest" of the quality product, the fame of the brands and quality labels. Furthermore it transforms versatile and occasional customers into passionate amateurs; but it is not so easy for a customer to become suddenly interested in wine drinking. So the label quality regime makes the first step easier in the transformation of the non drinker into a wine drinker and then a wine amateur enjoying a huge wine cellar and any kind of wine.

Indeed it allows to rest upon "information" and not to bother dealing with all that quality burden.

Reversely, the defined quality regime benefits from the prestige generated by the critique in the competition with other beverages, the fame of its brands, the reliability of its labels.

Both regimes form something like an ecosystem and there is much to fear in separating one from the other.

Intermède

Quality labels are not simple information signals or transparent "representations" of an already here quality. Better said, this is the view fostered by the quality as something regime. Quality labels are not only nor always 'information' signals.

Tpt 4: Connecting delegation and participation

The opposition between the label quality regime and the criticism regime has something to do with direct democracy.

In the label quality regime the question of what quality consists in is delegated to experts who impose a normative definition of what objects/products are. This normative definition is sometimes provided by science, it can also result from negotiations and compromises, which are always "unfair".

In the criticism regime, every actor of the market gets "committed" and all participate to quality criticism and pluralism. They contribute to make the world more complex and richer.

Yet commitment is time and awareness consuming. We cannot be aware of all what we are doing, consuming thinking… Critique collectives are not so easy to raise and maintain. The case of wine is quite an exception. They do not always work well too.

And the label quality regime helps as a substitute in case of weak, biased or declining critique.

Quality signs articulate the two forms of delegative and participative democracy.

Tpt 5: The framing of the critique activity

The good working of the critique is indeed a crucial point. And actors are extremely concerned with the prevention of drifts within the critique.

The demand drift is one of them, and constantly pointed out. Some producers adjust their quality interpretation and production on "demand needs', 'expectations' etc.

In doing so they induce a bias in the critique assessment, which privileges then the customers' point of view. Quality tends to become objectified and reduced to a few definite tastes or characteristics. So members of the critique collective shortly point out a "drift" in the product quality.

Wine critics underline the increasing wooden taste of some AOC wines or the insistence of vintners to authorize fashionable grape varieties in the AOC rules .

In the same vein, cooks complain about the lack of authenticity of foreign dishes adaptations to the local taste standards.

When it comes to threaten the original dish, it means an impoverishment of quality.

There is a high concern within the critique to avoid such biases. Producers which "stick" to demand are depreciated and qualified as "commercial".

Customers are required not to focus on their "tastes", to become "curious", and to learn to become sensitive to the wines quality.

Quality critics provide them with guides, tasting classes… → When this is not enough, quality labels regulation refrain the drift by focussing attention on the product → along with GIs regulations they achieve to give voice to the product.

We find again this topic while studying the way producers explain what terroir conssits in.

Tpt 7: Quality and terroir quality

According to the "one world, one definition" view, terroir is just a protectionist barrier. Of course, they expect terroir to be "something". And usually terroir is not "something". Therefore I their view, terroir is at best a social construction, just as wine quality is.

But if we switch to the "critique point of view", terroir suddenly achieves an existence.

Terroir quality, like wine quality is a collective production endlessly reproduced and reinterpreted by the terroir vintners.

Many wine producers are committed to taste quality. Yet terroir wine producers make an importance difference between quality and terroir quality.

Every quality vintner uses grapes and transforms them into wine through winemaking techniques. But there is a difference in the way they consider and use them.

The quality vintner takes grapes as raw materials coming out of a specific vineyard, and therefore showing specific qualities. Then vine-growing and winemaking techniques are seen, as well as the grapes, as resources by the vintner who selects and chooses the grapes and the techniques so as to conform them to HIS project.

For the terroir quality vintner instead, grapes are the expression of a kind of partner, the vineyard. His techniques are in a way subordinated to the grapes; they must reveal and sublimate their qualities without distorting them.

The first vintner can be seen as a creator artist; he is the only responsible for his wine creation. The second terroir vintner is more like a musician interpreter. He plays the score written by the vineyard. He has a personal touch, but this touch is devoted to the expression of the music written by the vineyard,

Tpt 6: Fostering and framing the critique activity

There is a complex interplay between labels as quality definitions and the critique activity.

Labels raise awareness towards product quality causing the development of a critique. If fed by a variety of produces the critique induces a growing interest towards the product and attracts evermore new customers , some of them being impatient to become passionate amateurs.

Reversely, quality labels and amongst them GIs allow to prevent a commercial drift of the critique.

The label acts as a framing of the critique activity thanks to the set of minimal requirements included in its regulation. The label tends to delimit the set of products within which aware customers try to find out their prize pieces.

(This slide is oversimplified but the relations between the critique and the label are quite complex and I do not want to dig to deep on this subject).

Conclusion

Now you start to guess my point.

Quality labels introduce objects in our livings; But they do not proceed by specifying what these objects are, like the codex alimentarius does.

By resorting to direct or participative democracy, they achieve to provide them with a real pluralistic standing. This I would suggest, could be one of their major achievement ***.

Regarding wine GIs consumers got more and more involved in taste quality. One may see such an involvement as frivolous. So is art. But right now, wine consumers are starting to consider and debate about wine growing and wine making techniques, which is an important issue regarding environment. This capacity of raising awareness is why I think we have to foster the development of GIs and other quality signs.

Tpt 1 The condemnation of the understanding of terroir as a recipe

Recently a conflict has been growing among AOC-certified vintners. Some of them accuse their colleagues to make a detrimental use of the AOC label. They use it as what they call a "recipe".

What do they mean?

The AOC regulations include a series of technical and geographical constraints. Some vintners are accused to understand these regulations as the cause of terroir or the conditions performing the terroir quality of a wine.

Moreover they stress another point: for these vintners, terroir quality is not the global resulting quality of their product and only a characteristic used as a resource to enhance the economic quality or value of their wines. Terroir quality is therefore submitted to arrangements and compromises so as to better fit the economical quality of their wines. Yet in doing so, these vintners exert a pressure on the regulations and administration so as to try to have the disadvantageous constraints minimized or eliminated.

The result of this understanding of the label is a constant drift of the wine terroir quality towards a "commercial understanding of terroir".

The AOC rules include prevention against such a drift by submitting all wines to a tasting test. Yet, the ones who perform the test are the same as those who induce the drift.

In order to restore the objectivity of the test, the authorities have launched a reform. The tasting test is now performed by a more diversified panel.

But the new diversity of the judges requires tasting guidelines so as to avoid too many discrepancies in the judgement of the terroir quality. The notion of typicality, which designates the taste of the terroir quality, has been reworked in order to make it more precise.

But a new problem has surged.

For the most terroir-committed vintners, the best terroir experts, the most renown, typicality couldn't be specified without inducing a bias in the search for terroir. Terroir is a quest. The excesses of the green revolutions of the search for profitability has perverted the knowledge of terroir. There is a need for a comeback to terroir, and nobody knows where it will finally lead. Therefore any excessive trial in the definition of the terroir quality threatens to put the terroir search on bad rails.

Tpt 2 quality as a distributed object

For the defenders of an "authentic"' terroir quality, terroir quality is not something defined by the regulations of a label. It is both an aim and the result of a commitment to this aim.

Yet not every bottle produced within an AOC is a good one. The whole production is constantly assessed by all producers, but also all proficient wine professionals.

Finally for these vintners, terroir quality is a particular kind of object distributed among a collective critique.

This recent controversy about terroir quality shows that terroir and terroir quality can be understood in two very different ways

• on one hand, as "something", the more or less deterministic and which conformity can be tested

• on the other hand, as a constantly renewed, reinterpreted production. It cannot be tested as it does not have an a priori definition, but it nevertheless assessed. These objects are plural, made of partial and provisional interpretations.

There is another important difference between both, these distributed productions are not testable (in Popper's sense), because it is impossible to select representative samples nor representative judges.

Tpt 2 Two different uses of a quality sign

A quality sign introduces a new element into the market interactions.

Before sometimes simplifying the market interactions, it first starts by complicating it.

Two interpretations may then occur:

1. The quality sign avoids a quality enquiry by providing its result. In this case, the customer or the producer may delegate the inquiry about the product quality to the quality sign. a. For the producer, this means that he may just try to "apply" the constraints figuring in the AOC rules. b. Regarding the customer, he may think that the AOC sign signals the quality wines.

Here, the quality sign is considered like an industrial specification for instance, as resuming and fully objectifying the qualities of a product.

In this case, the quality sign stops the enquiry about quality and is rightly considered as simplifying the market relationships.

The quality sign is considered as a frame of quality

The AOC sign is just an indication of quality, which requires further investigation. Indeed, once released, AOC wines are appreciated by a large critique collective, which contributes to the appreciation of its quality.

In this case, AOC are seen on the contrary as very loose quality signs, which do not specify much. They point out minimum requirements such as a production area, a few techniques, a general tasting reference, the "typicality" of the wine. They leave a broad range to innovation, inspiration and creativity.

In this case, on the contrary, the AOC sign complicates the market relationships because it feeds the enquiry about the wine quality.

There is another important difference between the two understandings of the quality label. In the first case, quality is "reduced"; it becomes something autonomous, defined in the sense of made explicit and delimitated. In the second one, as the number of quality enquirers grows, the quality of the wine becomes ever more questioned, undefined, "irreduced" if you allow me this transposition of a latourian French neologism to English. The actors have actually forged two words to point out the difference. They call the "reduced" quality "quality receipe", that is the understanding of the label as a way of proceeding able to perform quality; they call the irreduced quality a "philosophy", pinpointing here the reflexive and never finished process of quality elaboration.

In the first case, the quality is in a way defined by the label, it is therefore substituting the understanding or interpretation of quality by consumers and producers by that of the "authors" of the AOC regulation.

In the second case, the AOC is just signalling a particular way of understanding quality, as a "terroir quality", and framing the commitment of producers and customers in the production, exploration, understanding, appreciation of what quality consists in.

Tpt 7 Conclusion about the form of the GI specifications

Like capus, do not specify too much; do not take this as an inappropriateness of the quality sign