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Purchasing Power reveals that Ca-
nadians’ consumer habits of a cen-
tury ago were ultimately connected 

to power. Canadians used the consumer 
realm to empower themselves, and disem-
power others based on class, race, and eth-
nicity—a sentiment that continues today 

as consumerism in Canada, and globally, 
continues to rise at an unsustainable level 
that accentuates inequalities. Belisle’s book 
effectively illustrates the source and history 
of Canadians’ consumer habits, which fuel 
today’s consumer culture. Since the late 
nineteenth century, Canadian women’s 

phone hostility to ‘British’ ideas of liberty. 
As Anderson’s carefully marshalled exam-
ples make clear, these ideas were pervasive 
in the first third of the twentieth century. 
After the war the nature of Canadian anti-
Catholicism shifted again, although once 
more Quebec, or rather Protestant percep-
tions of Quebec, remained central. Anxie-
ties about relative population growth (both 
organic and imported) and disgust at what 
was seen as Catholic moral meddling be-
came conflated with the incipient fascism 
some detected in the social and economic 
policies of Maurice Duplessis. The result 
was that Catholic Quebec came to be seen 
by many in English Canada as an ally of all 
that was dark and undemocratic in inter-
war Europe. The Second World War did lit-
tle to alleviate these fears: disgust at resist-
ance to conscription was widespread and 
often associated with Catholicism as such, 
and many detected the shadow of Vichy in 
explicitly Catholic-nationalist groups such 
as the Order of Jacques Cartier. These fears 
continued into the Cold War: Catholi-
cism in general and its Canadian variant in 
particular was simply another totalitarian-

ism opposed to the personal, political, and 
economic freedoms embraced by English 
Canada. The result, Anderson argues, was 
a Canadian civic nationalism that had 
neither room nor patience for what it per-
ceived as Catholic obscurantism. Not Quite 
Us is very good in tracing and describing 
the protean but enduring character of Ca-
nadian anti-Catholicism, and if its focus 
on every manifestation of English Cana-
dian anti-Catholic expression can at times 
seem relentless, the detail is rich, deep, 
and ultimately convincing. In the end the 
reader is forced to agree with Anderson’s 
conclusion that English Canadian anti-
Catholicism has been integral to the Cana-
dian project. ‘It has’, he writes, ‘constantly 
shifted in composition, reflecting the sym-
biotic relationship anti-Catholicism has 
shared with a central question in Canadian 
history: who is an ideal Canadian and how 
can this ideal be cultivated and protected?’ 
(242) This richly researched book is an im-
portant contribution to that debate. 

Colin Barr
University of Aberdeen
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consumer activity has been used to “sur-
vive, construct identities, seek pleasure, 
demonstrate citizenship, and communicate 
status” (6). By examining Canadian wom-
en’s consumer involvement between 1890 
and 1930, Belisle displays women’s roles as 
political and economic actors. Purchasing 
Power argues that the federal government 
viewed women as consumer citizens, and 
women themselves engaged in consumer-
ism for survival, artistic expression, and as 
a means of activism (180). 

Belisle tracks women’s involvement 
in consumption through analyses of the 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union’s 
consumer advocacy, women’s consumption 
during wartime, the training of young con-
sumers in home economics programs, rural 
women’s consumer habits, fashion, and co-
operative consumption movements. These 
subjects iterate several recurring themes of 
women’s consumption, two of which in-
clude consumption and the construction 
of citizenship, and women’s position as a 
consumer within gendered divisions of la-
bour. 

Women’s position as consumers dur-
ing the First World War resulted in the 
production of a “nationalist, feminized 
consumer citizenship” (70). Persuaded by 
the government to adhere to strict con-
sumer guidelines, Canadian women used 
their role as food producers, shoppers, and 
budgeters to support the government and 
war effort by consuming responsibly. This 
helped to secure women’s position as a con-
sumer as politically and economically sig-
nificant. The relationship between wom-
en’s consumption and citizenship is further 
displayed in Belisle’s examination of home 
economics classes in the early twentieth 
century. Young women were trained to be 
modern, professional consumers through 
classes on budgeting, shopping, and deco-
rating (73-74). Classes emphasized Euro-

Canadian standards that presented white, 
upper class womanhood as the ideal, mod-
ern consumer who would contribute to the 
well being of the nation, thus limiting the 
consumer value of racialized and working-
class women (96). 

The power that women held as con-
sumers in the gendered division of labour 
is seen in the WCTU’s promotion of tem-
perance-based consumption. Belisle illus-
trates how the WCTU valued consumer 
habits that were “mother centred and do-
mestic oriented” (19). The WCTU argued 
that women should spend money on goods 
that would benefit their families and dem-
onstrate respectability to others, and ulti-
mately take money away from sinful goods 
such as alcohol (35). Belisle argues that 
the WCTU was a “maternalistic consumer 
movement” that advocated for women be-
ing independent, empowered consumer 
agents (42). 
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Women often questioned the capital-
ist, profit-based economy and advocated 
for consumption that promoted the inter-
ests of families and communities. Belisle’s 
examination of cooperative movements 
clearly indicates women’s active participa-
tion in the consumer market, as women or-
ganized to promote “new forms of consum-
er citizenship that prioritized affordability 
and community support” (150). Similarly, 
rural women were actively involved in the 
consumer market in ways that fit their 
needs. Women participated in the sharing 
of knowledge and resources among their 
community, and organizations such as the 
Women’s Institute acted as an “informal 
consumer agency” to promote enjoyable 
and affordable rural consumption (103). 
Rural women, similar to those in coopera-
tive movements, favoured consumer habits 
that benefited their community and saw 
consumerism as a political issue. 

Belisle’s use of archives of the club 
women’s movement, home economics 
movement, and cooperative movement 
presents a noticeably white, middle-class 
perspective, which she acknowledges 
throughout her study. Belisle recognizes 
that the opinions of those in leadership po-
sitions in organizations such as the Wom-

en’s Institute and the WCTU represent 
privileged, white voices (127). The lack 
of diverse voices found throughout Pur-
chasing Power indicates the relationship 
between consumption and white, mid-
dle-class, Euro-Canadian citizenship. As 
Belisle explains in her conclusion, “[wom-
en’s] class and racial privilege encouraged 
many to use consumer display as a venue by 
which to judge who—and who did not—
meet the criteria for membership in the 
modern Canadian polity.” This poses the 
question of when, or if, this relationship 
between privilege and consumerism shift-
ed in Canada to allow more diverse actors 
to hold power in the consumer market. 

Overall, Purchasing Power is a fascinat-
ing study that combines historiographies 
of consumer culture, political economy, 
and Canadian identity. While tracing the 
history of women’s involvement in con-
sumption, it reveals the century long rela-
tionship between civic and consumer roles. 
Belisle’s study is an excellent addition to 
Canadian consumer history that will ap-
peal to gender, social, economic, and po-
litical historians and students alike.  

Megan Blair 
University of British Columbia

This book is a treasure trove of metic-
ulous microhistorical scholarship 
centred on the history of a family 

farm in southwestern Ontario. 
A social activist and retired librar-

ian, Kae Elgie set out to write a family 
history, beginning with her great-great-
grandfather, George Elgie, who purchased 
the farm in 1870—but a box of 85 mostly 
handwritten deeds found in the farmhouse 
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