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ABSTRACT:

Although the 1929 economic crisis affected France from 1931 onwards, the sport system
continued its ascent during the 1930s. Some sports, such as ping-pong, also called table-tennis
for questions of legal risk between the federations and the ping-pong brand, took advantage of
this context of crisis to develop. A fashionable sport in 1932 and 1933, this new practice
developed in drinking establishments where the sporting culture was already well established
since bars often served as the head offices of many clubs. However, once the craze had
subsided ping-pong struggled to evolve in a spatial and economic environment that was less

favorable to its expansion.
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Much academic research in sport history in France has focused on the emergence and
evolution of organized sports using political, social or cultural approaches.' Between 1980
and 1990, these studies first dealt with the pioneering development of soccer, forms of
swimming, French boxing between 1797 and 1967 or rowing; and more recently on
disciplines which evolved later on, such as the history of badminton in France starting at the

end of the nineteenth century to 1979, or the introduction and diffusion of handball from 1922



to 2004.% While the notion of diffusion is not always the focus of such studies, this element is
certainly mentioned in the development of these sports. The phenomena of
institutionalization, regulation of practice, exhibition or professionalization of such activities
have also been extensively studied. After the demise of the Union of French Societies for
Athletic Sports (USFSA 1889-1920), the movement of sport federations towards autonomy,
clearly more evident since the end of the First World War, continued to develop and is well
established today.

However, few studies have described the sudden dynamics of sport crazes, which may
relate to phenomena of ‘fashion’, in the historiography of sport in France.® Some monographs
on the departments, referring to administrative areas, situate these fluctuations within the
associative system from the end of the nineteenth century to the end of the 1930s.* The social
and spatial dynamics of sport crazes during the inter-war period, when French sport attracted
new practitioners and interested even more readers, listeners and spectators, deserve to be
analyzed in terms of their associational trajectory.®> The ping-pong craze in France in 1932 is
interesting because this cultural phenomenon was born during the economic crisis of 1929, on
the one hand, and a few years after its structuring in the French Table Tennis Federation
(FFTT) in 1927 and the international federation (ITTF) in 1926, on the other.® The terms
‘ping-pong’ or ‘table tennis’ are used indiscriminately here. If ‘ping-pong’ also referred to the
parlor game, it was however the term most used at the time to denominate its sporting practice
in France during the 1930s. In order not to have a problem with the registered trademark,
ping-pong, the FFTT and ITTF chose ‘table tennis’.

From institutional history to social history, and in a context of an economic crisis that
strongly affected France in the 1930s, the ping-pong craze developed during 1932 and 1933
by taking advantage of the space that bar owners offered for playing. Café owners thus

supported its development by offering a place for a table or by setting up a table themselves.



In this environment, male sociability strongly marked the diffusion of table tennis with clubs
and their head offices very often in the back room of the cafés. Thus, the clubs suddenly
multiplied and joined together within single-sport and multi-sport federations. However, from
1934 onwards, this vogue was no longer attractive and reflected the image of a ‘minor” sport.
Membership was stagnating and then declining in most federations, due to waning popularity
together with the disappearance of the tax advantages that the game had brought to the bar
owners which had made table tennis more profitable than other café games like billiards, for
example.

Nevertheless, table tennis remained an urban and peri-urban sport for the intermediate
classes during the 1930s. In spite of the craze that evolved in 1932 and 1933, it remained a
less practiced sport with regard to the sport federations compared to the major sports in
France such as soccer or athletics during the 1930s. It was indeed its inexpensive character, in
a context of crisis, which explained this sudden and collective craze. The trajectory of ping-
pong in France offers an unprecedented example of a brief and sudden diffusion which relied
on the network of cafés, but which then had difficulty to develop further. Ping-pong in France
remained strongly attached to the image of an entertaining game played outside of sport
institutions. The term diffusion qualifies the quantitative development of ping-pong, and the

term democratization to describe the spread of the practice to the more popular classes.

The Spread of Sport Clubs: A Local Ping-Pong Mania (1932-1933)

Even if ping-pong was not a major sport in France in the 1930s, it became popular and
fashionable in 1932. The clubs multiplied and joined the federations. This sporting craze
spread in the regions and it became a local sport ‘par excellence’. These competitions,
organized in the urban and peri-urban areas between local clubs, only reflected the timid

development of the practice of sport in rural areas in France.



Although ping-pong survived in the FFTT until 1931, it was about to celebrate its
sporting conversion. According to the sport weekly Match:I’Intran, a ping-pong mania had
raged in France since the beginning of 1932.” The use of the neologism ping-pong mania is
not devoid of meaning. The numbers of followers grew daily. It was becoming a ‘fashionable
sporting game’, and the newspaper exclaimed that ‘more than one hundred thousand
Frenchmen (would thus) ... undertake to break their ... rackets in favor of table tennis’.?
Although the number may have been imaginary, this new sport was certainly undergoing
unprecedented development. Indeed, the number of associations — which were created and
registered for the practice of ping-pong in the Official Journal of the French Republic,
evidences a sudden boom: two new associations received mention in 1931, 67 in 1932 and
276 in 1933 (Figure 1). Between 1932 and 1933, ping-pong was very much in vogue. Indeed,
enthusiasts were working to develop independent table tennis sections or clubs to provide a
framework for this new sporting fad.® The craze also concerned the FFTT. This sudden
change in the number of affiliated clubs was revealed in L Intransigeant by the Federation's
president: 28 clubs existed in May 1932, 300 in May 1933, reaching 420 on October 1 of the
same year. The official statistics in the Federal Yearbook of 1950 point in this same direction,
and they correspond approximately to the club counts identified in the FFTT minutes: 20
clubs in 1931, 148 in 1932, reaching 377 on July 27, 1933.1° However, they do not take into
account the clubs that did not renew their membership, nor the cessation of activities.*

This spectacular growth within the FFTT was a sign of a sudden sporting infatuation;
the craze for ping-pong was not the result of spontaneous gatherings like the still-popular
ping-pong parlor game.*? These entertaining games still existed, but it was the sporting
dimension that was ‘in fashion’. The names ping-pong and table tennis did not mark this
3

difference. In fact, the majority of new sport associations were table tennis associations.

Players met in clubs to compete under the auspices of the FFTT. Like the few bourgeois



canoeists who turned to the more competitive aspect of rowing between 1865 and 1930,
sporting sociability in the clubs overtook pre-existing bourgeois sociability.*

The patronage of the Gymnastics and Sport Federation of French Sponsorship
(FGSPF) confirmed this adherence. This Catholic group used sports to develop Catholic
values among young people following the suppression of ethics and religious symbols in
schools in 1882 and the separation of Church and State in France in 1905. By offering ‘new’
sport competitions, the FGSPF brought athletes together in a religious institution. Indeed, the
Catholic magazine Les Jeunes mentioned 865 players taking part in official table tennis
events during the 1932/1933 season.® However, this sport craze remained a minor activity
compared to the 137,000 licensed players in association soccer in 1932. Similarly, basketball
and association soccer within the FGSPF itself had ten times as many players in their ranks.'®
In the end, the specific ping-pong boom was evident in the spectacular increase in its numbers
when other sports were growing to a far lesser extent, and the fact that the members were
initially so few, made the growth even more spectacular.

However, this situation was also due to other more contextual factors. L Intransigeant
reported at the beginning of 1933 its belief that ice skating and its derivative ice hockey was
‘one of the few sports, along with basketball and ping-pong, which have gained in
membership, because the financial crisis has had a clear impact on the number of players in
all clubs’.*” During a financial crisis where unemployment in French industry soared between
1932 and 1933, ping-pong was clearly characterized by a sudden craze to practice it which
took shape in clubs and single-sport or affinity federations.® The diffusion of physical
activities in the geographical area of Seine-et-Oise, for instance, shows a decline in the annual
rate of creation of ping-pong clubs in 1932, suggesting the sport reached a threshold of
maturity.*® Despite the regional particularities of sporting clubs, their number then met the

needs of the population despite the economic situation.”® Finally, the ping-pong craze bears
ping-pong



the mark of a new sport which contributed, on a minor scale because of the small number of
clubs, to the progression of sport associationism in France in the inter-war period. It also
signals the implication of social legislation, following the law of 1901 which facilitated in
particular, the creation of clubs and the holding of gatherings without prior authorization.
Sport developed easier by bringing players together in clubs.

The geographical spread of clubs expanded the sport beyond Paris so that the fashion
capital was no longer the only place involved in this sporting craze. This sport, moreover,
went well beyond the few big Parisian clubs present within the FFTT since 1931.%* In fact, the
movement of clubs towards the provinces was clearly visible by 1932. The registration
document of the associations reveals table tennis had reached most of France’s major
developed cities.?? In 1932, only four associations out of the 67 listed in the Official Journal
of the French Republic were located in Paris, and the ratio was 12 Parisian clubs out of the
276 associations registered in 1933.2° The same was true in the ranks of the FFTT with a spill-
over effect in geographical areas outside the city of Paris from September 1932.2* Finally, this
craze went beyond the Parisian area and could be conceived as a provincial territorialization
of leisure activities for a middle class, present in the villages around the large cities.
Established at the beginning of the twentieth century in the capital and in the fashionable
holiday resorts, this new craze was therefore one of the markers of a rapid implantation of
sporting fads in places that were, until then, less affected by the trends of the day.

This sporting spill-over also spread beyond the major urban areas. The sport
newspaper [’Intransigeant reported that in the Normandy region, ‘in imitation of the big
cities, the smallest villages now have their halls and even their clubs’.?® Indeed, some Norman
towns close to the Rouen urban area were affected by the spread of this sport, as were towns
even farther from the big cities.?® This dynamic of establishing clubs shows that the ping-

pong craze was spreading to the peripheries of large urban areas and even to some towns



further in the countryside. However, the establishment of ping-pong in the countryside and
especially in villages with a population of less than 3,000 remained of minor importance, as
Jean-Claude Gaugain illustrates in the Var department.’” The same situation was also evident
in Seine-et-Oise.?® Indeed, ping-pong constituted a local sport which could be practiced easily
within the same city where it could even accommodate different social activities, thanks to the
lightness of the equipment, an asset to sport events when travel was expensive.?®

The competitive spirit that governed this craze is revealed by the sudden multiplication
of clubs or sections within the same city. In Rouen alone, more than 12 clubs played table
tennis according to L’Intransigeant.® Indeed, the popularity of ping-pong in the city of
Rouen was so strong that seven clubs joined the FFTT between 1932 and 1933.%
Competitions among local clubs within the same city were characteristic of this new craze,
and the press announced no less than 10 new clubs between August and November 1932 in
Roubaix.®* An increase in the number of specific ping-pong clubs was also evident from 1932
in Seine-et-Oise.®

As with the development of other sports in France, the ping-pong craze was based on
visible enthusiasm mainly in the developed towns in provincial France. This sporting fad,
which motivated the establishment of clubs, spread to the various districts of provincial towns
further away from the major cities between 1932 and 1933. Its trajectory offers an
unprecedented example of a brief and sudden development. Although this increase was in
absolute terms small in relation to the number of licensees, ping-pong was the new

phenomenon of sports fashion.

From Socially Accessible Fashion to a Pretext to Male Sociability in the Cafe
A distinguished activity since 1931 as practiced in the bourgeois clubs of the FFTT,

this craze gradually took hold in the middle and working classes, and undoubtedly constituted



a means of social ascension in this general movement of appropriation of activities.** The
ping-pong craze took its place in the back rooms of cafés and integrated the workers'
federations, becoming a cheap sport. The bar gambling tax system and the context of the
economic crisis created a favourable situation for its development. However, male sociability,
of which the bar was an example, had a profound effect on the sport. Ping-pong was marked

by men’s practice and café habits around lemonade and aperitifs.

Indeed, from 1932 and 1933, the sport body of the French Section of the Workers'
International (SFIO) showed an increase in the number of competitions and specific sections
within the Workers” Union of Sports and Gymnastics Societies (USSGT).* The newspaper
Le Populaire commented in January 1932: ‘for some years now, table tennis or Ping-Pong has
enjoyed remarkable success and growing popularity which is perfectly justified’.® Its place
became indisputable from April 1932 when it qualified as a ‘fashionable sport’, as the number
of teams had increased ‘significantly’, from 29 to 62 by the end of 1933 within the Regional
Union of the Seine alone.*” Popularity meant that this craze no longer belonged only to the
wealthy classes as had the fashion of the parlor game at the beginning of the twentieth
century. By offering favorite trendy sports, the USSGT gave workers the opportunity to take
part in competitions outside the so-called ‘bourgeois’ sport federations. L’ ’Humanité also
reported its development in the ranks of the Labor Sport Federation (FST), which emerged
from the French section of the Communist International (SFIC).*® Although a sport
commission incorporated ping-pong, at least as early as 1930, it was not until 1932 that it
became more widespread through the formation of sections and the organization of ‘friendly
matches’.*® Although the workers practiced it, the sections within the clubs were not yet

sufficiently numerous, according to the editor, and sporting events were still rare. In spite of



this, the ping-pong craze indeed marked the democratization of sport among the workers in
the FST clubs.

This sport was undoubtedly a ‘popular’ fashion in France during the years 1932 and
1933. According to the Revue du tennis et du ping-pong, ‘table tennis is and should be a
popular sport because it is not expensive to play’.*® Although table tennis had been an
accessible sport to workers and employees since 1932, the cost of a table and the renting of a
room sometimes proved to be an obstacle for regular practice. Indeed, the middle and working
classes continued to be constrained by the considerable cost of joining certain clubs. For
example, a subscription to the Ping-Pong Club Versaillais cost 12 francs per month, and
members of the Ping Pong Club de France had to pay 50 francs per month and an entry fee of
100 francs.** By way of comparison, a basic necessity for men at the time, a packet of ‘blue
Gauloises’ cigarettes, cost 2.5 francs in 1930.** Affected by the partial unemployment, an
subscription in a club proved to be a real choice. With membership fees ranging from the
cheapest rate to double, or even five times the cost, the social origin of the players depended
to a great extent on prices and whether or not there was any sponsorship. Enthusiasts were
increasing but the groups remained socially distinct.

Moreover, although the craze was ‘popular’, ping-pong continued to be an activity
prized in the bourgeois clubs.”®* According to historian Tony Froissart, the intermediate socio-
professional classes held the positions of office manager in the ping-pong clubs in the Seine-
et-Oise department.** These board members included entrepreneurs, insurance, stock
exchange or office employees, draftsmen, accountants, students and tenant farmers.* For
example, the Ping-Pong Club Versaillais in 1932 mentions ‘(one) President: Student; (one)
Vice-President: Quantity Surveyor; (one) Secretary: Business Agent; (one) Assistant

Secretary: Business Agent; (and one) Assistant Treasurer: Student’.*® The presence of



students and administrative staff among the board members thus suggests that the ping-pong
craze belonged to the petty bourgeoisie and middle class who came together to form clubs.

These men of these social standings probably desired to rise in society, and they
aspired to imitating the upper and middle classes. It is difficult then to know the real
motivations of these new players. They may have wanted to practice this new sport for its low
cost because they did not have a lawn-tennis court, or they viewed it a way to differentiate
themselves in a new sport with little competition, because it was eminently ‘modern’. In the
Var department for example, the bourgeoisie played ping-pong on the Provencal coast in the
south of France, a holiday resort for the wealthy classes.*’ A popular practice of this sport was
located inland, in the Centre-War, a less elegant area.*®

However, the social status of administrative members probably did not represent all
players in the club. It is also highly probable that the positions of leaders within the
associations were still only of interest to the upper and intermediate classes, those individuals
most familiar with administrative procedures.”® Indeed, the development of this sport in the
FST and the USSGT clearly showed that workers were taking up this activity. Nevertheless,
in this general inter-war movement of sport democratization, total or partial unemployment
following the economic crisis of the 1930s affected many workers.”® This sport became
accessible but probably remained the privilege of the middle and upper classes. Although the
average worker’s wage was 7,828 francs per year in 1933 did not allow frequent rental of a
table by several people, the weeks of unemployment during the economic crisis paradoxically
offered an unprecedented temporary opportunity to practice the fashionable sport in the places
they usually frequented.>*

The support of many cafeés, restaurants and hotels during the 1930s contributed to the
success of this craze.>® The head offices of associations recorded in the Official Journal of the

French Republic shows cafés accounted for 43% and 34% of club creations in 1932 and 1933
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respectively (Table 1). More generally, drinking places accounted for 54% of the head offices
in 1932 and 52% in 1933, providing privileged places for the development of the sporting
craze. Similar confirmation is found in the announcement of a big popular tournament
organized by L’Intransigeant at the beginning of 1933. Indeed, out of the 104 Parisian
establishments, 26 were cafés or bars, 11 restaurants or breweries, and two hotels.® The
enrolment fees set at three francs and the imposition of regulation tables did not discourage
the owners of drinking places and in fact shows that some drinking places had special tables
on their premises.>

Moreover, as a substitute for billiards - which the sport did not really replace - the
ping-pong fashion was less expensive, since in 1933 a Russian billiard table cost more than
2,000 francs compared with a minimum of 250 francs for a competition plywood ping-pong
table, which could be dismantled.>® Taxed only on revenue at a rate of 5% in drinking places,
ping-pong benefited from a lighter tax than billiards in the early 1930s.”® Conversely, public
or private billiard halls, for example, had a heavier tax burden since both indirect (State) and
municipal taxes applied.>” ‘The pleasure of playing’ thus constituted a financial resource for
the French State, established by the law of September 16, 1871, to help lower the deficit
generated by the War of 1870 between France and Prussia.”® Thus, the success of the ping-
pong craze in cafés was the result of its special place in these drinking establishments and the
tax advantage that made it economically viable.

Advertisements in L Intransigeant show that the sale of ping-pong tables to bars was a
booming economic market between 1932 and 1933. A manufacturer like Siegel was looking
for ‘salespeople working (in) Paris, (or in) the provinces, to sell ping-pong tables to cafés,
shops, brewery, hotels’.>® This example reveals an emerging economic market for ping-pong,
reflected in the search for salespeople capable of selling tables directly to the owners of

drinking places. Sport victories were not the only reason for its sudden development in cafés;
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games were also an opportunity to talk and have an aperitif. Hourly rentals, which sometimes
cost between five and six francs, attracted and retained more customers.”® Ping-pong was
essentially a sporting entertainment that complemented the usual range of café games with
less physical involvement, such as card games and dominoes. Moreover, players could
sometimes play for free on the sole condition of consuming (lemonade, alcohol, or other
beverages).

As a way of betting on a drink, this sporting game had certain features that marked the
sociability of the cafés. Indeed, the saloon was a place for socializing. Men met after work
with the excuse of having a lemonade or an aperitif, to talk, play cards and sometimes engage
in betting to make the games more interesting. According to Luc Bihl-Willette, although the
period between the two World Wars constituted ‘a true civilization of bistros’ or an ‘apogee
of the bistro’ according to Thierry Fillaut, the café remained a male stronghold and the ping-
pong craze in the cafés bears its marks.®* It was in no way the place for women who remained
confined to the home with domestic tasks or worked outside of the house.®” Moreover, the
scant presence of women licensees within the FFTT confirms this still limited gender equality
during the 1930s. For example, five to six times more men's teams than women's teams
existed during the 1933-1934 table tennis championships.®* Women played ping-pong, but
their participation in the sport was likely just primarily within the sport clubs.

Finally, the development of ping-pong revealed the dominant presence of men and
habits linked to male sociability in cafés. An illustration published in the Revue du tennis et
du ping-pong in 1933 shows how this sporting game was played by men in the café.®*
Alcoholic drinks were part of the landscape as shown by the presence of a pint and bottles
during ‘furiously competitive’ games. By entering the cafés ping-pong became subject to the
same customary habits that marked their existence, a cigarette hanging from their mouths, the

players competed or played a few balls.®® Evenings spent in smoke-filled rooms were

12



common, and like the use of card games in workers' novels from the inter-war period, ping-
pong was just another excuse for talking and drinking.®® The many advertising campaigns of
the alcohol brands developed new habits around the aperitif, especially after the effort during
the 1930s, undoubtedly only reinforcing the usefulness of games to bet a drink after a well-
deserved effort, just as a refreshment.’” In this way, advertisers avoided the pitfall of
encouraging festive drinking, a stepping-stone to blacklisted alcoholism. The ping-pong craze
was deeply marked by these characteristics of approval, specific to men and the café.

It was also a booming market for establishments that were open to the public, and
some large spaces and garages gradually installed ping-pong tables. Newspaper
advertisements in L’Intransigeant mention these establishments. Located in the 11th
arrondissement, a garage at 148 rue Oberkampf was looking for a manager to run the ping-
pong games room.® Tables were also present in the large garage La Motte-Picquet, located at
8, Cavalerie street in the 15th arrondissement in Paris.®® Games rooms also took advantage of
this fervor. The announcement of the sale of an establishment in 1933 attested to the presence
of ping-pong tables: ‘Games room (billiards, table tennis) management for sale, ... 16, r.
Maitre-Jacques, 56, av. de la Reine, Boulogne-s-Seine’.”” The end of the craze of miniature
golf, whose current image is that of a game for children when compared to golf, motivated
certain establishment directors to shift their interest to this growing fashion and set up table
tennis tables instead.”* The example of the basement of the Marbeuf garage near the Champs
Elysées and its 25 tables is therefore not unique.”” The ping-pong sport craze was a way to
attract a new clientele.

In addition, the basements and open spaces of the garages facilitated the development
of table tennis. This urban diffusion showed that the ping-pong practiced in those places was
an informal version of the institutionalized establishments. A social parlor game at the

beginning of the twentieth century, ping-pong became a sport that was developing in places
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open to the public. This change of the space for practice marked its transformation and
novelty at the dawn of the year 1932, also revealing a transformation in the lifestyles of the
upper classes during the roaring twenties when their leisure activities moved more frequently
from the parlor to public outings.” Although table-tennis had already trickled down to the
middle classes, it always attracted a bourgeoisie in search of novelty.

This sport craze therefore had the support of the bars. Favourable gambling taxes and
the economic crisis made it easier to set up tables in the back rooms of cafés and to create
clubs. Coffee mode and sports mode, ping-pong is practiced in competition but is also subject
to male coffee habits around alcohol and tobacco consumption. This popular sport was an

opportunity for employees and some workers to practice a cheap sport in workers' federations.

After the Craze: The Difficulties of a Minor Sport (1934-1939)

The enthusiasm for ping-pong had diminished by the end of the 1930s. After the
sudden increases in the number of licensees within the federations, this sport suddenly
stopped attracting new licensees. ‘Playing ping-pong’ was not the best way to show that an
individual was practicing or interested by sport. Ping-pong became old-fashioned and a
‘minor sport’ compared to ‘real sport” like football, but it continued to exist.

In a sport landscape where federations saw their membership grow, like soccer with its
188,664 players in 1938-1939, basketball in which competitive licenses rose from 9,526 to
23,158 (471 clubs) between 1930 and 1939 or athletics with 31,952 (1938) compared to
24,914 sport licensees in 1929, a slowdown was seen in the structuring of ping-pong, first of
all by a reduction in the stream of new clubs or sections created from 1934 on, and then by a
decrease in players affiliated to single-sport and affinity federations up to 1939 (Figure 2).”
Licensing figures and media hype converged around the idea that the collective craze was no

longer as strong as it had been when ping-pong was the craze in 1932 and 1933.
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Indeed, the figures from the various institutions responsible for the sport demonstrate
the number of clubs was reaching its limit. The number of clubs was large enough to meet the
needs and desires of the enthusiasts. Within the FFTT, the number of registered clubs
increased by only 42 in the 1934/1935 season, compared with 278 between 1932/1933 and
1933/1934.” Subsequently, the FFTT began to lose clubs as early as in the 1935/1936 season
with a decrease of 14 groups (601 clubs), to reach 549 in 1937/1938 despite a sport policy
during the Popular Front (1936-1938).”° From the point of view of licensees, 5,841 members
were registered in the 1934/1935 season, 4,984 in 1935/1936 and 4,946 in 1938/1939. The
development of ping-pong within the FGSPF came to an abrupt halt. While the Catholic
association and other sport sections continued to progress, like basketball or soccer, the
number of ping-pong players decreased.”’ Indeed, a slight reduction in players taking part in
official events had been noticeable after the 1934/1935 season with 1,088 players compared to
1,143 in 1933/1934.”® The number then decreased yearly to just 349 players during the
1937/1938 season, a drop of about 70% in three years.”® The end of the ping-pong craze thus
had an impact on the number of players from the 1934/1935 season onwards. The many social
measures taken for the benefit of workers, such as the 40-hour week or the 7-15% wage
increase under the Popular Front, met the needs for daily expenses, but the nascent
development of leisure activities did not benefit ping-pong as a sport.*® Unemployment,
despite decreasing, remained very high and undoubtedly still limited this democratization. In
addition, inflation prevented wages from keeping up with the rise in the cost of living from
the summer of 1936.%

Moreover, if pleasure was found in sport, ping-pong was not the first choice. It was
not considered a major sporting activity. By losing its status as a fashionable sport, ping-pong
became less attractive, less noble for players, spectators, or even managers who were

nevertheless a great help in the economic life of the clubs, such as those for example who lent
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their cars for long trips.®* To quote the newspaper L'Alerte, ‘Ping-pong is a sport, a “minor
sport”, if we do not want to offend the purists.”.?* Although the FFTT with its 615 clubs in
1934 occupied the tenth place in the sport federations between the swimming federation with
its 522 clubs, and the French Lawn Tennis Federation with 754 clubs, it was not recognized as
a leading federation by the National Sport Committee (CNS) until 1938.%

The ping-pong craze was an easy-to-practice local sport. Once the sport declined in
attractiveness and interest, though, it no longer invited readers and sportsmen to push open the
door of the clubs to get together. The attractions of other activities considered major sports
seduced new and old ping-pong enthusiasts alike. After the spotlight faded, table tennis

became a minor sport in the 1930s.

The Café: Brake and Motor of its Development

If the coffee makers facilitated the ping-pong craze by offering a back room for the
players, they also later limited its expansion. As a sport practiced in cafés, ping-pong
encountered obstacles to its development. The restricted practice areas in the back rooms
limited the sports meetings. Moreover, the end of the ping-pong craze also attracted fewer
players to the table tennis rental tables, making them less attractive financially. The evolution
of taxes on café games hindered the installation or maintenance of tables in drinking
establishments.

As early as 1934, the increase in taxes on ping-pong tables reduced their introduction
into new cafés. According to the Rights of the Poor Department of Public Instruction at Paris
Hospitals, the 5% gaming tax had been raised to 10% on August 1, 1934 for stakes higher
than one franc.®® Ping-pong was hit hard. Russian billiards, no subject to the Rights of the
poor tax, fixed at the rate of 9.09%, became more economically profitable for the cafée owners

than renting a table tennis table. The same was true for taxes on billiards since the reform on
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indirect taxes repealed the state tax on private or public billiards after January 1, 1935.%° As a
result, this change in taxation probably did not facilitate the installation of ping-pong tables as
it made the activity less attractive economically. As proof, the percentage of head offices
located in cafés decreased (44% in 1934 and 32% in 1935) in relation to the number of new
associations.®” Their number fell drastically between 1933 and 1935, from 95 to 23.%

Although cafés had facilitated very rapid development by offering space to set up a
table, they then became a real obstacle to its diffusion and success in 1934 and 1935. In the
Var department, for example, the sport ‘has allowed itself to become a passing fad in the
restricted space of the café, hotel lounges, theatres and even private apartments’.%° The lack of
space in the cafés also explains why most of the clubs that operated in them only had one or
two tables. Out of 172 associations affiliated to the FFTT between 1932 and 1933, 101 had
one table, 56 had two and only 15 had more than three tables.® As a result, there was a
tendency towards a sort of stability in the number of clubs, as if the spaces intended to
accommodate this new activity gradually became sufficient. Indeed, while there were 276
new associations in 1933 according to the Official Journal of the French Republic, this figure
dropped to 173 in 1934, 37 in 1936, and ended up at six in 1939 (Figure 2). The total number
of registered clubs only grew minimally, not from a loss of clubs but from a major slowdown
of new registrations. Thus, the low creation of clubs marked the end of the ping-pong craze in
1930s France.

In this context, the decline of table tennis in the federations was not altered by the
creation in November 1934 of the Workers’ Sports and Gymnastics Federation (FSGT)
following the merger of the FST and the USSGT.*! In order to face ‘fascist threats’ in Europe
but also to offer an alternative to the single-sport, so-called ‘bourgeois’ federations, this
worker’s union gathered theses forces to attract sports-loving workers in France.” To this

end, the FSGT sent a national team to the 3rd Workers” Olympiad in Antwerp in 1937 under
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the supervision of the Socialist Workers' Sport International.** FSGT organized French
championships in Alfortville in 1937 and 1938, then in Limoges in 1939.* However, the
dynamism of the Parisian committee contrasted with the activity in the provinces where ping-
pong was almost never mentioned in the sport results of L ’Humanité or Le Populaire.” For
example, during the 1937 French championships, only two cities and one provincial
department from outside the Paris region were represented: Roanne, Limoges and I’Aube.®
Moreover, these championships in ping-pong were only for men.

This low visibility confirms the idea that players’ enthusiasm for ping-pong
competitions decreased from 1936 within the FSGT. This situation was in contrast to the
growth in its membership. At the beginning of 1936, the federation had 40,000 members,
increasing to 103,420 by the summer of 1939.%” Although some sports were developing, fewer
ping-pong players affiliated to the FSGT. The decline in numbers can also be observed in the
French Union of Secular Works of Physical Education (UFOLEP), a sport institution
affiliated with the popular secular education movement of the Teaching League (Ligue
d’Enseignement) since 1928. For the 1936-1937 season, the report of the General
Commissioner of this institution mentioned a ‘very noticeable progression in the
commitments for the National Ping-Pong Competitions’.*® Seventeen departments enrolled, a
slight increase compared to the fifteen departments which took part in the competition the
previous season.” However, the craze of ping-pong within UFOLEP declined from
1937/1938 as in the FFTT and the FSGT; at least a quarter of 16 departments dropped out,
and only ten departments took part in the 1939 edition.'® UFOLEP was gradually losing
ping-pong competitors, and the waning enthusiasm in 1935 augured a real drop in
membership by 1939. Although these institutions made it possible to preserve and maintain
the enthusiasm at the height of the craze, they did not prevent the disaffiliations caused by its

decline.
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Ultimately, the changes in the tax on ping-pong tables, the less enthusiastic
involvement of the café owners, or the sufficient playing space available to accommodate
practitioners, some of whom did not need to join a club to practice it as a leisure activity,
hindered the further development of the sport. If café spaces catalyzed the expansion of ping-
pong, the conditions of practice, the uses of male sociability of coffee house, the lower
profitability of this sport for café owners compared to other games, as well as the
inconvenience and roughness caused, have certainly limited its competitive development

within the clubs.

An Urban ‘Minor and Local Sport’ for the Intermediate Classes

The trajectory of ping-pong is proof that not all sports developed uniformly in the
1930s despite the vision of a fairly general growth in sport societies. The support of the bars,
aiming to maintain or increase their profits in a period of economic crisis and favorable
taxation, contributed significantly to its development. Ping-pong thus boomed because it
represented a ‘local sport’ par excellence, as Tony Froissart calls it, combining sporting
sociability and male socializing in cafés.'®* Sport institutions such as the FFTT, the FGSPF,
the FST or the USSGT were able to take advantage of this craze to increase their membership.

Even if democratization remained limited, this fad timidly became accessible to
workers within the FST or the USSGT. Ping-pong remained above all an urban or peri-urban
sport for the intermediate classes. However after 1933 it ‘allowed itself to become a passing
fad in the restricted space of the café’.'* The lack of space in the café, often limiting practice
to a single table, and the changes in taxation making other café games more profitable,
contributed to the deceleration of ping-pong’s rapid growth after 1934. The end of the ping-
pong craze did not make it an obsolete sport since the federations managed to anchor the

enthusiasm of a few diehards with their sporting calendars.
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The second cycle of the craze in 1932 and 1933 was in this sense a real recognition of
its sporting transformation, not to say the moment of its metamorphosis, five years after its
institutionalization in 1927. The recognition of the FFTT by the National Sport Committee in
1938 and its approval by the State a year later ratified this recognition, even if table tennis
was still a ‘minor sport’ in the 1930s.'® The successive waves of sport crazes demonstrates
the importance of the sport system in the inter-war period and finally questions the pace,
frequency and intensity shown by each new craze beyond the logical progression of sport
structuring. On a more theoretical level, the development of table tennis in France in the
1930s was therefore quite characteristic in that it was very clearly based on a typology of
clubs already presented by Wray Vamplew: clubs whose places of practice were strongly
supported by the alcohol trade.™® Some clubs were also based in the workplace or associated
with religious or political organizations, but it is clear that French ping-pong often developed
in the back rooms, unlike other sports such as basketball or soccer, which these movements

and companies supported instead.
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