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Abstract
The mid-nineteenth-century mushrooming of consumer 
culture sparked a transformation of London and Par-
is and bestowed newfound mobility upon its female 
inhabitants. Urban commercial spaces such as the na-
scent department store were billed as safe havens for 
the unchaperoned lady. In actuality, the Victorian public 
sphere symbolised a double-edged sword: it conjured 
up sites of delight that any class of woman could fre-
quent, offering an overdue escape from the tedium of 
home, yet it also exposed them to unprecedented sexual 
danger; spawning incidents (downplayed as ‘street an-
noyances’ or ‘impertinences’) for which female victims 
were habitually blamed. Stretching from streetwalkers 
to the bourgeoisie, this essay explores the complex re-
lationship between mid-nineteenth-century women and 
consumer culture in London and Paris
_________________________________________________

Although I was quietly dressed, and I hoped looked what 
I was, a respectable young woman, scarcely a day [passed] 
when I, while waiting for an omnibus, was not accosted. 
— C.S. Peel1

The mid-1800s mushrooming of consumer culture - 
sparking a transformation of London2 and Paris3 into 
nonpareil pleasure domes - bestowed newfound mo-
bility upon its female partakers. While previous soci-
etal constructs had chained women to the precepts of 
domesticity, consigning wives and daughters alike to a 
passive, private life,4 the nascent department store of-
fered a dazzling space wherein women could ‘safely’ 
amass, unchaperoned.5 A simultaneous surge in print 
production fostered the diffusion of specialist journals 
and periodicals, each striving to embody their city’s vi-
brant spirit.6 Amidst such progressions, middle-class 
women proved instrumental in moulding the fashion 
press, chronicling the latest dress plates and schooling 
readers on shopping etiquette and society news.7 This 
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fledgling influence was by no means confined to sarto-
rial commentary, with female Londoners and Parisians 
also courting acclaim for their achievements as artists, 
composers, scientists and critics.8

Nevertheless, to consider this epoch one of a seamless 
liberation of women would overlook the violation and 
cavilling they were forced to endure. The public sphere, 
in truth, symbolised a double-edged sword: it conjured 
up sites of delight that any class of woman could fre-
quent, offering an overdue escape from the tedium of 
home,9 yet it also exposed them to unprecedented sex-
ual danger; spawning incidents (downplayed as ‘street 
annoyances’ or ‘impertinences’)10 for which female vic-
tims were habitually blamed.11 Stretching from street-
walkers to the bourgeoisie, this essay will explore the 
complex relationship between mid-nineteenth-century 
women and consumer culture in London and Paris; the 
latter toggling between ally and adversary. 

While the concept of shopping as a pleasurable pastime 
had begun to prosper in the 1700s,12 the following cen-
tury expanded this notion to an unforeseen scale. By the 
1860s, Haussmannisation (signifying the radical and 
unrestrained modernisation of central Paris, as spear-
headed by city prefect Georges-Eugène Haussmann) 
had transfigured the Parisian streetscape: congested lab-
yrinths were swiftly demolished in favour of spacious 
boulevards.13 Spurred on by rapid industrialisation, the 
city’s shopping districts were upsized accordingly: spe-
cialist boutiques morphed into bustling grands magasins, 
or department stores, whose resplendent interiors be-
came as remarked upon as the collections they housed.14 
Seminal Modernist writers such as Benjamin declared 
Paris the capital of fashion and luxury15 - a title it retains 
to this day - and while the city did thrive at the apex 
of capitalist aesthetics, London possessed commercial 
gravitas on a similar par, having surpassed Paris in both 
size and affluence.16 
Indeed, some forty years prior to Haussmann’s innova-
tions, John Nash swept away a cluster of cramped roads 
and domiciles to create London’s ‘thoroughfare of fash-
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ion’,17 Regent Street, while the illustrious Burlington 
Arcade, unveiled by Samuel Ware in 1819, was distin-
guished by ‘fancy articles of fashionable demand’.18 At 
the time of conception, these upmarket spaces proved 
the reserve of aristocratic crowds but, as the West End’s 
reputation for top-tier retail flourished, so too did 
mass consumerism, forcing the nobility and gentry to 
share their playground with the non-landed shopper.19 
Across London and Paris, women were not billed as the 
sole beneficiaries of these commercial advancements, 
but their role in this modernity narrative proved in-
dispensable: politicians, entrepreneurs and other pun-
dits defined the department store as female domain,20 
prompting a feminisation of shopping to which retail 
is still indelibly bound.21 Institutions such as the Bon 
Marché, a paragon of Parisian grand magasins, con-
ceived spellbinding shop floors at which women would 
marvel. As Miller records, “merchandise formed a dec-
orative motif ... silks cascaded from the walls of the silk 
gallery, ribbons were strung above the hall of ribbons, 
umbrellas were draped full blown in a parade of hues 
and designs”;22 such descriptions pervade Zola’s Au 
Bonheur des dames (1883), whose setting was modelled 
on the Bon Marché.23 The store’s pioneering of prêt-à-
porter fashions - paired with the advent of exchanging 
and returning goods - encouraged women to indulge in 
impulsive purchasing,24 whereas the in-house opening 
of restaurants and reading rooms provided further in-
centive to linger.25 These sites may have offered women 
their first taste of consumer agency, but they also lulled 
them into a false sense of security; leaving them vul-
nerable to ‘gentleman’ predators that viewed them as 
desirable as the surrounding goods.26

In supplying a definition for ‘street harassment’, Di 
Leonardo considers the perpetrator’s asserted right 
‘to intrude on the woman’s attention, defining her as 
a sexual object’.27 Irrespective of social standing, a fe-
male victim of unsought advances would sooner face 
blame than her aggressor, with the former routinely 
accused of flaunting her sexuality through improper 
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 Although the benefits of urbani-
sation in mid-nineteenth-century 
London and Paris were propa-
gated by the press, in fact these 
renovations sparked life-altering 
ramifications for many work-
ing-class citizens. The city-cen-
tre neighbourhoods in which 
labouring communities had long 
resided and sourced their liveli-
hoods were altered beyond rec-
ognition, causing gentrification, 
rising rents and dispossession.
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dress.28 Yet archival records from mid-nineteenth-cen-
tury London and Paris reveal the extent to which writ-
ers, painters and caricaturists, most of these male, 
nurtured the concept of woman-as-object; their depic-
tions of female figures soon turning from admiration 
to fetishisation.29 Prior to this epoch, fashionable men 
and women had paraded on equal footing - texts such 
as Castiglione’s Libro Del Cortegiano (1528), a foremost 
example of Renaissance courtesy literature, disclose a 
male fixation on dress that matched, if not surpassed, 
his female counterpart.30 By the 1850s, menswear had 
lost its once-lavish connotations, casting the frivolity 
and vibrancy of women’s fashion into sharp relief. 31 
Just as consumption became the prerogative of wom-
en, Simon affirms, ‘the wife became the main indica-
tor of a couple’s social status’.32 These developments 
fuelled the invention of la Parisienne, an exemplar of 
beauty, style and modernity whose image dominated 
all manner of popular media.33 Espoused by intellectual 
linchpins such as Baudelaire, this fictitious icon placed 
fashion at the forefront of modern art: she appealed to 
precise society painters such as Tissot, who sought to 
recreate the lustre of her dernier cri dress, whereas the 
likes of Monet and Manet realised her voguish attire 
through Impressionist brushstrokes.34

The impact of la Parisienne on mid-nineteenth-century 
women forms an insightful case study in the context of 
this essay, as it exposes the role of consumer culture in 
disciplining and sexualising the female figure. Journals 
such as Le Moniteur de la mode informed women of this 
icon’s extensive dress rituals, encouraging their read-
ers to follow suit: ‘a society woman who wants to be 
well dressed for all occasions at all times needs to make 
seven or eight changes of outfit a day . . . there is noth-
ing exaggerated about this.’ Engineered to financially 
benefit the fashion industry, these reports emphasised 
la Parisienne’s erotic desirability whilst promoting the 
best products to mimick her silhouette - one such arti-
cle cites La Maison Séguy’s ‘Pompadour Cream’ as pre-
venting a lady’s complexion from changing due to ‘late 
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nights and bright lights’, 35 a clear allusion to after-hours 
debauchery. Despite this coaxing, fashion critics were 
just as swift to condemn women for their sartorial ex-
cess. Preaching from her journalistic soapbox, Madame 
de Simiane of Magasins des Demoiselles warned that ‘ex-
travagance in dress leads to extravagance in manners 
and in speech, the same way that ruin leads to ruin’,36 
while Baudelaire’s pivotal essay, ‘The Painter of Mod-
ern Life’, regards the ‘unnecessary extravagance’37 of 
a woman’s toilette as denoting ties to prostitution. To 
her fellow female citizens, la Parisienne was a capricious 
sort. At times, she reinforced socioeconomic distinctions 
through her donning of aristocratic garb, saving the 
city’s hierarchy of class from further erosion; on other 
occasions, she commodified this aristocratic look, assur-
ing women of all stations that fashionability could be 
bought.38 Thus women were constrained to walk a tight-
rope of morality: to dress unfashionably would spawn 
insults regarding one’s démodé dullness, and to dress too 
fashionably would prompt charges of indecency.39 Their 
challenges were only heightened by the ascent of anoth-
er class-hopping figure: the courtesan. 

Ubiquitous in the urban public sphere, the mid-nine-
teenth-century sex worker served as both scourge of re-
spectable women and scapegoat for male sexual ‘pests’.40 
Masking her plebeian roots through the artifice of fash-
ion, she sidestepped authorities by mirroring the dress 
of a moneyed demoiselle. By no means was this figure, 
nor the trouble she caused, a new phenomenon: the Re-
naissance trend of chopines - a towering heel that snaked 
through Venetian society - made it difficult to discern 
courtesan from court lady,41 whereas the sex workers 
of seventeenth-century Amsterdam were infamous for 
their deceptive finery.42 Nevertheless, the societal cli-
mate of mid-1800s London and Paris leant itself espe-
cially well to the courtesan’s subterfuge. Thanks to the 
industrialisation of fashion, sex workers could freely, if 
stealthily, frequent the same stores as well-to-do women. 
Some courtesans would purchase confection, also referred 
to as ready-to-wear, which closely matched the ensem-
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bles of costlier fashion houses.43 Others rented garments 
from vintage and second-hand shops, or utilised the do-
mestic sewing machine (omnipresent since the 1830s) to 
fashion their own frocks.44 Moreover, the rising mobility 
of mid-nineteenth-century women proved most advan-
tageous: encircled by crowds of unchaperoned ladies, 
a courtesan could blend in with greater ease than ever 
before.45 Though beneficial to the latter’s trade, many in-
nocent women traversing these sites were subjected to 
grievous acts of harassment. As previously stated, the 
mindset of mid-nineteenth-century society was to hold 
victims accountable for such transgressions, calling their 
morality and self-costuming into question. To illustrate 
this mindset, Walkowitz highlights the acerbic comments 
of one distinguished anatomist, retrieved from a private 
letter dated 1887: ‘Lankester finds the “women who ob-
ject to be spoken to in the street” to be “comic”. What 
can women who “dress themselves up” with “false bot-
toms and stays — and other erotic adornments” expect? 
If women “really do wish to be left alone,” they should 
dress to be “plain and unappetising and avoid the haunts 
of men” ’.46

The notion that sex workers and ‘honest women’47 were 
indiscernible is both supported and dismantled by con-
temporary scholarship. Social observers such as Dick-
ens perceived a courtesan’s appearance as conspicuous, 
betrayed by her ‘miserably poor, but extremely gau-
dy’48 attire; this view is substantiated, to cite but a few 
scholars, by Bellavitis,49 Valverde50 and De Young.51 Yet 
Clayson has gathered numerous reports of ‘prostitutes’ 
that oozed elegance and wealth, citing Dumas’ remarks, 
circa 1890, on courtesans and society women sharing the 
same designers52 - this certainly applies to the trailblaz-
ing Maison Worth, which dressed queens and demimon-
daines indiscriminately.53 Ultimately, both viewpoints 
hold true: as Jozé’s Les Usages du Demi-Monde (1909) 
documents, sex workers inhabited a hierarchy of their 
own, with rich courtesans claiming its highest tier - her 
impoverished confrères, conversely, occupied the low-
est class.54 Despite a pervasion of police activity in the 
courtesan’s stamping ground, neither Paris nor Lon-
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don’s authorities could save their theatres, cafe-concerts 
or shopping streets from the ‘plague’ of sex work. If any-
thing, their actions provoked further instabilities: stroll-
ing through these commercial sites, the finely dressed 
courtesan would pass as respectable, whereas virtuous 
women engaged in a spot of window-shopping were 
often accosted as streetwalkers.55 Taking refuge inside 
the department store (or equivalent venue) did not save 
them from such ‘annoyances’, despite claiming to be a 
lady’s safe haven - enclosed in these resplendent spaces, 
women suffered the encroachment of men just as often.56 

Women shoppers of mid-nineteenth-century London 
and Paris were also threatened by shoplifting allega-
tions. As both cities became increasingly shaped by in-
dustrialisation, some critics expressed concern over the 
dangers that mass consumption posed for the working 
woman. Should the unaffordable contents of a window 
display catch her eye, they claimed, she might be driven 
to theft or prostitution in order to obtain them. These 
social observers soon expanded their fears to include 
the middle-class shopper - multiple stories emerged of 
once-decorous women who, upon browsing a store’s 
tempting commodities, would transmute into thieves 
or nymphomaniacs.57 While critical portrayals of the 
female consumer as a ‘shopping demon’58 were doubt-
less hyperbolic - not to mention damaging for the legit-
imate lady shopper - a number of women partook in 
such thievery. Akin to the courtesan, these retail crimi-
nals used their unsuspicious mien as camouflage,59 with 
many acquiring goods by creating false names, address-
es and credit.60 Despite evidence that men also engaged 
in shoplifting,61 a feminisation of the retail thief began to 
surface. No perusing woman was safe from suspicion, 
leading both critics and relatives to demand she stay at 
home; hence discarding her hard-won mobility. Depend-
ing on the shoplifter’s class, however, her punishment 
would visibly differ. On many occasions, a wealthier 
woman accused of retail theft was excused by blaming 
disreputable shopkeepers, or by medicalising her crime 
through the diagnosis of kleptomania.62 Conversely, a 
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working-class shoplifter was regarded as hardened and 
inherently criminal. Prosecutors were often bereft of 
sympathy in contrast to the trials of her genteel peers; 
the working woman would rarely escape imprison-
ment.63 Mid-nineteenth-century consumer culture may 
have espoused, if superficially, the congregation of all 
citizens. However, as the above incidents testify, this 
did nothing to diminish class tensions. By consequence, 
women found themselves fighting a war on two fronts; 
against the patriarchal ideals that still curbed their agen-
cy, and against females of a contrasting social rank. 

The industrialisation of London and Paris promised 
to extricate women from their passive lifestyle and, to 
some degree, it delivered. Yet this liberation was tem-
pered at best - the female consumer was valued for her 
financial bolstering of the fashion industry, but her ben-
eficiaries seldom showed concern for her dearth of civil 
rights beyond shopping; her as-yet unattained nation-
al suffrage.64 Women were encouraged to navigate the 
urban space by entrepreneurs and the press, but were 
simultaneously punished for doing so, whether through 
harassment by male strangers or false criminalisation 
from shoplifting claims. Blame for such incidents was 
societally levelled at other women: the sex workers and 
‘morally unsupervised’65 shop-girls that attracted men 
to feminine locales; the ‘fast’ but pedigreed mademoiselles 
whose fashionability sought to mimic the courtesan’s; 
the ‘hard-wired’ criminals that plundered fine establish-
ments for goods to pawn.66 While these figures did suc-
cessfully deceive their chosen targets, their actions do 
not absolve those of lascivious men, who continued to 
frighten women in spite of their lucid disinterest.67 The 
feminine press also prove accountable, having chastised 
readers for the consumer appetite they had helped to 
stoke, while in turn stating it was usually a woman’s 
fault if she were ‘spoken to’.68 Echoes of this mentality 
prove tangible to this day. The experimental style enthu-
siast, whose fashionability may manifest in revealing or 
cleavage-enhancing dress, is still misconstrued as sex-
ually available or ‘asking for it’.69 Nineteenth-century 
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feminists such as Swanwick and Robins were met with 
hostility when speaking out against ‘street annoyanc-
es’,70 but the comparative mobility of present-day West-
ern women stems, without doubt, from their trailblaz-
ing strides. 
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