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 «Man, in his consumption, shows himself to be more rational than woman, who is subject to irrational impulses and is incapable of overcoming her desire to buy.  It is above all feminine psychology that must preocupy advertising agents because in many families it is the woman who does the daily shopping. »
 This quotation comes from a book published in 1933, written by a sociologist, Roger Mauduit, entitled Advertising: A Study of Economic Sociology.  But the same terms would have been used in virtually any manual of advertising from 1900 to 1940.
 In this quotation one finds several basic assumptions. First, woman is to be taken seriously as a consumer, but she is irrational and easily manipulated. Second, men can be consumers also, but they retain their rationality.  Their primary identity, however, is as producers (which is why advertising must target women as the primary shoppers in families). This type of discourse, produced by marketers since the turn of the century, in the context of the professionnalization of advertising, has influenced recent researchs on consumption : this image of a woman consumer as someone passive or manipulated is still often used by scholars.
 But one can be interested in examining the other side of the story, to understand if and how female consumers expressed themselves on the subject of consumption.

More generally, the history of consumer society can be described as a complex, and often conflictual learning process involving advertisers and consumers alike.  Advertisers certainly learned how to sell.  But at the same time consumers were also learning how to buy. In this process, different opinions were expressed, in particular those of consumer organizations and women.  It is necessary that we better understand this aspect of the phenomenon. It seems that women could be quite active as consumers : as early as 1900, they could be seen as the founders of social movements linked to consumption.


My general project is devoted to giving voice to male and female consumers, and thereby allowing us to hear a different discourse than that of the «marketers». This idea is not particularly revolutionary... It is, in fact, an idea shared by other researchers, particularly those writing in the past few years. Advertising and other major institutions of mass consumer societies (such as department stores) were studied in great detail in the 1980s and 1990s, and this research is still very much alive. But recently, many scholars have turned our attention to other voices in the construction of consumer society.  These alternative visions were provided, for example, by the organizers of consumer cooperatives and by reformers who tried to educate consumers.
 These results have been confirmed by «consumers’ research». This has been more focused on how people actually used money and goods, and it insists on seeing consumption as an interactive process, in which consumers play an active role.
 Marketing specialists has arrived at the same conclusions. They have been repeatedly confronted with consumer behavior that is complicated and varied, and in which ethics enters as an important variable (in the consideration of effects on the environment, for instance).
 Increasingly, this research emphasises on the political aspects of consumption.  When one studies consumers—what they write, and how they organize—one realizes that not only do women come into view, but so do new questions tied to citizenship, and ethical or moral issues...


All of these questions become central as well when one studies France at the beginning of the 20th century and particularly the Consumers’ League. What was the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs, the French Consumers’ League? It was an organization created in 1902 for the purpose of «developing a sense of responsibility in buyers for the treatment of workers,» and «bringing about changes in working conditions. »
 They wanted to educate consumers, insisting most importantly on the ethics of consumption.


The French Consumers’League was influenced by its American counterpart, which had existed in New York since 1891.  The idea seems to have come from Britain but developed in the United States.
 Groups of women from the American labour movement, leaning on a strong tradition of female activism dating back to abolitionism, investigated women and children’s work in department stores.  Starting in 1897, leagues were created in Philadelphia, Chicago, and Boston.  A National Consumers’ League was created in 1899.
 

The idea then spread quickly to Europe : the Netherlands and France in 1902, Switzerland in 1903, and Germany in 1907.
 We know very little on the Lega dei compratori lombardi  which appeared in Milan from 1906 to 1908. It was created by the Società nazionale di patronato e mutuo soccorso per le giovani operaie.
 A spanish Liga de compradoras was also founded in Barcelona, and relations existed with other American and European leagues, though we know very little about them.
 Finally, a consumers’ league was created in Belgium in 1911-1912, which reappeared in the interwar period.


Unlike its American counterparts, the French organization did not survive beyond the First World War or the death of its founder in 1914. Its founder was Henriette Brunhes, wife of the geographer Jean Brunhes, who created the discipline of human geography.  The couple’s papers were (by chance) recently deposited with the National Archive of France and this paper is based on a study of these documents.  There are a very rich source, containing published works, but more importantly, all sorts of correspondence between members of the League, and with people outside the League.  These are very interesting sources for discovering the types of relationship formed by the league and its members, and they allow us to consider the league within a ‘reforming network’.


The Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs was created by women in Paris, and women remained very involved until the end.  That is why this league has always been studied as a female organization.
 It is true that it is women who played the most important role in this league, especially at the beginning. But from 1905 onwards, there were as many male as female members; many couples were heavily invested in the League, and the level of involvement of a number of men increased.  The League also expanded geographically, becoming a national League in 1909.  In the meantime, it changed its modus operendi, insisting less on consumption practices, and more and more on the necessity of changing labor laws and lobbying.
Concretely, what did the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs do? It encouraged its members to inform themselves on the working conditions of dressmakers, pastry makers, domestic servants, laundrywomen, and shopgirls in department stores.  Their members could inform themselves by way of the surveys produced by the league. They could also inform themselves more informally, by posing questions themselves. Then, if possible, members choose «correctly» from, for instance, a «white list» of «good dressmakers» who were thought to treat their workers well, and who promised not to make them work at night or on sundays.


Consumers in general, and women in particular,  were encouraged to reform their own shopping habits, particularly regarding when they shopped, on a daily, weekly, and annual basis, always in relation to the effects the timing of shopping had on workers. In terms of the shopping «day», they were espected to refuse to have deliveries made in the evening. In terms of the «week», they refused to shop on a sunday, to allow workers a day of rest. In terms of the «year», they were to make their christmas purchases early in December to prevent employees in shops from being overworked. 


This League was not a «mass» organization: it had 250 members in Paris in 1902, and only 600 in 1908. In 1909 it became a national organization and, by 1914, it had 30 sections and 4500 individual members.
 One can see that this was not an organization with enormous impact if one compares it to French consumer cooperatives (around 500,000 members en 1914)
 or to the American National Consumers’ League (which had 30,000 members in 1913). But even in the US, the NCL was not very important compared to other organizations, such as the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (200,000 members at the turn of the century) or the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (1 million members in 1910).
 In Germany, the Kauferbund had less than one million members in 1913, while there were 25 million members of cooperatives.


In spite of its small membership, this organization seems particularly interesting to study because it raises important questions about consumption and French society at the beginning of the twentieth century in terms of class, gender, and culture. The Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs (LSA) is quite contradictory. On the one hand it represents a conservative catholic bourgeoisie which was attempting to defend its prerogatives in the face of a changing society.  This «conservative» aspect of the league will be the focus of the first part of the paper. On the other hand, it illustrates innovative and progressive elements on the part of its bourgeois members, who wanted to reform the world even as they remained within their own universe.  This will be the focus of the second part of the paper, which will try to explain what was new, and ultimately quite subversive, about the LSA.

I. A conservative vision of bourgeois society


At first glance, the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs reflects a conservative vision of bourgeois society. The League demonstrates a resistance on the part of the French bourgeoisie, and in particular, on the part of bourgeois women, to the difficult and slow democratization of access to certain goods, and to the evolution of values and practices which accompanied these changes. Even if one can’t speak of a real democratization of consumption at the beginning of the century
, changes in the culture of consumption could be seen in big cities, with advertising posters, women in the streets or in the department stores, new types of women in the shops. These changes were at least felt by men and women from the elites
... A great deal was at stake for the bourgeoisie of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs in terms of class and gender, which lets us see a bourgeois world which was protecting itself and a rather conservative female world.

A. In the heart of the Bourgeoisie


The French Consumers’ League was not at all like consumer cooperatives: it did not bring together workers in order to buy goods at lower prices; nor did it want to defend the rights of consumers. This organization brought together women and men of the nobility and the upper middle class who were trying to educate themselves and to educate other bourgeois as consumers. It reflects more generally a bourgeois world which was trying to protect itself: this is obvious from the history of the creation and the rhetoric of the league.

The consumers’ league was created in Paris by middle class Catholics of good families, accustomed to doing charity work.  The founder was Henriette Brunhes.  She was the youngest of seven children. Her mother was a fervent catholic, who died in 1897 in the charity bazaar fire. This fire was a major event in which a great number of women perished who were of «good society» and who were involved in charitable organizations.  The sisters of Henriette Brunhes married catholics integrated into this «good society»; they were close to the pope Pius the Xth and the Action Française, a political movement of the extreme right.


When she founded the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs, Henriette Brunhes was surrounded by a small group of women who also came from the upper middle class, notably the world of the banks (the father of Henriette was a banker) or the army.  In this small «founding» group, there was a widow of a military man (Mrs Klobb), the wife of an old officer (Mrs de Contenson), the daughter of the founder of the Crédit Lyonnais (the baronness Brincard)
... In short, one can see that these women come from the catholic upper middle class, close to the army and to the world of business, in which women were very active in charity work.  Henriette Brunhes was thus clearly a member of the grande bourgeoisie, a group which was close to the nobility and for whom charity was the principal form of social activism.


The list of Parisian members at the beginning of the league’s existence confirms this bourgeois origin : 1/3 of the people listed in 1905 (80 out of 251) can be formally identified in the Bottin Mondain from Paris (1904) and some of them were noble.
 The composition of the league makes it clear that this was a purely middle class world and the discourse of the league demostrates that it was a middle class world anxious to protect itself.

This bourgeois world saw itself as apart from the «people» whom it would like to protect. The consumers’ league did not seek to educate workers, but to educate men and women of the middle class in order to help workers. At the heart of their practice was a fundamentally paternalistic (or maternalist) vision.  They dedicated themselves to protecting workers and employees who were imagined as fundamentally different from themselves and « minors »: consumers from the consumers league were on the one side, and workers on the other.
 The reigning idea was that consumers must, by their purchasing practices, help to improve working conditions for workers.

These non-working women thought of themselves as the only existing consumers.  They could not imagine that the workers they were trying to protect could also be consumers.  When someone asked Henriette Brunhes how she might get workers to join her organization, she never gave a concrete response
... The advice regarding consumer practices that the LSA gave to fellow members of the league clearly excluded working women. Workers and employees could not order their lingerie six months in advance, since they were paid either daily or weekly : organizing oneself and one’s money was precisely a bourgeois practice.
  Workers were initially opposed to the closing of stores on Sunday because they worked all of the other days.  At the beginning, the opening of stores on Sunday developed to accomodate a working class clientele, and for rural clients who came on Sunday to sell their products in the city and to take advantage of the opportunity to do their shopping.


The advice of the consumer’s league was not addressed to workers and employees.  When it did direct advice at working class women in the context of home economics (enseignement ménager), it was in regard to household budgets.  The women of the league counseled them to save (not spend), to find ways to manage their meager resources, and to produce for themselves the items they consumed.
 Unlike bourgeois women from the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs, these young workers would not considered to be able to control their consumer impulses.


The women of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs did not think that the democratization of consumption was a good thing.  Quite the contrary, women of the league criticized the bon marché (the bargain), the bonnes occasions (the good deals) and the camelote that shoppers had to avoid if they wanted to ameliorate the conditions of workers.
 These women also refused to accept the commercial innovations of the department stores because of the social consequences they might have.  For example, the «rendu»​—the possibility of returning an article to a department store if one didn’t like it—was criticized because it caused the shopgirls to lose money.  In effect, they lost the commission linked to the sale.
 The members of the league criticized fashion, and prefered the traditional seasonal rhythms of the bourgeoisie: they counseled their members to command very in advance dresses to their dressmakers.  That way the workers could do such work during periods when they did not have other work to do.
 The members of the league also had a discourse that was quite critical towards advertising : it was not considered as moral and correct enough.


The composition and the discourse of this league show that its members were part of a bourgeois world seeking to protect itself against the innovations linked to the slow ‘democratization’ of consumption and to the new methods of sale in the department stores. what people said.


B. A conservative women’s world

At the origin of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs, one finds the notion of a specifically feminine responsibility. Women were considered as those principally responsible for conditions of work among the working class.  Henriette Brunhes said, for example: «It is we [women] who do the research on a store that sells things most cheaply, it’s the love of finery that pushes us, these other women, to buy dresses and hats at very low prices. »
 From this responsibility was also born a duty (according to the league) to pay attention to the manner in which they bought and in which they organized themselves.  «Social purchasing» requires forethought and careful planning.
  One could say that here we see prefigured the discourse of Christine Fredericks on the rationalization of domestic work.  In any case, this «responsibility» was clearly inscribed within a traditional definition of woman, who was responsible for the organization of the household and of the private sphere.

It is clear that the women of the league were not feminists  and they appear isolated among multiple groups of women at the beginning of the century. On the one hand, the women of LSA —who knew these feminine and feminist groups— situated themselves at a great distance from them because of their Catholicism. The league members were far from the most active feminist movements (the liberals and the socialists) because of their nostalgic conception.  Henriette Brunhes, and the women who surrounded her, defended a traditional conception of woman, for whom motherhood was the most important mission.
  If one thinks only of her concern for social issues, one could imagine her getting along well with some socialists; but the leagues’ conception of woman was too distant from feminist positions. But on the other hand, women in the consumers’ league did not get along very well with moderate female philanthopists, situated at the center of the political spectrum, and tied to protestant philanthropy, this time because of their positions on social issues.  They found that these women were too socially conservative in regard to the conditions of workers.
 Women in the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs constituted a group that was excluded from other feminist structures and in particular from the National Council of French Women.  Being both catholic and socially progressive, they found themselves on the margin of other feminine and feminist organizations.

The Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs appears, then, to have been a  group of middle class catholic women who were protecting their fortress, their universe, against the democratisation of consumption and against a different vision of the role of the woman in society. But the French consumers’ league also had another face, that of a more subversive face than one would expect at first glance... 

II. Some « subversive » aspects of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs

The more one studies the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs, the more one realizes the extend to which there existed elements of radicalism beneath a veneer of respectable conservatism. This is demonstrated by the manner in which other Catholics viewed them. The consumers’ league permitted these women to transform the world in which they lived... by remaining inside of it. Paradoxically, to comprehend this, it is necessary to consider the relations between the women of this league and the external world. One sees certain connections or links —in particular ties with protestant culture— which allowed these women to create a subversive organization for the world from which they came. How was this league perceived in the Catholic world ? How were the practices and action of the League regarded by others ? Were they in fact more innovative than their apparently conservative discourses would suggest ? 

A. In the heart of social Catholicism


If one pays attention to the place of the League in the Catholic world, one sees that it was very different than other catholic organizations, and that Henriette Brunhes was not a Catholic bourgeoise in the same way as others ostensibly like her. This makes the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs a more «subversive» organization than it first appears to be.

The league was a typical catholic organization: it is a social catholic organization. The world of female catholic organizations was quite complex, and the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs is situated at one extreme, a very socially advanced extreme.  If one examines the ensemble of catholic organisations, it appears, in fact, to be extraordinarily progressive. Like feminist or women’s groups, catholic organizations were flowering at the turn of the century.  Let us just cite a few examples: the League of French Women (Ligue des Femmes Françaises) (created in 1901) or the Patriotic League of French Women (Ligue Patriotique des Françaises) (created in 1902).  These organizations were quite close to the Action Française or the Action Liberale Populaire (politically, very conservative parties)
  and were profoundly and overtly antifeminist.  They considered feminism to be secular, free-thinking and revolutionary.
  And when these leagues called out to consumers, in order to create «Catholic Consumers’ Leagues», this was not for reasons of social reform.


At Amiens, the Patriotic League of French Women created, for example, in 1907 a Catholic Buyers Association for the Weekly Rest.  Like the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs, this organization fought for the weekly holiday.  Its members agreed not to buy anything on sundays or in stores that were open on sundays. But this Association’s members were particularly invited « never to buy in stores known to be owned by Jews, freemasons or enemies of religion» and to favour the opposite: « stores known as catholic and in particular owned by members of the Patriotic League of French Women ».
 No such guidelines can be found in the records of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs; indeed it disapproved of such antisemitic language, and it deliberately distanced themselves from these organizations, especially since it accepted the republican state, in contrast to these very conservative catholic associations.


Let us return now to the composition of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs.  The members of the French consumers’ league  included also middle class men, but not just any middle class men: one finds a large number of «socially progressive catholics» (catholiques sociaux).  The first among them was Jean Brunhes (the founder of the LSA with his wife).  This professor was with a few others (Georges Goyau, Max Turmann, Henri Lorin, and so on), one of the promotors of socially progressive catholicism in France.
 Socially progressive catholicism was born with the encyclique «Rerum Novarum» of Pope Léon the XIIIth (1891) and developed at the turn of the century.  It brought together all of those who wanted, in the name of the Catholic church, to find answers to the «social question»; a great number of associations were created in responds to this. One finds a great number of socially progressive catholics and their wives on the list of members of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs.
 This was a specificity of the Consumers’ League in France in comparison to that of the United States, and also with regard to the Swiss League (that Jean and Henriette Brunhes contributed themselves to creating, but which inserted itself within a feminist protestant network).


Evidence of the French Consumers’ League’s progressive nature can be found in its open conflict with another, more conservative catholicism in the 1910s. Without entering all the religious debates of the period, it is worth saying that like other catholic progressive organizations (le Sillon), the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs was the object of ferocious criticism on the part of catholic conservatives close to Pope Pius the Xth, around 1910.  The league was harshly criticized in catholic milieux as «modernist» at a moment when it was a crime of lese-magesty in these milieux.
  


This had consequences for women in the league. Concretely, for example, Henriette Brunhes broke permanently with the most conservative part of her family. Indeed, her nephew (Dominique Roland-Gosselin) organized a cabale against the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs in 1908-1910. Henriette’s two sisters sent her incendiary letters. Acording to them, the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs ought to have been openly catholic and to have recruited exclusively from the catholic communits.
 Henriette Brunhes appears to have been quite wounded from these attacks which attempted to exclude her from the catholic world, which she refused to allow to happen.  She maintained that her action, if influenced by her openness to other cultures, remained at the heart of catholic culture. What she proclaimed was considered revolutionary by certain catholic women around her.

What favored this evolution?  It is important to insist upon the influence of protestant culture on the catholic culture, as a factor that encouraged openness and innovation in this French bourgeoisie. Contrary to her sisters, Henriette used a part of her origins which were, in fact, a rich melange.  Her mother was a fervent Catholic... but she was of Russian orthodox origin and she converted to catholicism when Henriette was little.  The father of Henriette, meanwhile, was a protestant of nordic origin (Danish and Swedish). To this heritage, one must add several key influences: the intellectual encounter with John Ruskin (a christian rebelling against his scottish presbyterian faith)
, the encounter with the socially progressive catholic milieu of her husband Jean Brunhes, that was very open to other groups (notably protestants and socialists) and the encounter with American and European consumers’ leagues.


If one examines the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs in the context of the catholic world, it appears quite innovative.  The proof is that this organization was viewed unfavourably in the catholic world and was even regarded as subversive. Moreover, their actions could be much more «subversive» than their discourse.

B. New and innovative practices


The discourse of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs made it seem quite conservative at first glance.  But one must focus on its innovative practices.  A few examples can be cited among many. The first example is the surveys and the use of advertising
; the second involves female action in the public sphere. 

The practice of doing surveys is particularly interesting because they were accomplished not by going to visit the poor in order to do charitable acts but rather to find « scientific » data in order to change their consumption habits.
 Indeed, the process of doing surveys was a relatively formal procedure, strongly influenced by the empirical sociology of Frederic Le Play.  The Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs even asked a professor close to the leplaysiens, Pierre de Maroussem, to give a course to members on the methods of doing surveys
.  In the archives, one read forms filled out by members of the league, as well as detailed reports of these detailed surveys.
 This is quite interesting, since we do not know much about the diffusion of these methods in the « civil society ».


In addition, even if some members of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs were against advertising, the league eventually used a « brand name » and advertising to defend its ideas.
 The  league’s means of propaganda included printing tracts, posters, and assembling exhibitions of objects made by workers in their homes (as a way of struggling against the sweating system).  The French consumers’ league was in contact with the American league in order to disseminate the list of parisian dressmakers among their American colleagues, and they even published a tract named International Publicity.
 In addition to lectures and articles in the press (notably in the catholic press), one can cite the creation of calendars that proposed modelling buying periods on the constraints of the working world.
 In fact, even though it had a discourse that was critical of and alternative to consumer society, the league favored an apprenticeship in certain key practices of consumer society.  Indeed they used consumer society’s methods against it. The same thing  has been demonstrated for consumer cooperatives in the interwar period.


The use of advertising tactics constitutes a particular example of practices that were in contradiction with the league’s discourse.  One could say the same on the question of the role of women in the public sphere. These women occupied an intermediary position between the most radical feminists and the most conservative, catholic women:  at the same time that they defended, «in speech», a traditional conception of the woman in the family, they proposed, «in actions», a new vision of the appropriate behave of women in the public sphere. 

Like other women in the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth century, the women of the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs used a feminine and legitime responsibility in order to act in the public sphere. Other women have acted in other contexts against some laws, as charity women, as religious activists, etc.
 What is specific here is the role of consumption as point of departure of social and political action. 

Women of the consumers’ league employed practices that openly recognized that they had a very public role as consumers.  They saw themselves as playing an active role, as ethical consumers, in shaping mass consumer society as it was coming into being. By insisting on their duties (as consumers) they posed, in fact, as citizens who had rights, in particular the right to intervene in capitalism. Consumption transformed them into veritable social actresses, and not merely «nurses» who distributed bandaids in a male capitalist world.
 Rather, they considered themselves as organised and rational actors (like managers treating correctly their own employees). 


Also, in the 1910s and like their American counterparts, they engaged increasingly in lobbying in order to affect legislation and to participate in the construction of labor legislation before 1914.  The women in the league did this in collaboration with men in the league, and with other organizations such as the Association nationale française pour la protection légale des travailleurs, the Musée social, trade-unions and the Office du travail.
  These women participated indirectly in the elaboration and the control of legislation in the social domain. Indeed, in its surveys, the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs collected some informations on workers, especially home workers. By lobbying with other associations, it supported the vote and the application of social laws, for instance concerning the Sunday rest (« loi du 13 juillet 1906 établissant le repos hebdomadaire pour les employés et les ouvriers »), sits for shopgirls in department stores, night work for bread and pastry makers, etc. Then, the association participated, alongside the « inspecteurs du travail » (men and women), in the policing of the social regulations, as for instance on work hours. Finally, these women seem to have behaved in a way as citizens, without having the ballot (and without asking for it) : this citizenship can be defined as « social »  (and not civic nor political)
  and as « subjective » (they thought that they could intervene in the public sphere and began to behave as citizens, and to feel it, even if it was not objectively true).
 Consumption might be one tool —there were others—for women to act in the public sphere, more specifically here as reformers of capitalism.

Conclusion

If we change our first perspective, and enter into the universe of the women in the league, we find that the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs has become more subversive and innovative than it was at the outset. We understand that the league permitted its female members to participate in reforming the world, all the while remaining in «their» catholic universe.  This reforming spirit might seem a small deviation to us, but it was a giant step for them to take, since doing so made them risk being excluding from a catholic society to which they remained quite attached. Alongside traditional charity work  and catholic action on the one hand, and feminist movements on the other, women in the French consumers’ league seemed to have invented a third path: toward socially responsible consumption. There can be pockets of innovation at the heart of currents that seem a priori to be conservative ;  here the pocket of innovation derives from a capacity for alliance, international cultural transfer, and an openness to other religions and other social classes. 

Contrary to what advertisers from the early 20th century would have us believe, certain female consumers were quite active in the face of the genesis of consumer society.  It was as consumers that the women from the Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs authorized themselves to act in the public sphere, at a moment when women still did not have the vote (French women did not gain this right until 1944).  It shows that it is worthwhile to look beyond the writing of men in the advertising profession to the writings and archives of certain women who reacted and proposed an alternative to the «impulsive» consumption described by Roger Mauduit.

It seems that we see the workings of a collective apprenticeship in consumption.  While advertisers learned (and taught themselves) how to sell and tried to educate consumer about how to buy, certain consumers learned (and taught themselves) how to consume and educated others about how to buy, in particular, in accordance with a certain «ethics of consumption». Consumption was used as a political tool by these catholic French women who would otherwise not have authorised themselves to act in the public sphere. As a consequence they were able to attempt reform capitalism more actively than through traditional forms of charity.


The Ligue Sociale d’Acheteurs allows us to treat the essential themes of class, gender, and culture, in order to better understand French society in the Belle Epoque. It permits us, in effect, to see the transformations that took place at the genesis of consumer society; the role of these catholic women and their relations with men; the importance of catholicism and the religious issues associated with consumption; the transatlantic ties and the european networks that existed between reformers before World War I; and the contradictory aspects of such reforming movements in the face of the modernization of society.
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