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FASHION, FEMINISM, AND FASCISM: THE NEW WOMAN AND THE CRISIS OF 
MODERNITY IN FRANCE AND GERMANY, 1920-1945.

Kinley Paisley

New College of Florida, 2009

ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the role of the New Woman in France and Germany in the interwar 

period through the lens of women’s fashion. Women’s clothing is examined as an 

example of feminine rejection of conservative political and social ideology within the 

context of depopulation, economic depression, and the new atmosphere of gender 

equality that arose in the 1920s. On an international scale, women’s clothing and the 

French fashion industry serve to highlight the international tensions between France and 

Germany that eventually erupted with the outbreak of the Second World War. Ultimately 

women consistently fashioned themselves in styles that went against conservative and 

fascist ideology. Their ability to do so against strong cultural and political suppression 

demonstrates the power of individual choice with regard to fashion, as well as the various 

failings of the conservative and fascist powers that tried to restrain them. 

Dr. David Harvey
Division of Social Sciences
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Introduction

“[In the 1920s],” wrote the 1950s Vogue Magazine editor Bettina Ballard, 

“women were at their most powerful – dictators in a sense, of a luxurious and capricious 

way of life.”1 The New Woman of the 1920s certainly seemed poised to conquer the 

world. Heralding a “fashion revolution” and challenging gender norms and values, the 

women of the 1920s opened the floodgates for the modern era. The New Woman's 

lifestyle, which often included working a white-collar job, smoking, drinking and 

embracing the freedoms previously only afforded to men, echoed the fast-paced changes 

that enveloped the western world. The changes that appeared after the First World War 

caused many people to characterize them as the “Crisis of Modernity.” People watched in 

horror as morals and traditional values seemed to fall by the wayside in the wake of 

rampant consumerism, industrialization, and depopulation, all characteristics of this 

“crisis.”

France and Germany dealt with the New Woman and the “Crisis of Modernity” in 

different ways. Like many European countries at the time, both experienced rising 

nationalism, a strong conservative movement, and a deep concern with depopulation, or 

the idea that their nations were losing population. In Germany this was ultimately 

expressed in the ferocious rise of Nazism and the eventual ideology and practice of the 

Third Reich. In France, political chaos and military ineptitude caused France to fall under 

German Occupation throughout most of the Second World War. The conservative tide in 

France, exemplified by the Vichy Regime from 1940-1944, always struggled against the 

French New Woman, despite the fact that the fashion of the New Woman was created, in 

1 Bettina Ballard, found in Steele, 262.
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large part, by French fashion designers. The Occupation period, therefore, provides an 

excellent example of clashing attitudes and ideology, both within each nation, and in the 

realm of cultural exchange. Using fashion as an analytical device allows for a very visual 

representation of these tensions. Examining the French fashion industry itself during the 

Occupation period focuses our attention on Nazi ideology and German goals for France, 

as well as the deep lines of national anxiety and pride with respect to women’s fashion. 

Throughout this study most mentions of “women” refer to middle to upper-class women 

of traditional French or German background. Although the working and lower classes in 

both countries had interesting shifts in women’s roles during this period, they were much 

less drastic and caused less concern. Furthermore, the effects of political tensions and 

conservative suppression of women’s rights affected middle to upper-class women for 

whom education and white-collar jobs were crucial for their identities and livelihoods. 

The first chapter of this study looks at the interwar period in France, and briefly 

examines the first two years of the Occupation. France during this period witnessed a 

vociferous discussion on women's role in society. The emergence of the “New Woman” 

in the immediate post-World War I period challenged the traditional understanding of a 

woman’s role as homemaker and caregiver to her children. La garçonne, as she was often 

referred to in France, was independent, “frivolous,” liberated, and embodied an 

androgynous place in society. People of all political stripes grew concerned with the 

effects of depopulation, a trend they blamed the New Woman for continuing by her 

refusal to have children. Opponents to the New Woman saw their fears of a new social 

order realized with the election of Leon Blum's Popular Front in 1936 – a governing party 

that had women ministers and championed women's rights such as full suffrage, which 
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had not yet been realized. The conservative belief that depopulation would bring the 

downfall of France, ostensibly by the fault of women who chose not to have children, 

seemed to be realized in May and June of 1940, when France fell to Nazi Germany in a 

matter of weeks. 

The Vichy government, headed by Marshal Pétain, although little more than a 

puppet government that operated under the control of German-controlled Northern 

France, cast France's defeat in gendered terms, blatantly claimed depopulation as a main 

cause of defeat and made it a national priority to push women back into the home. The 

slogan of the Vichy government - “famille, travaille, patrie,” - echoed Vichy insistence 

that the rebirth of France could be realized by strengthening the family unit with 

“woman” at the center as mother, and solidifying the ties between the family and the 

fatherland. These goals clashed with France’s traditional position as a fashion leader for 

chic and modern clothing. Fashion in the interwar period was incredibly important to 

French pride, as most of the designs for the Garçonne look were created by French 

designers. The famous French fashion designer Lucien Lelong cautioned French women, 

“The day you cease to be coquettes [and like pretty clothes], half Paris will be 

unemployed because foreigners will no longer want what has not been created to answer 

the needs of the women of our country...Every woman in Paris is a living propaganda 

poster...the universal function of the Parisian woman is to remain a coquette.”2 The Vichy 

Regime struggled ineffectively to impose a traditionalized version of womanhood on 

French women. The regime itself was initially ignored and ultimately faded into 

inconsequence as the Germans invaded the entirety of France in 1942. 

2 Veillon, 14.
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Chapter two examines the same period in Germany, where the rise of 

conservatism had a vastly different outcome. Like the French, Germans cringed at the 

“crisis of depopulation;” however, Germans saw their fears realized after their defeat in 

the First World War, causing a lasting obsession with increasing the German population. 

When the New Woman came to Germany, more traditional thinkers were horrified. The 

popular German image of the strong country housewife with children at her skirts that 

characterized the ideal German woman seemed an utter contrast to the sultry and urbane 

woman of the 1920s, especially since popular perception held that the New Woman did 

not want to have children. While the growth of conservatism was moderate in France, the 

shift towards authoritarian fascism was rapid and strong in Germany, especially after the 

advent of the Great Depression wrecked havoc on the German economy. Most Germans 

came to associate the crisis of modernity with a weak political system, detrimental gender 

shifts, and ultimately the economic hardships of the Depression.

With the Nazi rise to power came the deep wish to rectify the crisis of modernity 

by creating a traditionalist society. To the Nazis, the New Woman began to represent 

much more than simple gender tensions. Nazi proponents perceived the New Woman as 

an illustration of decadence, a threat to male superiority, and an undesirable symbol of 

German femininity. In many ways, the New Woman was seen as a manifestation of the 

crisis of modernity itself. As the powerful Nazi regime shaped a national policy 

characterized by strict views on authentic German-ness, the German woman was not left 

untouched. The Nazis suppressed undesirable traits and women's activities through 

legislation, propaganda and cultural pressure. In the realm of fashion, the Nazis were 

much more persistent in pursuing their ideological goals than the French. Nazis actively 
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pursued a movement to reestablish traditional peasant garb throughout the 1930s and had 

moderate success with it. Eventually, however, Nazi attempts to control women's fashion 

failed. Fashion in Germany shows the very clear tensions between the fashion choices of 

the New Woman and the ideological leanings of the Nazi power structure.

Lastly, Chapter Three examines the long-held national tensions between France 

and Germany with fashion as a focal point for those struggles. Ultimately, those conflicts 

converged with the German occupation of France. Nazi ideology concerning both 

women's fashion and France faced a serious conundrum when Germany suddenly found 

itself in possession of the French fashion industry, a sector they had both reviled and 

envied for centuries. The German decisions regarding the fashion industry reflect the 

choices they made for France as a whole, and demonstrate deep struggles within the Nazi 

party itself. The period also illustrates how French women continued their pursuit of 

fashion, despite Nazi oppression and to the detriment of the Nazi war effort. 

Throughout these political and ideological struggles, women continued to fashion 

themselves in clothing that went against conservative mores and fascist demands. In 

keeping their clothing free of conservative ideological purpose, women continued the 

standards of the New Woman. The clothing of the period illustrates the battle between 

choice and ideology. Ultimately, the sartorial selections of fashionable middle to upper-

class women demonstrate the continuance of the “liberated woman” from the 1920s, 

despite all efforts to turn back the tide and fix the crisis of modernity. 
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Chapter 1: France, the Natalists, and the New Woman

In 1938 the French Prime Minister Edouard Daladier addressed the Radical Party 

on the issue of France “bankrupting itself little by little.” “It is because we are thinking of 

the future grandeur of France,” he said,” and of the health of freedom in the world that 

we are finding the strength to overcome the present difficulties. An empty country cannot 

be a free country. It is an open road to all invasions.”3 The issue that Daladier spoke of 

with such urgency was a peculiar concern that gripped all of Europe during the time, 

namely depopulation. Although Daladier’s warning seemed to be realized when Germany 

defeated and occupied France in a matter of weeks in the spring of 1940, the issue of 

depopulation went back decades. Depopulation, consumerism, and the collapse of 

traditional gender roles were all social detriments that manifested themselves in the 

1920s, encompassing what is known as the “crisis of modernity.” Throughout the 

interwar period French traditionalists and progressives alike sought to rectify what they 

saw as the “decadent” years of the 1920s. 

Women were at the heart of the crisis of modernity. They began working white-

collar jobs, participating in “masculine” activities like smoking and drinking public, and 

in many cases chose not to have children or get married. The clothing of this New 

Woman was especially controversial, and effectively highlights the choices and tensions 

that arose over women’s roles in the period. As the French state embroiled itself in a 

succession of weak political administrations throughout the 1920s and 1930s, concern 

grew over the effect the crisis of modernity would have on the future of the French state. 

When the Vichy Regime was installed after the defeat of France in 1940, the 

3 Pollard, 23.
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administration made a concerted effort to eliminate the roots of its “decadent” society, 

especially with regard to women. For a variety of reasons, however, Vichy ideology was 

never successful. The outcome of the Vichy program can be analyzed through fashion, 

which serves as an excellent tool to analyze the extent of conservative control over 

women, especially in the Vichy era, when such ideology was so concentrated.  

The beginnings of the crisis of modernity in France came with France’s shaky 

emergence from the First World War (August 1914-November 1918). The mobilization 

of millions of soldiers and the subsequent death of a large percentage of France's young 

men had a lasting effect on both the demographic composition of France, and on the 

French psyche. Many French women in the First World War necessarily became the 

providers for their families and de facto heads of the household. Women participated in 

the war effort itself as nurses, etc., and a very small minority actually fought in the war. 

“The war to end all wars” shook French culture and society and had a lasting impact on 

the survivors, both from the war front and those back at home.

The issue of depopulation, which had been relatively salient to the French public 

prior to the war, rose to the forefront of popular consciousness after it. Throughout the 

nineteenth century, French people, like those of other European countries, experienced a 

growing concern over the national birthrate. Although the birthrate did grow in France, 

for example, from 1800 through 1936 France's population grew from twenty-seven 

million to forty-one million - the growth pattern was dramatically different in the first 

half of the nineteenth century. France experienced seventy-seven percent of this growth 

from 1800 to 1866.4 From 1866 onward many French people believed that the 

population's slow growth signified that the population was not growing at all. Anxiety 

4 Spengler,  403.
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over France's birthrate led to the development of Natalism (preoccupation with Natality, 

or the national birthrate). French citizens created lobby groups to bring the matter to the 

political stage, most notably in 1896 with the Alliance national pour l'accroissement de  

la population française (National Alliance for the Growth of the French Population).

The national anxiety over the birthrate was connected to a larger network of 

international concerns. The impact of France's wars in the period after 1866 (namely the 

Franco-Prussian War in 1870-71 and World War I) led many French people to greatly 

exaggerate the wars' effects on the population. French Natalists examined the birthrates 

of other European powers and noted that France’s birthrate was often lower than those of 

many of the other European countries. Of particular concern to the French was the power 

in the east, Germany. France's rival and recent victor in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-

71, Germany’s birthrate was higher than that of France. To add insult to injury, the two 

French provinces that Germany had acquired in the Treaty of Frankfurt upon the 

conclusion of the war (the eastern provinces of Alsace and Lorraine) grew ten percent 

faster than the rest of France from 1871-1921.5

After the Franco-Prussian War a commonly repeated idea in the French natalist 

movement was, “if France had only had a larger population, she would not have been 

defeated by the Germans.” After the small dip in the national birthrate after the First 

World War, the population in 1936 was only eight percent higher than it had been in 

1866. The French woman was naturally part of the obsession with birthrate. It was she, 

after all, who would give birth to the children France needed to raise its population. 

Natalists, conservatives (often Natalists themselves), and even most liberal groups were 

concerned with a growing sense of “frivolity” in French women at the turn of the century. 

5 Ibid.
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But it wasn't until after the First World War that they were able to latch on to the “New 

Woman” of the 1920s as the paragon of feminine frivolity. It was she who, through her 

free and independent lifestyle (which often did not include children), was seen as the 

greatest detriment to French society and the future of the French state.

The New Woman, or garçonne6 as she was known in France, grew out of the 

liberty and independence offered and socially sanctioned for women during the First 

World War. The word itself was popularized by the novel La Garçonne by Victor 

Margueritte (see figure 1 and 2 for illustrations from the book). It shocked France with its 

descriptions of Monique, a young single woman who dressed like a boy, sported a “bob” 

haircut, smoked, had an affair (notably not with her fiancé) and had subsequent lesbian 

mistresses. The immoral nature of the protagonist was seen as a dire outcome of women's 

independence. It was even more shocking when the “Roaring Twenties” took off in 

France and increasing numbers of women started wearing the fashions of la garçonne. 

The changing gender roles for women that seemed so sudden after World War I 

were a product of a larger movement of change and cultural adjustment that began before 

the war but solidified during it. Two strong gender icons emerged during the war: that of 

the self-sacrificing nurse (or mother) and that of the promiscuous wife.7 The nurse image 

is one that many men expected and idealized during and after the war. In reality, the 

woman who waited with bated breath for her husband, fiancé, brother or father to return 

home was a woman difficult to find after the war. The everyday demands on women on 

the home front made idle anticipation both difficult and impractical, especially after the 

long duration of the war. 

6 Garçonne is a feminized version of the French word for “boy,” garçon.
7 Roberts, 19. 
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The image of the promiscuous wife, although certainly a reality of the war, 

reflected a fear in returning soldiers that the entire world as they knew it, represented by 

the most important person in their lives, their wives, would betray and abandon them. 

Both of these icons changed into a more generalized dichotomy of women: woman as 

savior (as the self-sacrificing nurse and later the “femmes au foyer”8) and woman as 

destruction (the promiscuous wife and later la garçonne – she who refused to nourish 

France's depleted population by having children and who emasculated French men 

through her allure). The sense of abandonment that men feared when waging war was not 

unfounded. The reality of the home front set the frail and inactive woman of the Belle  

Époque firmly in the minds of the nostalgic. Even bourgeois women, who before the war 

were noted for their domesticity, took on jobs and other duties. New technologies like the 

vacuum cleaner changed the traditional field of domesticity, so that even finding a 

traditional woman meant seeing her using the tools of modernity. 

French society blamed the war for producing the “New Woman” who appeared 

after it (of whom la garçonne was the most shocking example). In 1924 the editor for the 

literary weekly L'Opinion described la garçonne as nothing but a product of war: 

“The war has undeniably had an enormous influence on young girls and young 
women; and I assure you, once again, that the femme moderne is above all a 
creation of the war. 
“Without a doubt, she is freer in her behavior than women before the 
war...Nestled in the arms of her partner, she dances without a corset; she swims in 
a maillot...Above all, she has a taste or desire for independence, or rather...she is 
absolutely determined to be independent.”9 

The garçonne was the emblem of modern femininity that the conservative movement 

loudly decried as the downfall of French society.

8 Housewives.
9 Roberts, 19.

10



The garçonne was an easy target for conservatives, not simply because of the 

non-traditional lifestyle she advocated, but because of the drastic change in clothing 

styles that occurred in the years following the First World War. French feminist 

Madeleine Pelletier said on the issue of women's clothing, “...if those [men] who wear 

short hair and starched shirt collars have all the freedom, all the power, well then! I too 

will wear short hair and a starched shirt collar.”10 Although some women did wear men's 

clothing outright, the more general trend was clothing that lessened the woman's 

traditional figure, by flattening the bust and hips and echoing men's suits through 

tailoring (see figures 3 and 4 for an example of an early Chanel design from the 1920s). 

The perceived androgyny in the new fashions of the 1920s challenged traditional gender 

roles and blatantly highlighted the actions of women who began upholding “male” 

prerogatives such as smoking, going to clubs, and playing professional sports (see figure 

5 for Schiaparelli wearing “culottes” in 1931).

Traditionalists found the garçonne fashion of cutting hair into the “bob” haircut 

particularly offensive. The look masculinized the female profile and highlighted the 

androgynous trend of clothing. Society had always seen women's hair as a traditional 

symbol of femininity. During the aftermath of the Paris Commune in 1871 women were 

often punished for their involvement in the Commune by having their hair cut off, and 

after the end of World War II French women accused of collaboration with the Germans 

had their heads publicly shorn. That women of the 1920s did this voluntarily showed 

their absolute rejection of a traditional vision of femininity and an endorsement for the 

fashions and ideals of the New Woman. 

10 Chadwick and Latimer, 6.
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The availability of the new fashions of the 1920s also affected the number of 

women who could wear them. The boom of mass-marketed fashion, a trend that had 

started at the end of the nineteenth century, reached its full potential during the 1920s. 

Fashion was spread through France through the careful marketing of women's magazines 

and journals. Mass-production of clothing, including the use of Taylor-inspired assembly 

lines, made clothing inexpensive.11 The continued growth of department stores, and other 

venues using inspired fashion marketing, made fashion available to a much larger percent 

of the social strata. The two most famous designers of the 1920s, Coco Chanel and Elsa 

Schiaparelli, both designed comfortable clothing often made with inexpensive fabrics, 

although their designs were incredibly expensive and available to an almost exclusively 

upper-class customer. Their work reflects the first consumer-accepted efforts to value 

clothing based on design rather than the sumptuousness of the fabric and intricacy of 

fabrication. Reproducing the simple designs for mass production, however, was 

economical and made the fashions widely available (see figure 6 for an example of an 

early 1930s Chanel pantsuit). 

Response to the “New Woman” was prolific and, as historians Chadwick and 

Latimer note, “[was] spurred to a hysterical level of debate in the contemporary press.”12 

The crisis over the “New Woman” touched a nerve in the debate over women's place in 

society. That debate was the backdrop to 1920s French culture. For feminists, the “New 

Woman” sought to solidify an independent role for women in French society. Looking 

back on the 1920s, the writer Katherine Anne Porter noted of the “New Women” in Paris, 

“freedom to them meant precisely freedom from men and their stuffy rules for women. 

11 Taylorism was a theory of scientific workflow that sought to modernize workers’ actions to create a 
efficient flow throughout the factory.  Early assembly lines are an example of the practice of this theory.
12 Chadwick and Latimer, 7.
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They usurped with a high hand the traditional masculine privileges of movement, choice, 

and the use of direct, personal power...”13 Conversely, traditionalists in French culture 

saw the New Woman as a break from a natural gendered social order.

In that vein, a conservative writer noted in an essay titled “Effeminate Men and 

Masculine Women” that: “the female possessed of masculine ideas of independence, the 

virago who would sit in the public highways and lift up her pseudo-virile voice, 

proclaiming her sole right to decide questions of war or religion or the value of 

celibacy...and that disgusting antisocial being, the female sexual pervert, are simply 

different degrees of the same class [of] degenerates.”14 The virulent anti-feminism 

espoused by some conservatives, however, wasn't as pervasive as the debate that arose 

between supporters of the “New Woman” and Natalists.

Natalism hit its stride in the early 1920s. The terrible losses of the First World 

War lent credence to Natalist claims that France's population was slowly decreasing. The 

Natalists saw challenges to the traditional role of the mother and latched on to the “New 

Woman” as a threat to the Natalist cause. By virtue of their arguments correlating 

France's population to her ability to survive future wars, the Natalists positioned the 

“New Woman” (especially she who chose not to have children) as directly responsible 

for France's future. If France were to be defeated as she had been in the Franco-Prussian 

war, and as she almost was during the First World War, it would be the fault of the New 

Woman for not producing enough children to safeguard France. 

In 1920 the movement scored a significant political coup with a law that banned 

the advertisement of birth control or information supporting abortion. The “loi scélérat” 

13 Weiss, 21.
14 William Lee Howard, “Effeminate Men and Masculine Women.” New York Medical Journal 71 (1900): 
687. In Chadwick and Latimer, 8.

13



was the most oppressive of its kind in Europe during the time period.15 Natalist groups 

achieved a dramatic victory with the passage of the law, and it highlighted a moment 

when legislators both recognized and rewarded the natalist cause. The law of 1920 

emphasized the burden of fertility placed on women, as men would not be affected by 

“propaganda for abortion,” and the most common form of birth control, the condom, was 

not widely prohibited because of its protection for men from venereal disease. The onus 

of raising the population fell particularly hard on women as the Natality issue became 

more and more entwined with the honor, strength and life of France. Therefore acts such 

as abortion were seen not only as morally repugnant, but as an injury to the very body of 

France itself.

The 1929 stock market crash that pulled the United States into a depression 

quickly enveloped Europe as well. In France a growing natalist and conservative 

population continued to call for natalist reforms and social changes within the “decadent” 

culture of modern young people. Fashion in the 1930s evolved from the androgynous 

look of the 1920s into a more sensual look, with rounded busts, longer skirts and shoes 

that ranged from higher heels to sandals. Women wore slacks more and more often, and 

evening gowns were tight and seductive (see figure 7 for everyday wear from the early 

1930s). Despite the change away from the “masculine” clothing of the 20s, conservatives 

continued criticizing women for their decadence and frivolity.

Politically, France’s Third Republic seemed on the verge of collapse, with 

competing factions within the major parties and a growing far-right movement. 

Internationally, Spain’s civil war and the spread of fascism in Germany and Italy isolated 

France. The economic depression and the growing threat from Germany reinforced 

15 Roberts, 94. 
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French preoccupation with natality. The natalist charges against the “New Women” of 

the Twenties were gradually incorporated into almost all sections of political thought and 

political tactics for motivating the French populace to produce more children changed. 

Whereas in the 1920s the laws that “promoted” natality were reactive and disciplinary in 

nature, the focus in the 1930s was on promoting family and births in a positive fashion. In 

1932 legislators passed a law that extended compulsory family allowance for workers. It 

gave workers with children pay increases to support a large family. In 1934 the senate 

changed the Code de la famille to allow for an “allowance for stay-at-home mothers” 

(allocation de la mère au foyer), an effort that supporters claimed would “serve the 

interests of women, the family and the nation.”16

During the 1930s, there was a growing split in both French political culture and 

traditional culture as well. The various socialist groups that had fractured apart in the 

1920s increasingly saw a threat from the political right as new anti-democratic groups 

(notably the Croix de Feu, among others) grew in size and strength. The ideological 

composition of these groups was a mix of authoritarian militarism and a nostalgic wish 

for a traditional society. The far right upheld many of the social ideals that conservative 

natalists had been proclaiming for decades. Although it was primarily conservatives who 

promulgated natalist ideology during the interwar period, the natalist concerns were 

present in all levels of political discourse. In 1936 the communist party leader Maurice 

Thorez commented on depopulation: “if this worrying phenomenon persists we will be a 

weakened and diminished people within a few decades. It is an agonizing issue that 

16 Pollard, 13. 
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should capture the attention of a party like ours.”17 That year all seventy-two communist 

deputies in the Chamber joined the “group for the family and the birthrate.”18

Political ideology concerning women shifted more towards the right, and not even 

the Popular Front government (made up of socialists, communists, and radicals) under 

socialist leader Leon Blum lessened the shift. Although the Popular Front championed 

women's rights (such as suffrage, which wouldn't be realized in France until after the end 

of the Second World War) and was the only governing party that had women ministers,19 

women still criticized the government for its inability to overcome the barriers facing 

women. In 1937 the Conseil National des Femmes (National Women's Council) wrote an 

open letter to Leon Blum that voiced their disappointment with the unrealized promises 

of the Popular Front: 

“When the 1936 elections assured the success of the Popular Front a great hope 
was born in the heart of every French woman...They were sure that a government 
supported by the mass of the popular classes would give priority to bringing 
women out of the state of inferiority in which they've been kept until now. They 
have patiently waited for reforms and have been surprised to see no start made. 
The greater the hope had been, the greater the disappointment is now.”20

The brief life of the Popular Front government quickly diminished any hopes for 

feminists as the rise of a more conservative government followed Blum's socialist one. 

When Edouard Daladier was re-elected Prime Minister in April 1938 he clearly 

highlighted the importance of Natality when he spoke at a Radical Party conference later 

that same year. “Among the incalculable consequences of the weakness of the French 

birthrate the worsening of the external threat figures first; the threat on our metropolitican 

and imperial borders of the peoples whose growth stimulates ambition, how can a country 
17 Ibid., 18.
18 Ibid.
19 These were Suzanne Lacore from the SFIO, Irène Joliot-Curie and Cécile Brunschvicg, both 
independents.
20 Ibid., 14.
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like ours respond, [a country] whose working and fighting population is decreasing?”21 

This announcement was followed less than a year later in February of 1939 by the 

creation of the Haut Comité de la Population and in July of 1939 a law known as a new 

“Code de la Famille” which publicly promoted family and family growth through 

government support.

The geo-political situation that confronted France in the two years leading up to 

the outbreak of the war caused an intense heightening of Natalist fears. France's 

economic problems (which were the predominant cause of the Popular Front's collapse in 

1937) severely limited the resources she could lend to defeating the anti-democratic 

rebels led by Franco in Spain. The impotence that French people felt politically when 

confronted by the Spanish Civil War raised issues over possible conflict with the rest of 

Europe, which by that point was populated by only a small number of democracies. The 

virulent fear of military defeat expressed by French politicians and French society as a 

whole was explosively realized in the spring of 1940, when German troops swooped into 

France and forced France's surrender in a matter of weeks. From the start of the war 

millions of French soldiers were mobilized and, upon learning of German advancement 

to Paris, hundreds of thousands of French people from Paris and other parts of Northern 

France fled south as refugees.

The exodus, as the event was known, was gendered in uniquely female terms, as 

the majority of those fleeing were women and children (the men having been already 

mobilized). The image of terrified women and children running for their lives became 

emblematic of France as a whole. The chaos following French defeat was that of a France 

without guidance, and as France at that moment was almost entirely female, it was a 

21 Ibid., 23.
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France without male guidance. The hole of leadership following French defeat was 

stepped into immediately by a man who filled the role of “father” to the French people. 

Marshal Philippe Pétain became head of France, directly governed the Southern half of 

France, and set up his government in the south-eastern city of Vichy. 

In the Vichy Regime, tensions between the New Woman and traditionalist 

conservatism came to a head. The Vichy government was staunchly traditionalist and 

from the start blamed France's defeat on depopulation and a lack of attention to the 

family. Two days before the official French surrender to Germany Pétain himself said in 

June of 1940, “Less strong than we were twenty-two years ago, we also had fewer 

friends, too few children, too few arms, too few allies. These are the causes of our 

defeat.”22 The family became the foundation upon which France would center herself, 

and the Vichy Regime sanctified that in many ways, not inconsequentially changing the 

very slogan of France to “Travaille, Famille, Patrie”23 (see figures 8 and 9 for two Vichy 

propaganda posters that treat the subject of “mother” as necessary to the stability of 

France, and the fulfillment of womanhood). Although Vichy was technically an 

independent ruling administration, it depended heavily on collaboration with Germany. 

Like the ideology espoused by its German occupiers, the ideal woman of Vichy 

France was unequivocally the mother. Official propaganda like this tract from Maman 

circulated among 400,000 working women, further demonized the “New Woman” of the 

interwar period, saying, “The childless coquette has no place in Society; she's a useless 

creature.”24 The strength of the propaganda put out by the Commissariat General a la  

Famille was evident in the amount of literature they poured out into the public. In 

22 Ibid., 9.
23 Work, Family, Fatherland.
24 Pollard, 39.
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November of 1941 government propaganda was found in 825 different journals. In her 

study on fashion during the occupation, Veillon points out similar instance of anti-

feminist propaganda noting that leaflets and posters with slogans like “The childless 

coquettish woman has no place in the city, she is a drone” were distributed among female 

staff and customers in drapers' shops, shoe shops, and in fashion and hairdressing 

departments.25

Despite the government’s push towards maternalism, the majority of fashion 

trends during the Vichy years tended to revolve around “practical elegance” for the 

wartime woman. Even in Paris, where German authority hovered over the biggest couture 

names, the fashion houses continually created fashions that served the wartime demands 

of rationing and warmth. There was a general veer towards a more modest elegance than 

during the “decadent years” (which was how conservatives recalled the 1920s and 30s). 

However the image of a peasant housewife never caught on with French women's 

fashion, and French women continued to dress in the shorter skirts and tailored tops of 

the late thirties for as long as they were able under the restraints of the war. Vichy 

propaganda and conservatives alike decried the “trouser” as the last symbol of the 

destructive feminine nature of the past. An article printed in the journal l’Oeuvre in 

February of 1942 cautioned that, “it is unforgivable for women who have the means to 

buy themselves boots and coats to wear trousers. They impress nobody and their lack of 

dignity simply proves their bad taste.”26 Despite tirades against the trouser, women 

continued to wear the garment in great numbers throughout the war years, especially as 

rationing quickly minimized their choices for new dresses. 

25 Veillon, 126.
26 Ibid., 127.
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Despite heavy propaganda from the Vichy regime, some magazines “still stressed 

the tradition of chic that was intrinsic to French women, who preserved it as a precious 

heritage of their race.”27 Women often wore tri-colored outfits to celebrate former 

national holidays, such as July 14, an activity that got many of them arrested under 

suspicion of subversion. There were also instances of young women wearing plaid kilts 

as a way of showing an unofficial preference for Britain, the only ally fighting Germany 

before American entry into the war.28 Despite such signs to the contrary, such as the 

continuance of trousers and the wearing of kilts, many Vichy supporters claimed success 

in converting the frivolous, dangerous woman of the 1920s and 30s into the new French 

woman. 

Although in some ways the fashions of the time did present a break from the pre-

war styles, what many Vichy collaborators forgot was the simple effect rationing had on 

fashion of the period. Women were ingenious in their ways of getting around rationing 

restrictions and their creations showed great inventiveness, for example the trousered 

skirt became wildly popular in France, as it made riding bicycles easy and fashionable.

Natalism and conservatism did not shape French fashion trends throughout the thirties 

and into the Vichy era, despite having gained a huge victory for their cause in the 

paternalistic regime of Pétain. Although fashions did change in the period, they reflected 

a growing focus on practicality for the working woman, as exemplified by the growth in 

the wearing of trousers. The natalist and Vichy ideal of the docile homemaker surrounded 

by children never became a reality in France. The war, with its heavy demands on the 

French population, helped extend the spirit of the “New Woman” of the 1920s and 1930s 

27 Ibid., 136.
28 Ibid.
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by necessitating the demand for hard work, self-sufficiency and practicality in the face of 

hardship. Although Vichy collaborators proclaimed the supremacy of the traditional 

woman, fashion shows that, contrary to propaganda and social ideals, the spirit of the 

“New Woman” lived on through the Vichy years.
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Chapter 2

Nazism and the New Woman: Dealing with a Female Crisis of Modernity

In 1930 a German magazine article presented an essay from a Bavarian female 

textile worker. She wrote extensively of the hardships of her life, notably how she rarely 

had a moment of rest, even during vacations and on Sundays. The tone of the article, 

however, becomes clear when she notes that, “if a housewife and a mother could be at 

home, then the household and children would be better served.” She states wistfully, “I 

would be happy if I could properly provide for my household and children.”29 Even 

before the Nazi ascent to power in 1933, the popular attitude towards the liberated 

working “New Woman” of the Weimar Republic changed from uncertain acceptance to 

outright rejection. As the great depression enveloped Germany, the belief that a women's 

rightful place was in the home grew and was eventually expanded on by the Nazi party 

throughout the Third Reich. In examining the place of women in the Third Reich, it is 

fundamental to analyze the position of the New Woman in the 1920s, as much of the 

Nazi ideology concerning women focused on eradicating that standard of femininity. 

Fashion reflects the tensions between ideology and practice in the Third Reich, and 

exemplifies the metaphorical battleground where Nazi beliefs and women's actions 

collided. 

An integral part of the discussion surrounding the “rise of German fashion” and 

the New Woman in Germany is the issue of German nationalism. A social development 

that had a large impact on all aspects of German social and political culture, nationalism, 

29 First published in Mein Arbeitstag, Mein Wochenende. 150 Berichte von Textilarbeiterinnen, ed. 
Deutscher Textilarbeiterverband (Berlin: textilpraxis Verlag, 1930), 187-189. Found in The Weimar 
Republic, 208-210. 

22



loosely defined here as a unified and harmonious political and social community,30 

blossomed in the German populace in the mid-nineteenth century. Although nationalism 

arose as a force throughout most of Europe during this period, it was particularly strong 

in Germany. Numerous political reasons, including the important fact of German 

unification in 1871, coupled with a strong sense of national community helped cement a 

solid German national spirit. 

As German historian Matthew Levinger points out, one of the unintentional 

consequences of a strongly nationalist political culture was that political leaders 

perceived any actions that contradicted the glorious idealized vision of “the nation” as a 

failure on the part of the German population.31 In this way German politicians and social 

agitators used “the nation” as a suppression tactic when it suited their purposes. Although 

the Nazis exemplified the radical side of molding the popular will to meet their own ends, 

earlier political leaders in Germany frequently invoked similar nationalistic rhetoric to 

bolster their causes. The “nation” or the “Volk” were oft-cited catchphrases in German 

political oratory whether the issue was abortion laws in the early years of the Weimar 

Republic or Nazi injunctions against foreign fashion items. 

The Weimar Republic had an incredibly shaky start. Germany entered the 1920s 

with a weak political system, a society hammered by the losses of the First World War 

and the ensuing revolution, and a cultural shift that shook the foundations of German 

social identity. Women propelled the cultural change forward by upholding a new 

standard of womanhood. That new standard, the divisive “New Woman,” caused a 

cultural shift for women's rights and society as a whole. The change, however, was 

30 This definition is based on one defined in political terms in Levinger, 49.
31 Ibid., 232.
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exacerbated by a number of international and national issues that caused the position of 

women in German society to be one of the most discussed and contentious issues of the 

day.

In Germany, as elsewhere throughout Europe, the “crisis of depopulation” 

focused national attention on natality. Demographically, the population of Germany did 

change in the hundred years leading up to World War II. As several historians have 

pointed out, Germans were correct in their perception that fertility was declining in the 

years after the Franco-Prussian War.32 Fertility hit a high point in the period immediately 

following German unification in the 1870s and its lowest point in the years just prior to 

1930. The 1925 census showed that the German family had only one child on average.33 

Berlin, the cultural, social, and political capital of Germany, had the lowest birthrate of 

any European city at the time. 

Germany's defeat in World War I compounded national distress over the birthrate. 

Many Germans saw a dramatic rise of the birthrate as a way to regenerate national pride 

as well as literally recuperate the millions of lives lost in the war. The new Weimar 

constitution espoused pro-family protections and the penal code established measures to 

deal reactively with abortion and birth control. The parliament passed legislation to 

outlaw abortion and made it illegal to advertise birth control, although manufacture and 

sales of birth control were allowed. 1920s Germans focused on “healthy living” that 

incorporated exercise, nutrition and well-being into the German identity. The “scientific” 

focus on eugenics began in earnest during this period, and the government went as far as 

32 For Grossman's analysis of fertility growth see Grossman, 3. For her discussion of other historians' 
research see Grossman, 219.
33 Ibid.
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setting up marriage counseling for couples to determine whether or not their combined 

genetic lineage would benefit Germany.34 

Women were seen as the key to national health. German social commentators, 

conservative interest groups, and political figures focused their eyes on German women 

to see them through the crisis by repopulating the country. Although repopulation did 

slowly occur over many decades, the immediate efforts of the newly created Weimar 

Republic seemed thwarted by the New Woman. Conservatives and liberals alike 

criticized the New Woman as a threat to the very integrity of Germany. This was in part 

because popular perception of the New Woman was of a young woman who refused to 

get married and have children, demanded work that had previously only been available to 

men, and flaunted “unfeminine” fashions such as short hair and cigarettes (see figure 10 

for a typical German New Woman). She was drastically different from the nationalistic 

vision of the German woman, who had children in abundance and maintained the 

nostalgic trappings of an idealized German past. 

The reality of the New Woman was more ambiguous than the stark and negative 

picture upheld by her detractors. For example, fears that women were flooding the 

workplace and taking jobs away from men were drastically overstated. By 1925, 35.6 

percent of all women were working, a percentage change of only 0.7 more than in 1907.35 

The difference lay in the shift of women's work towards white-collar jobs and in the 

attitude change regarding that work. In that way the primary cause of the New Woman's 

polarizing symbolism was her visibility, as many women moved away from unnoticed 

positions in factories or the home to more noticeable positions in white collar work, such 

34 Ibid., 10.
35 von Ankum, 4.
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as typists, shop assistants, teachers, and social workers.36 Historian Katherina von Ankum 

notes that “this ‘intermediary stage of personal independence’...between adolescence and 

marriage/motherhood...became socially acceptable.”37 The heightened visibility of 

women in the work-arena previously only accessible by men caused much of the concern 

over the “masculinization” of women. The overlap of genders was a social ill that most 

Germans feared would cause serious detriment to society. 

In 1927 a Berlin newspaper wrote on the changes of the feminine standard, 

“Today three women stand before us. The three types: Gretchen, Girl, Garçonne. 
The Gretchen type is not only the young naive German girl with braids and a 
knitting-needle horizon, it is also the heroic and militaristic ranting fascist 
woman....The Girl, originating in America as the child of pioneers and 
immigrants, is aware from the beginning that you can rely only on yourself, and 
that getting ahead is the sole guarantee that you won't rot...The Garçonne type 
cannot be grasped by language...[her] combination of fifty to fifty sexual and 
intellectual potency often gives rise to conflict.”38 

The author points out the change in women's roles, noting both the Garconne type, as 

well as the growth of the militaristic fascist woman. The female types she mentions, 

however, posed a new issue for German society. All of them presented women who were 

perceived as more masculine than the women who existed before the war. 

The gynecologist Otto Herschan published an article in 1927 that pointed out the 

physical clues of a woman's level of masculinity, a distressing new trend in women he 

labels “intersexuality” (essentially the degree and severity of her masculinization). He 

cautioned that, “a great enthusiasm for completely unfeminine professions must always in 

and of itself alert one to intersexuality.”39 Fears of masculinized women grew rampant in 

36 Peukert, 96.
37 Ibid.
38 M.G., “Drei Frauen stehen heute vor uns. Die drei Typen: Gretchen, Girl, Garçonne,” 8-Uhr-Abendblatt 
(4 June 1927). Found in Lynne, Frame. “Gretchen, Girl, Garçonne?: Weimar Science and Popular Culture 
in Search of the Ideal New Woman.” in Von Ankum, 12.
39 Otto Herschan, “Die weibliche Intersexualitat,” 410. Found in: Frame, Lynne. “Gretchen, Girl, 
Garçonne?: Weimar Science and Popular Culture in Search of the Ideal New Woman.” in Ibid., 20.
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the 1920s. The writer Hilde Walter, writing in 1931, noted that working women had 

become unpopular and that male colleagues were gripped by, “anxiety and fear,” because 

they, “necessarily experienced the brilliant sheen of the new and unusual, possibly 

intensified by feminine charms, as unfair competition.”40 The fear that men felt in the 

early 1930s echoed post-World War I feelings of emasculation, when there was some 

confusion whether the “masculine” war-time jobs women had taken up would be vacated 

for the returning soldiers. Although women did vacate those jobs (beginning the massive 

shift in women's work towards white-collar jobs), anxiety continued throughout the 

1920s with fears from both men and women that men would become redundant in a 

world that needed them neither for work nor for fathering children. Particularly prone to 

attacks from society was the working mother, labeled Doppelverdiener (double-earner). 

The double-earner neglected her “real” role of mother by working outside of the 

home. She was doubly dangerous to society by taking away a job that could go to a man, 

and by performing well in that role. In fact, the loss of men from the war created a 

demographic unbalance in the sexes. There were many women who would never become 

that ideal “real” woman, the housewife supported by her husband, and therefore had to 

work for their living. Nevertheless, the dichotomy between the working woman and the 

housewife continued in popular perception and was echoed in the popular press by guides 

and self-help books for men seeking “real” women to marry. One such publication 

promised to help men see through the “deceptive” tricks of clothing that fashion-

conscious women used to create the illusion of slimness.41 The “real” German woman, 

40 Hilde Walter. “Frauendämmerung?” Die Welthühne, no. 27 (July), 1931, p. 24 – 26. In The Weimar  
Republic Sourcebook, 210.
41 Venzmer, Sie dir die Menschen an! 69. Found in Frame, Lynne. “Gretchen, Girl, Garçonne?: Weimar 
Science and Popular Culture in Search of the Ideal New Woman.” in Von Ankum, 20.
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doctors proclaimed, could be found through rational study. She sported, as the doctor P. 

Mathes wrote, the desirable rounded physique.42

The idea that women's fashions simply disguised real femininity was a common 

theme in 1920s German discourse. The fashions of the New Woman shocked the majority 

of Germans and highlighted the feeling that “intersexual” behavior was on the rise. 

Furthermore, the drastic change in fashion was a very visible aspect of the New Woman 

and received criticism as the ultimate expression of decadence. The most alarming aspect 

of the new fashions was the tendency towards “masculinization” of the female form (see 

figure 11). Those fashions were the same in Germany as elsewhere in the world: skirts 

lifted to the knee, proliferation of cosmetics, a general line of clothing that flattened and 

slimmed a woman's body, and the styled short hair, including the notorious bob (called 

Bubikopf in Germany). The masculinity of the clothing was echoed in the activities that 

women publicly began participating in, such as smoking and drinking. The dance craze 

that characterized the “Roaring Twenties” in America was a popular feature of German 

nightlife, and heightened conservative German fears over overt sexuality and promiscuity 

due to the nature of the dances.

These fears tied in to a much larger facet of German economic and cultural life. 

The crisis of modernity, as it is commonly referred to, enveloped nearly every aspect of 

the 1920s. The modernization of assembly lines reflected the modernization of everyday 

life. Some Germans welcomed modernization, such as the writer Rudolf Kayser when he 

noted that “Americanization is fanaticism for life.”43 Most Germans, however, felt unease 

or outright fear at the changes overtaking Germany, feeling that the unique cultural 
42 Lynne, Frame. “Gretchen, Girl, Garçonne?: Weimar Science and Popular Culture in Search of the Ideal 
New Woman.” in Ibid., 20.
43 Rudolf Kayser. “Amerikanismus,” Vossische Zeitung, no. 458 (September), 1925. Found The Weimar 
Republic Sourcebook, 395. Many people referred to consumerism and Taylorism as “Americanization.”
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makeup of the German people was being lost to modernity. A writer in 1925 called 

Modernization the “monotonization of the world,” and complained that “never have the 

outward manifestations of our life plunged so precipitously, so moodily into uniformity 

as in the last few years.”44 Modernization affected industry with the most force, which in 

turn spurred on the cultural adoption of consumerism. Even as Germans decried the loss 

of their traditional way of life, German housewives adopted technology such as vacuum 

cleaners. The adoption of assembly-line production greatly affected fashion, and the 

ready-to-wear clothing industry (called Konfektion) and the availability of mass-produced 

cosmetics allowed many German women to partake in popular fashion, spreading the 

look of the New Woman to all levels of society.

While the crisis of modernity racked the German populace, many Germans were 

somewhat more conciliatory with regards to the mass production of clothing. German 

defeat in the First World War and the ensuing depression and political chaos had wrecked 

havoc on the German economy. For a few years following the war even the ready-made 

industry didn't advertise clothing or new wares, rather, they ran ads that highlighted the 

only services that sold during the period – altering clothing or reworking blankets into 

coats and pants.45 As the German economy slowly stabilized in the mid-twenties, the 

Konfektion industry was finally able to expand, and the average German could buy new 

clothes again. The streamlined styles of the 1920s allowed for simpler patterns, and the 

growing use of home-sewing machines meant that women could create fashionable 

clothing on their own. In the post-World War I years one German pattern-manufacturer, 

Ullstein, produced nearly six-million patterns annually.46 Although the specter of 
44 Stefan Zweig. “Die Monotonisierung der Welt,” Berliner Börsen-Courier (February 1, 1925). In Ibid., 
397.
45 Guenther, 59.
46 Ibid., 56.
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“Americanization” floated over the ready-made clothing industry, the symbol of German 

growth and power balanced out fears regarding modernization in that sector.

As the fashions of the New Woman became increasingly popular, popular 

German attitude towards her progressively worsened. The natality issue, the 

“masculinization” of women, and the perception of women's encroachment on men's 

work were all primarily social concerns, and were actively expounded upon in 

conservative commentary. Ironically enough, the growth of the Nazi party was helped in 

large by the huge numbers of young unemployed men, most of whom would not have 

been so attracted to fascism if they had occupied the jobs that women had presumably 

“stolen” from them. Nazism was part of a large traditionalist conservative moment in 

Germany that frequently spoke out against “foreignness.” In terms of fashion this was 

characterized by Americanization and French fashions. A facet of the “Roaring 

Twenties” culture was jazz music and the American import dances that went along with 

it. These were perceived as predominantly African American creations. To the segment 

of the German populace preoccupied with racial purity, these dances (and other aspects of 

the New Woman lifestyle) were interpreted as betraying the German race. 

Of particular concern to the National Socialists and other conservative groups was 

the number of Jews employed in the German fashion industry. Anti-Semitism had been 

entrenched in German society for hundreds of years, and the level of popular anti-

Semitism spiked with economic and political upheaval. As National Socialism gained 

adherents throughout the 1920s, a growing number of people spoke out against “the 

Jewish Threat.” Building on the myth that German defeat in World War I had been 

caused by backstabbing (ostensibly at Jewish hands), Nazi propaganda and the 

30



conservative press looked to oust the Jewish presence in all areas of German life. The 

fashion industry was particularly prone to attacks from anti-Semites. Although the 

number of Jews in the fashion industry was never as high as Nazi supporters stated, Jews 

owned many of the largest German department stores and controlled approximately fifty 

percent of Berlin's clothing design and manufacturing by 1925.47 As constant as the cries 

against French influence and the “masculinization” of women were the denouncements of 

the new fashions as unpatriotic and impure.

Even uncritical voices saw the difficulty with the New Woman. As the German 

fashion magazine Die Neue Linie claimed in 1930, “Housewife, mother and working 

woman. The synthesis of these three lifestyles is the problem of the age.”48 The drastic 

change in women’s' roles and the visibility of those roles created tension in all aspects of 

German life. Throughout the Weimar Republic and into the Third Reich those issues 

remained, even as the style that originally characterized them changed into a more 

“traditional” feminine look in the 1930s. The fashion concerns of the German public 

seemed momentarily to disappear as the New York stock market crash of 1929 brought a 

crippling depression to Germany. Politically, the Weimar Republic was about to collapse 

and the rise of the National Socialists brought about a different conception of femininity. 

The New Woman disappeared from headlines and fashion magazines. The “liberated 

woman”, however, would have a deep impact on Nazi policy and belief.

The New Woman and the 1930s 

In October 1935 Adolf Hitler spoke at the Harvest Festival Rally on the 

Bückeberg saying, “We wish to render thanks for a special harvest. We want at this hour 

47 Ibid., 84.
48 Grossman, 12.

31



to thank the hundreds upon hundreds of thousands of women who have again presented 

us with the finest gift they could bestow: many hundreds of thousands of little children.”49 

This statement, issued in the early years of the Third Reich, sums up the Nazis’ belief in 

women's function and role in society. The preoccupation over the national birthrate that 

had caused such a furor during the Weimar years was shaped and molded into a particular 

concern in the Nazi world view. Women were first and foremost mothers, and the 

children they bore for the fatherland should be, in the Nazi belief, racially pure.

Although this ideology corresponded with demographic concerns over the 

depopulation of Germany, it also served as a means of rectifying the crisis of modernity. 

By placing women back in the home, the Nazis set back the clock to a period where the 

working woman was not part of the social landscape. They were able to do this in large 

part because of the Great Depression. The scarcity of jobs enabled renewed debate about 

a woman's “place” in German society. The working woman was relatively tolerated in the 

“golden years” of the Weimar Republic, as the economy somewhat supported the slight 

growth in jobs. In the 1928 elections the National Socialists even featured working 

women in their campaign ads. A poster from that time shows a mother, a nurse and a 

working woman with the title, “Mothers, Working Women – We Vote National Socialist. 

List 10” (see figure 12 for a Nazi election poster from 1928). The women wear dignified, 

elegant clothing, although none sport the New Woman look. The moderate-left party 

Social Democrats (SPD), however, featured a New Woman-type woman in their election 

posters for that same year. While most political parties were more tolerant of what 

Sneeringer calls “the New Objectivity of the rationalized household,”50 their views 

49 Quote found in Bleuel, 150.
50 Sneeringer, 167.
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embraced the working woman. As the Depression took hold of Germany, however, and 

unemployment skyrocketed, Germans of all political stripes increasingly attacked the 

New Woman and the working woman as harbingers of German economic ruin. With 

more than a third of all Germans out of work, working women were viewed as stealing 

jobs away from men who needed them. 

The Weimar government addressed this issue in 1932 when it created the Law on 

the Legal Position of Female Public Servants. Echoing the conservative and reactionary 

climate of the period, the law forbade the employment of married women in the public 

sector. Von Ankum notes that, “it also stresses the essentialist approach...that assigned 

priority to women's “natural” roles as mothers over the female individual's autonomy.”51 

Although proponents of that ideology often vocally proclaimed their viewpoints, its 

pervasiveness began to arise in less noticeable ways. For example, an article published in 

Die literarische Welt in January, 1933 noted that the New Woman, “ran up against 

barriers. Her old womanly fate – motherhood, love, family – trailed after her into the 

spheres of the new womanliness...and she therefore found herself not liberated, as she 

had naively assumed, but now doubly bound.” The author concludes by mentioning how 

the New Women had begun to withdraw, “because they knew or because they had had 

enough of staying in front, where no one wanted to follow.”52 The main arguments in 

both vocal and surreptitious propaganda for conservative ideology were predominantly 

characterized by a concern over women's ability to care for children they might have at 

home. 

51 Von Ankum, 4.
52 Alice Rühle-Gerstel. “Zurück zur guten alten Zeit?” Die literarische Welt 9. No 4 (January), 1933, p 5-6. 
In The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 218-219.

33



In a similar vein, the old arguments over the sources of depopulation arose again 

with the crash of the stock-market and the ensuing great depression, with many people 

blaming the “liberated woman” of the 1920s for creating a norm where women did not 

want to have children or care for the ones they had. Fears over such a state of affairs 

intensified as the depression deepened and women increasingly sought out illegal 

abortions. Food shortages coupled with unemployment meant that basic living was often 

a challenge and in 1930 alone more than one-million illegal abortions were performed in 

Germany.53 Some women spoke out against Paragraph 218, or the law that made 

abortions illegal. In 1931, for example, thousands of women took to the street to protest 

against the law.54 The majority of women, however, were either ambivalent about, or 

supported such measures. The Nazi party itself had huge numbers of women supporters, 

despite having utilized anti-woman rhetoric from the beginning. In the period from 1930 

to 1933, when the Nazi party experienced its greatest growth, women were nearly as 

likely to vote for the National Socialists as men were.55 The reasons for this attraction are 

manifold, and still not completely understood. One point of attraction for all Nazi-

adherents was the image of a strong fatherly figure, especially during the era of the 

depression and the chaos it brought. Claudia Koontz points out that although Nazis had 

always held pejorative views about women, they promised that the women's sphere was 

special and would remain untainted by men's interference.56 Women could feel safe in 

that space, despite having their rights and views suppressed. 

53 Sneeringer, 171.
54 Atina Grossmann. “Abortion and Economic Crisis: The 1931 Campaign Against Paragraph 218.” In 
When Biology Became Destiny, 67.
55 Koontz, 4.
56 Ibid., 56.
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The Weimar government officially ended in January 1933, when a coalition 

between conservative leaders and the NSDAP57 elected Hitler as Chancellor, ostensibly in 

the hope that by giving him a small amount of power, they could more effectively stop 

him from gaining any more. As voting citizens, women's contribution to Hitler's political 

power was important. In the July elections of 1932, women votes surpassed men's votes 

for the NSDAP for the first time in history. It is instructive to note, however, that the 

NSDAP never had success in winning working women's votes, and Catholics were far 

less likely to vote National Socialist than Protestants.58 Although ultimately unhelpful for 

the dying Weimar Republic, it is interesting to point out that in the last free elections on 

November 6, 1932 before the establishment of the Third Reich, the Nazi party did not get 

a majority of the popular vote. Peukert posits that by that point the NSDAP had likely 

reached the highest number of voters it could, and failing to get a majority in the 1932 

elections, Hilter made a deal with the old conservative right to win power.59 

Although conservatives often brought up the moral and social dangers of the 

Weimar Republic, it wasn't until Hitler's authoritarian dictatorship that such concerns 

could be backed by widespread governmental support. The Nazi party vocally espoused a 

neo-traditionalist ideology, looking back to an idealized German past upon which to base 

their new society. This traditionalism, however, was countered by a technocratic and 

modern faction within the Nazi practice. In some ways, the Nazi treatment of Jews 

followed this illogic. The deeply embedded traditional anti-Semitism that characterized 

radical Nazis was followed to its horrific end through the means of very modern 

instruments of production and war. Historians of the Third Reich note the ideological 

57 National Socialist German Working Party, commonly known as the Nazi party. 
58 Sneeringer, 266.
59 Peukert, 268.
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dichotomy in many different areas of Nazi practice. Guenther calls it a “Janus face,”60 

that ultimately weakened Nazi control and allowed for self-expression and freedom 

within the Nazi state. This was no less pertinent in the area of women's positions and 

fashion in the Third Reich. 

Quickly after assuming power, Hitler said in an interview, “The program of our 

National Socialist Women's Movement has in truth but one single point, and that point is 

the child.”61 The focus on family in Nazi ideology frequently reflected the pure image of 

mother and children against social ills: often Jews and “emancipated women.” Hitler 

spoke against both in a speech when he stated, “The phrase “Emancipation of Women” is 

only an invention of the Jewish intellect and its content is stamped with the same spirit.”62 

The Nazi ideologue Alfred Rosenberg stated it somewhat clearer when he said, 

“Emancipation of woman from the women's emancipation movement is the first demand 

of a generation of women who would like to save the Volk and the race.”63 Throughout 

the Nazi regime, attempts to reshape the standard of womanhood often highlighted the 

social ailments of the past, equating the New Woman with the crisis of modernity and the 

great depression. Having established legal restrictions on working women, the Nazis 

immediately began attempts to exorcise the image of the liberated woman from German 

society. Nazis often viewed fashion as a visual symbol of the excess of the past, and a 

facet of themselves women should change for the betterment of the nation. 

This is evident in a statement in the handbook The ABC's of National Socialism.  

The handbook was written for Nazi members and outlined the do's and don'ts of National 

Socialism. It featured a section that seemed to link women's “frivolity” with the 
60 Guenther.
61 Ibid., 93.
62 Ibid., 95.
63 Ibid.
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Depression that gripped Germany. “It was craziness,” the handbook said, “when millions 

of our fellow citizens hungered, and lipstick was imported for approximately 12 marks a 

piece...Several million family fathers would have had work if these 12 marks had stayed 

in the country and German workers had produced the lipstick.”64 Cosmetics were one of 

the areas of feminine beauty most decried by Nazi hardliners. A “natural” look was 

promoted through propaganda and many Nazis made their distaste for “painted women” 

clear. Hitler himself referred to cosmetics as “war-paint.” His intended ban on all 

cosmetics was halted when his girlfriend, Eva Braun, supposedly threw a fit when she 

heard about the proposal. 

Despite the call for “natural beauty,” German women did not give up cosmetics 

and beauty products. Rather, companies underwent a change in advertising where beauty 

products were publicized as “creating” the natural look. An ad for Khasana cosmetics 

displayed a young woman saying, “But I always have two unfailing helpers in hand with 

which I can instantaneously look fresh and youthful again...surely you don't even notice 

that I have used these beauty aids. And that is the main thing: we do not wait to be called 

paintings.”65 The dependence on cosmetics that had begun with the fashions of the New 

Woman continued throughout the Third Reich. Other “vices,” such as smoking, 

continued as well. Even Hitler's girlfriend, Eva Braun, was said to smoked enormous 

numbers of cigarettes when Hitler wasn't around. Despite noncompliance, often within 

the inner circle of Nazi leaders, the Nazi party never issued an official standard of 

women's dress, although party propaganda and statements by individual party members 

make it clear that a certain ideological standard was sought after. The “mother” symbol in 

64 Curt Rosen, Das ABC des Nationalsozialismus. In Ibid., 92.
65 Ibid., 40.

37



Nazi Germany was particularly salient when combined with an appearance of particular 

“German-ness.” The importance of German-created fashion was integral to both boost 

Germany's own self-reliance and image as well as to hinder foreign influence, 

particularly that of France.

As the image of a Nazi man in uniform came to have certain power, so too did 

women in uniform. Uniforms were common in the majority of women's organizations, 

including the BDF's successor: the Nazi-run National Socialist Frauenschaft.66 The first 

female organization in Germany to adopt a uniform was the girls’ league, the Bund 

Deutscher Madel (BDM). The first uniform of the group was denounced by Hitler 

himself as looking like “an old sack,” and was redesigned upon his insistence. The new 

outfit consisted of a white blouse, a navy blue skirt (the length of which was precise and 

carefully monitored), brown leather shoes and an “alpine jacket.”

Despite the ubiquity of the uniform in Nazi society, the most common image of 

women in Nazi propaganda was that of the farmer's wife in Tracht, the traditional folk 

costume (see figure 13). Tracht was the highest form of traditional Aryan culture, 

according to the Nazis, and so fervent was the push for the costume that a media office 

was established in Innsbruck. Its purpose, notes Guenther, “was to foment a “Tracht 

renewal movement” throughout the German Reich.”67 The most visible symbol of Tracht 

was the dirndl dress (see figure 14). The costume was made up of a long dress with tight 

bodice, puffy sleeves, and a shawl or short jacket. Not only did the dirndl embody the 

Nazi idea of women's fashion, but it appealed to the spirit of nationalism by the German 

66 The BDF (or Bund Deutscher Frauenschaft) was the primary women’s organization in Germany up until 
the Third Reich. Although much of their political action centered on women’s suffrage, they also 
represented a wide range of various subgroups like, for example, the German Housewives Union, among 
others.
67 Ibid., 111.
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cloth of which it was crafted. By 1933 Germany still imported nearly ninety-five percent 

of its textiles.68 Nazi higher-ups saw the dirndl as a way to cultivate Germany's own 

textile production, and part of the campaign surrounding the dirndl was a push for 

German farmwives to raise their own sheep and grow more flax to be able to produce the 

dirndl and other traditional garb from domestic textiles.

The dirndl was an immediate success. Varieties of the dress proliferated and 

women throughout Germany wore the style, even in the major metropolitan cities like 

Berlin. For nearly four years, until 1938, Tracht styles were popular in Germany and 

elsewhere in the world. Although not as long-lasting, the style did attain an international 

status, reaching Paris and the United States. Marlene Dietrich outfitted herself for an 

entire summer in Tracht fashions after her move to America, and the style caught on 

there. The decline of the dirndl started, ironically, in the rural German countryside. The 

farmwives who had supposedly initiated the fashion dropped Tracht fairly early on. The 

full dirndl wasn't practical at all for heavy farm work,69 and most found creating their 

own textiles time-consuming and expensive. An essay in Deutsche Volkskunde said of 

Tracht, “No child wears it. The men who still wear it are old and senile, and even with 

the women, it is the old mothers who predominate.”70 By 1938 it was losing a battle 

against the ever-changing tides of fashion internationally, and its brief popularity 

absolutely died in 1939 when most of the western world turned their backs on Germany 

because of Hitler's march on the Sudetenland. As international fashions changed, German 

68 Ibid., 114.
69 Ibid., 118.
70 A. Kasten, “Alte oder neue Weizackertracht? Das schnelle Ende der alten Volkstracht,” Deutsche 
Volkskunde. Vierteljahresschrift der Arbeitgemeinschaft fur Deutsche Volkskunde 4, no 2/3 (1942). In Ibid., 
119.
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women went back to wearing the chic designs from Paris and the dirndl, much to Nazi 

disapproval, faded away from German women's wardrobes.

Just as Nazi censure of cosmetics was met by a nearly complete lack of 

compliance by women, so too was the propaganda about fashion. The ebb and flow in 

popularity of the drindl suggests that it was predominantly the caprice of fashion that 

propelled the style forward in Germany, as it did internationally as well. Furthermore, the 

fact that German women adopted the new international styles again in 1938 demonstrates 

the lack of control Nazis had over women's sartorial ideology. This was not aided by the 

fact that the Nazi power structure never actually declared an official German Dress. 

Given the relative lack of obedience from German women even in light of the intense 

propaganda of the time, it is unknown whether or not an official dress code would have 

been upheld. Certainly, Nazi officials and their wives rarely wore the fashions pushed out 

in propaganda, and many wealthy Nazi women continued to frequent even Jewish 

couture boutiques. The Propaganda minister's wife, Magda Goebbels, was no exception. 

This disregard for Nazi ideology by the promoters themselves points to the unlikelihood 

that an official German fashion would have been successful. 

As the war progressed, propaganda regarding fashion and cosmetics increasingly 

disappeared. With the intensification of the war the Nazis reversed their position on 

working women and began a movement to get women back to work for the war effort, 

exacerbating the double-standard within Nazi practice. As the regime demanded women 

work in factories, the fashion that most horrified critics in the 1920s came back. Women 

began wearing trousers. Marlene Dietrich herself wore fashionable pants when she 

vacationed on the Côte d’Azur in the summer of 1939.71 Although most German women 

71 Veillon, 2.
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began wearing them out of practicality, some publications, such as Die Dame, did feature 

fashionable culottes and pant suits (see figure 15). Looking back on the period, it seems 

evident that the propaganda the Nazis put out regarding women's fashion didn't match the 

reality of women's sartorial choices. Fashion and women's magazines at the time 

sporadically gave lip service to National Socialist ideology. Increasingly throughout the 

1930s and early 1940s, however, much of the popular press showed international designs, 

mostly out of Paris. Even adherence to Nazi ideology often covered up a slew of 

international fashions, such as when magazines would publish glamorous photos of 

Hollywood movie stars, ostensibly to show how immoral and unfeminine they were. The 

lack of legal regulations and the double standard presented by Nazi officials when it came 

to fashion presented an opportunity for German women to pursue fashion in a relatively 

free way.

The Nazis fought to keep the “liberated woman” at bay, as well as the crisis of 

modernity that she exemplified. Their attempts to do so, however, were never met by 

large scale compliance by German women. The facets of the New Woman that Nazis 

most detested: her use of cosmetics, reliance on international fashion, and participation in 

“masculine” activities like smoking, continued on throughout the Third Reich. The battle 

between Nazi ideology and actual practice demonstrates that, in the area of women's 

fashion and choice therein, the Nazi regime failed to exert their powerful convictions on 

the majority of their female citizens. 
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Chapter 3
German Occupation of France and the French Fashion Industry in German Hands

From 1933 onward the policies of the Third Reich reflected immediate concerns 

with French influence in fashion. In May of 1933, the propaganda minister Joseph 

Goebbels met with a social columnist for a Berlin newspaper, the Vossishe Zeitung. The 

journalist, Bella Fromm, was to report on an upcoming fashion show in Berlin. She 

received the following order from Goebbels: “From now on, I want the French fashion to 

be omitted. Have it replaced by German models.”72 Fromm herself commented later in her 

diary that she found the idea of German-led fashion ridiculous. “Imagine...” she wrote, 

“the “Hitler Maidens,” with “Gretchen” braids, flat heels, and clean-scrubbed faces! 

Black skirts down to the ankles, brown jackets bearing the swastika! Neither rouge nor 

lipstick!”73 To a fashion commentator in the Third Reich, the fashion supremacy of 

France was inalterable, and even the orders of the propaganda minister himself could not 

sway her from this idea. Furthermore, the image Bella Fromm had in her head of a 

particular German fashion was inelegant and unstylish. 

That Bella Fromm felt that way wasn't surprising. Germany had always taken a 

back seat to French when it came to fashion, and although Germany had made progress 

throughout the early twentieth century, especially in the arena of Konfektion (ready-to-

wear fashions), they continued to view France as a threat. Tensions between France and 

Germany were deeply embedded. In the three centuries prior to the Second World War, 

France had been cemented as the fashion capital of the world, and fashion frequently 

popped up in the international disputes between France and Germany. In the face of 

72  Guenther, 91.
73 Bella Fromm, Blood and Banquets: A Berlin Social Diary. (New York: Garden City Publishers, 1944/rpt. 

Carol Publishing Group, 1990), p. 111. In Ibid., 91.
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enormous defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, for example, the French response 

to German victory (and the subsequently huge death rate) was to declare black the official 

color of the fashion season, thereby deflating some of the German taunting of a Paris 

marred by the “black spots” of mourning wear.74

Although French design was paramount in the world of fashion, Germany wasn't 

totally exiled from that sector. The German Konfektion industry slowly grew throughout 

the nineteenth century, and by the turn of the century, when the popularity of ready-made 

clothing greatly increased, Germany was the undisputed industry leader. Although 

clothing was based on French design, the garments themselves, even when sold within 

France, were often of German origin. German manufacturers ensured their business by 

simply excluding this fact from the labels.

As German industry grew throughout the late nineteenth century so too did a 

social development that had a large impact on all aspects of German social and political 

culture. Nationalism was a strong force in German cultural and political life. Although it 

often dealt with internal political issues, for example German debate over democracy in 

the nineteenth century, it frequently enveloped national concerns over foreign influence 

in politics, the economy, and the cultural sphere. In the 1920s and throughout the Third 

Reich many Germans were concerned about Americanization and consumerism, which 

they felt threatened traditional German values and morals. In fashion debates critics often 

cited France as the ultimate example of unhealthy decadence and frivolity. 

German nationalists, however, were not the only ones concerned with foreign 

influences. The French themselves were prone to anti-German rhetoric, especially during 

times of heightened tension like the Franco-Prussian War or World War I. In 1918, the 

74 Ibid.
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French author Edouard Driault wrote, “France before the war was invaded by German 

products; she sent herself to a German school. The future of her industry, of her beautiful 

qualities of national genius were threatened, already compromised.”75 Although Driault 

exaggerated French fears about foreign influence, French concern and criticism of 

Germany and of German women was common.

In 1918 the cover of the French magazine La Baïonette showed an illustration 

comparing France's Marianne to a fictional German woman, “Germania” (see figure 16 

for cartoon.) Marianne, as she is often portrayed, is lovely, delicate and young. Her face 

is turned alluringly towards the viewer and she has a knowing and slightly playful smile 

on her face. Germania, in contrast, is old, fat and dour. Her eyes are completely obscured 

by a pair of glasses and she wears an inelegant metal war helmet on her head. The caption 

of the illustration reads, “Marianne and Germania: The History of a Bonnet and a 

Helmet,” referring to the Phrygian cap Marianne is always portrayed in and the war 

helmet Germania sports. In this illustration, the French idea of a German woman is 

clearly presented as a war-obsessed woman who is fat and unhappy. 

Similarly, a cartoon published in a pamphlet by French satirists Radiguet and 

Arnac at the outbreak of the First World War shows German women in fashions “stolen” 

by their officer husbands (see figure 17). Three of the four women in the cartoon are 

obese and hardly fit into the fashionable clothing they've purloined. One of the women is 

so overweight, or her clothing so small for her, that her bare breasts peek over the edge of 

her gown. The woman standing next to her towers over the men like a giant. Her dress is 

such a bad fit that it barely reaches her thighs. This French illustration shows contempt 

for German women who attempt to socialize in French fashions. Furthermore, it 

75 Edouard Driault. Plus Rien d’allemand, 1918. In Ibid., 25.
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exemplifies a condescending French attitude towards German women. The innocent, 

nearly dumb looks on the faces of the officers' wives point to the French view that not 

only do German women dress horribly, but they are utterly unaware that they do so.

Although many Germans were aware that the French thought badly of them, their 

buying preferences and clothing choices reflected a unanimous choice of French design, 

especially in the 1920s. This tendency clashed with a series of international incidents in 

the spring of 1922 when Germany signed the Rapallo treaty with the Soviet Union. The 

treaty resembled the beginnings of a Soviet-German axis,76 although, as Peukert points 

out, the common German stance on it was as a trump card to produce better German-

Western relations.77 The clauses of the treaty were remarkably vague and produced little 

effect. France, however, was alarmed and used a delay in German reparation payments in 

late 1922 as a reason to march in and occupy the Ruhr Valley in Western Germany.

The German reaction was, as Peukert notes, “a great upsurge in nationalist 

outrage.”78 This included a sudden call for the cessation of French fashions in Germany. 

Even the Association of the German Fashion Industry called for a complete boycott on 

French fashion items, writing in 1923, “We in fashion are fully aware of our dependence 

on Paris to provide us with the taste of worldwide fashion. [We] know that we harm 

ourselves in multiple ways if we do not travel to Paris.” The Association's outrage at the 

occupation of the Ruhr Valley, however, obliged them to call for a complete cessation of 

French imports. They continued, “It is no longer possible for us to turn our eyes from the 

fact that the French are doing absolutely everything conceivable to ruin us. In such a 

moment it is not a question of business, but for everyone who still possesses a spark of 

76 Peukert admits the likelihood that some German military officials did intend for that eventuality.
77 Peukert, 59.
78 Ibid., 60.
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national feeling or a spark of the feeling of self-respect there is something natural in self-

defense against such humiliation.”79 The sudden public censure of all things French 

created a double standard for women who continued to wear fashionable clothing. 

Despite even the fashion industry swearing by German design, many German designers 

and those in the Konfektion business secretly traveled to Paris fashion shows and 

continued to buy Paris designs.

Although French disdain for German women certainly wasn't a rare occurrence, 

German contempt for the French standard of womanhood was often more vitriolic, 

frequently because of the lack of morality German critics perceived the French as 

exemplifying. A drawing from 1923 of the French Marianne displays shows the “vamp” 

image that French women were often characterized as by Germans (see figure 18). The 

gigantic Marianne towers over the Ruhr valley, her eyes demonic. She wears a dress that 

hangs suggestively off her shoulders, almost displaying one breast. In the Third Reich 

similar demonized images of French influence appear. The foreign foe was nearly always 

represented as French.

The inability of Nazi officials to propose a solid policy with regard to Nazi 

women's fashion and French fashion made it difficult for Germany to take a stance 

against any ideological faux-pas committed by its fashioned citizens. Furthermore, the 

entrenched supremacy of French design challenged whatever attempts Nazis made 

against it. That hegemony of French design didn't stop Nazi officials from wanting to 

topple it, however. The issues that arose between Nazi hardliner officials and the reality 

79 Association of the German Fashion Industry. “Boykott franzõsischer Modewaren,” Styl, Blãtter des  
Verbandes des deutschen Modeindustrie, vol 2 (1), 1923, 52-53. In The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 658.
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of the importance of the French fashion industry created a conundrum for Nazi officials 

once France was defeated at the outset of the Second World War.

The War and Occupation

On the eve of war most Parisians either ignored or were ignorant of the German 

threat to their north eastern border. At the end of August 1939 the major fashion houses 

showed their winter collections and their designs demonstrated an odd mix of sumptuous 

elegance and flashes of military motifs. Critics applauded longer skirt hems and an added 

emphasis on the hips. Designers like Madeleine Vionnet draped fabric along the hip-line, 

and some even added panniers to emphasize the area.80 While viewers celebrated the new 

changes, many criticized the military influence found throughout many designs. 

Fashion magazines like Vogue, Marie-Claire and Marianne reported such 

remarks, noting that audiences wondered, “by bringing the very old military uniforms 

back into fashion aren't the creators – at least some of them – allowing themselves to be 

influenced by these troubled times?”81 Along with frogging, tassels and trimming, the 

most prevalent evidence of military influence appeared in the millinery lines. Eying such 

hats as shakos and chéchias, even the most approving critic couldn't help but look 

askance at a French Guard tricorn in one of the shows.82 

The slight concessions to military concern amid the heightened elegance of longer 

skirts and wider hips indicates an industry, like France itself, caught between hope for a 

war-free future and concern over German aggression. A great number of French people 

felt mollified by the Munich Agreements of the previous September, where western 

80 Veillon, 7. 
81 Ibid.
82 Ibid.
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powers had trusted German claims that Germany would not move against anyone else 

after they acquired the Sudetenland. This trust translated into a strange reality for urban 

middle to upper-class French people. Their actions stated that they believed no harm 

would befall them, while their clothing showed that they were quietly afraid that it might. 

This was true even after the Germans invaded Poland and the Allied powers 

subsequently declared war on Germany. The nine months between the German invasion 

of Poland and the advancement of German troops into France are known as the “phony 

war” (drôle de guerre in French). They reflect a nationwide continuance of what the 

fashion industry experienced before the war. Even with the Germans sitting on their 

Northern border the French military command did very little to prepare for a 

technologically advanced war against Germany. The majority of French soldiers felt prior 

to German advancement that they would overcome German forces.83 The French military 

command focused on tactics of the First World War, refusing to take the offensive or 

expand into new technologies. The military command, like the French fashion industry, 

looked dreamily into the past, only superficially incorporating the reality of the present. 

After the German occupation of Poland and the ensuing nine months of “phony 

war,” the German advancement into France in spring of 1940 came as a shock after the 

inactivity of the previous months. It spurred the infamous “exodus” of Belgians, Northern 

French-people and Parisians towards the south of France and set off a panic in France as 

the political leadership itself fled the city. When news came of French defeats on the 

battlefield and the rapid German advance, France, and Paris in particular, had to prepare 

itself for the unthinkable: occupation. 

83 Cristofferson, 35.
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Although occupation was the eventual outcome, it was far from evident that it 

would be so in the immediate period following French military defeat. Millions of French 

people were displaced from the North to the South in the “exodus” and the French 

government changed tumultuously from a Daladier-led to a Reynaud-led to a Pétain-led 

administration even before the armistice (signed 22 June, 1940). Furthermore, the 

government hopped from Paris to Tours to Bordeaux before finally settling in the small 

spa town of Vichy. Pétain, the glorified World War I hero and distinguished statesman, 

had been hastily handed the government of France in the hope that his military history 

would help better engage, and eventually negotiate, with the Germans. That negotiation, 

the armistice, laid out crippling terms of surrender for France, and Pétain himself didn't 

even inform the French people of the conditions of it until two days after the signing, 

after even Great Britain announced that it no longer considered France to be a sovereign 

state because of the terms of the armistice.84 

When he did inform the country, however, it was with the accompanying news 

that a new order would be established. That new order, called a “national revolution” by 

the members of the Vichy regime, was definitively put into place on July 10, 1940, when 

the Senate and Chamber of Deputies voted 569 to 80 to give Pétain full powers to revise 

the constitution.85 The Vichy regime, led by Pétain and propelled forward in large part by 

his Premier Pierre Laval, sought to remedy the decadent culture that led to French defeat. 

Furthermore, they undertook the task of re-centering the French national spirit in values 

grounded in peasant culture and an idealized French past. This goal was curtailed by the 

fact that the area the Germans allowed Vichy to control was only one-third of France.

84 Ibid., 36.
85 Ibid., 37.
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The terms of the armistice divided France into two large zones, the German-

occupied North and the “free zone” of the South, governed by Marshal Pétain and the 

Vichy government. The North was subsequently divided into smaller zones that 

corresponded to German administration concerns. For example, Germany directly 

annexed the departments of Alsace and Lorraine and grouped the Northern-most 

departments into the part of Belgium governed by the Brussels German Command (see 

figure 19). Given the chaos that enveloped France and the overwhelming French desire 

for a “return to normal” it isn't surprising that the Vichy regime, and even the German 

occupiers in the North, initially received a large degree of support from the French 

people. Collaboration with the Germans appeared to be the only solution for such a 

weakened state. 

Collaboration was a sticky point for most French people, as only a small minority 

of radical conservatives outright supported German occupation. The majority of the 

French populace, however, had already experienced a period of national appeasement 

with Germany leading up to the war. For example when the Nazis instituted the first large 

scale attack on the Jewish presence in Germany with the infamous Kristallnacht, the 

Prime Minister of France Edouard Daladier refused to condemn Nazi actions, valuing 

good relations with Germany over anything else.86 This echoed the latent anti-Semitic 

atmosphere in France, which grew increasingly isolationist throughout the thirties. 

Although militant antisemitism was relatively rare in France; there was a strong 

sentiment of what Christofferson calls “a fundamental form of pacifism,” where the 

French overlooked many of the basic tenants of the French spirit to preserve the 

86 Ibid., 11.
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semblance of peace.87 Although occupation wasn't something that any French person 

wanted, the psychological acceptance of appeasement, and the search for personal safety, 

aided in adjusting to German rule. As the French writer Jean Giono wrote before the 

outbreak of war, “for my part, I prefer being a living German to being a dead 

Frenchman.”88

With the arrival of German troops in Paris on June 14, 1940, the first practical 

concerns of occupation arose for the fashion industry. Although nearly half of the city 

had evacuated itself in the exodus to the south, enough people remained to continue 

business. Whereas previously the French had mocked the Germans for rationing clothing 

(something most French thought would never occur in France), Paris itself was struck by 

sudden and intense shortages of clothing as Germans troops bought everything within 

their power during the first initial weeks of occupation. This was made possible by a 

German-controlled exchange rate that placed the German mark at 20 francs when it was 

worth little more than half that amount.89

Although Germany's successes up until that point in the war were astonishing, 

some Germans still felt that Germany's enemies, even those who had been conquered, 

mocked the Germans. A German author wrote in 1940, 

“Germany suffers from enemy propaganda that in 1940 asserts the “ideology of 
barbarism”...This is due to the fact that in the case of Germany, lack of knowledge 
about our past clothing customs has led to critical judgments of our culture. 1940 
is not the first time this has happened...”
“The effect of this false costume is not to be taken lightly. An inferiority complex 
had to develop when it was believed that we still lived like the animals while a 
bright light shone through the rest of the world...The others, they used this 
“compromised past” repeatedly against us for their own political purposes: 1939 
just like 1914 and 1870, pictures of buffalo-horned, hide-wearing warriors were 

87 Ibid.
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fetched forth and used, along with interminable stories of the Vandals of old, to 
scare the neutrals. That is why it is important, also through a German fashion, to 
demonstrate that Germany is fighting precisely to make life richer and more 
beautiful.”90

That author touched upon the importance of fashion for the Nazi agenda and 

helped to clarify why the fall of Paris would be such a huge gain for German fashion. 

With the defeat of its longtime enemy, Germany would have a chance to take over the 

coveted position of world fashion leader. In reality, most people involved in German 

fashion felt panic when news came of Paris' fall. Germany had never been able to exert 

independence from French design, and even in the “phony war” period when Nazi 

officials made it clear that any interaction with the enemy was forbidden, many German 

designers and businessmen still traveled to the Paris fashion shows. The idea of stepping 

into Paris' shoes was daunting for an industry that had so depended on it for inspiration 

for centuries. 

This is perhaps part of the reason why Major Schmidtke, the German senior 

official in the Wehrmacht Propaganda Department in Paris, felt that the fashion industry 

in France should be left alone and unchanged. His commanding officer, Propaganda 

Minister Goebbels, did not agree. The Paris fashion industry was too important to leave 

to itself. Goebbels said on the matter, “We must become leaders in this field, too, and 

cannot have any inferiority complexes.”91 The debate between Goebbels and Schmidtke 

was but a small facet of a much larger discussion over German goals for the newly 

conquered French state. As a German officer said in August of 1940 concerning German 

plans for France, “One side wants to carry it all off, at the same time the other side wants 

90 Zischka, Anton. 5000 Jahre Kleidersorgen, pp. 275-277. In Guenther, 207.
91 Ibid., 209.
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to save it all. Everyone says everything and its opposite.”92 Hitler himself wanted to 

assure total French subjugation by completely dismantling all industry and moving it to 

Germany. He was persuaded against that plan by the immediate concerns of the war and 

notably some of his ministers, like Minister of Armaments Albert Speer, who saw the 

practical benefits in keeping French manufacturing in France for Germany to use in the 

war. 

For the fashion industry specifically there was a German attraction to the idea of 

tearing it down. Such an action would have assured both ideological and practical 

revenge for centuries of French supremacy and mocking of German style. The prevailing 

idea by the Nazi command, however, was to dismantle parts of the industry and move 

most of it to Berlin. Such a move would assure Germany the leadership position in 

fashion as well as the lucrative profits from it. Almost immediately after the occupation 

of Paris, Nazi officials summoned French designer Lucien Lelong to a series of meetings 

over the fate of the French fashion industry.

Lelong was the head of one of the top Parisian couture houses, that since 1924 

had employed over twelve hundred employees.93 In 1937 he was elected president of the 

Chambre Syndicale de la Couture, which put him in the difficult position of being the 

French negotiator for the fashion industry when the Nazis took over. Lelong argued for 

keeping the fashion industry in France. “Luxury and quality are national industries,” he 

said. “They bring millions of foreign currency into state coffers, which we need now 

more than ever...What Germany earns with chemical products, fertilizers and machinery 

92 Radtke-Delacor, 104. Quote translated from French by Kinley Paisley. Original quote as found in article 
reads, “Un service veut enlever, l'autre veut, en même temps, conserver. Tout le monde dit tout et son 
contraire.”
93 Victoria and Albert Museum Online. Accessed March 10, 2009.
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we earn with diaphanous muslins, perfumes, flowers and ribbons.”94 He also argued that 

the uprooting of the industry would be practically impossible, as the couture houses 

depended on hundreds of suppliers within France to equip their designs. 

Lelong was forced to attend fourteen meetings with Nazi officials to discuss the 

issue and eventually they dropped their plans to move the industry, instead deciding to 

implement strict rules and regulations for it within France. After the war, the French 

credited Lelong with the salvation of the fashion industry, and Lelong himself stated that 

it was his own persuasive arguments that changed the Nazi plans.95 Whether the Nazis 

were convinced by Lelong or distracted by the events of the war is unknown. At the time 

they relented on the fashion issue in late 1940 they had just come out of the Battle of 

Britain, the first military encounter where they didn't gain an immediate victory, and were 

already planning for their mid-1941 invasion of the Soviet Union. Although Lelong's 

skillfulness was successful, historians also note that when Nazis decided on something, 

they weren't often swayed from it, lending some strength to the idea that the decision 

came from the Nazis rather from the French.96 

Whatever the impetus, the decision was made in late 1940 and regulations 

thereafter were delineated for the industry. These included textile and other material 

restrictions, as well as some personnel disruptions when some of the houses were shut 

down. Other couturiers decided to leave on their own, for example Schiaparelli 

voluntarily went to the United States for the duration of the war, although her atelier in 

Paris still created fashion items and held shows. For the most part, cohabitation with the 

94 Veillon, 13.
95 Guenther, 210.
96 Ibid. Guenther seems to be more of the opinion that the Nazis dropped the issue because of their 
involvement in the war rather than out of sympathy for the French industry. She does note, however, that 
the money issue (the huge revenues from the French fashion industry) played an important role in Nazi 
decision making on the subject
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Germans went relatively smoothly. The major houses, of which an estimated sixty 

percent stayed open throughout the entire war, continued to put together collections to 

show twice a year.

The major practical problems with compliance arose around the rationing system, 

for which two houses were shut down, ostensibly for over use of allotted textiles.97 The 

noted atelier of Balenciaga was one of those, although Guenther notes that the other, 

Grès, was shut down because Madame Grès had used the French tricolore as the theme 

for her collection.98 Such a violation exhibits the ideological tensions that arose in the 

Occupation period as some people resisted German occupation and some welcomed it. 

Such relations with the Germans existed in different levels of participation for all French 

people. Some left France, some collaborated wholeheartedly, and the vast majority 

existed somewhere in the middle. Likewise, Schiaparelli left France, Coco Chanel had a 

German officer as a lover, and the rest of the designers fell in the middle. After the war 

the French fashion industry fell under some criticism for the “ostentatious” creations that 

had characterized wartime haute couture, especially in the millinery field. Critics pointed 

out that as the rest of France suffered severe shortages of textiles and other clothing-

related items, the fashion houses were creating large and elaborate hats and other 

garments.99

Lucien Lelong defended the actions of the couturiers after the war, saying that it 

was a way of getting to the Germans, as every yard of fabric wasted on a hat was a yard 

that the Germans would not get.100 This argument was a common one after the war, when 

97 Victoria and Albert Museum Online. Accessed March 10, 2009
98 Guenther, 210.
99 Hats in both Germany and France were not subject to the same textile rationing systems as other clothes, 
and hats made in the period often utilized what little resources were available to extreme ends.
100 Guenther, 211.
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the myth that all but a small minority of French people actively supported the resistance 

became entrenched in French collective memory. When people were blamed for being 

collaborators they nearly always stated that they had done so to protect France. Even 

Pierre Laval, the main proponent of collaboration in the Vichy regime, claimed that he 

only had France's best interests at heart. Writing from jail, he said, “faced with such men 

as Hitler, Oberg, or Sauckel, the only power I had was my power to negotiate or to 

convince. I used these means with all my wile, in every way...I put to work all the 

resources of my mind, my heart, and my political experience. I struggled every hour of 

the day, and often of the night, to patch things together as best I could, to reduce the 

depletions of our goods, to prevent requisitions, to block the forced transfers of our 

workers, and to save condemned persons. In a word, I wanted to preserve France.”101 

Laval was one of the Frenchmen to be executed for collaboration with the Germans 

during the war, although many others were condemned either legally or socially. 

The accusations that Lelong and other designers defended themselves against, that 

they promoted frivolity when the rest of France suffered extreme shortages, were 

somewhat based on reality. Although designs from the period do show a tendency 

towards more elaborate hats than was popular before the war (often adorned with birds, 

feathers, and other odds and ends), the general trend in French fashion was towards 

practicality. Reflective of the entire industry, the designer Bruyère noted on her 1940 

winter collection, “The collection has been entirely conceived with regard to the Parisian 

woman's new way of life: her comfort, walking, the terrible cold, all are provided for, but 

101 Pierre Laval, Laval Parle, pg 149. In France During the German Occupation 1940-1944, 8.
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elegance is maintained.”102 As the reality of rationing hit both the French people and the 

fashion designers themselves, practicality became paramount.

Shortages affected all aspects of the fashion industry. Exacerbated by the German 

requisitions that took materials and supplies from everyday French people and 

manufacturers alike, the shortages were tied up in the larger picture of French defeat. 

Because of the division of French territory into several zones, materials could not be 

easily transported from one zone to another, let alone from the “Free Zone” of Vichy 

France to the “Occupied Zone” of the North. Paris' position in the occupied north did not 

help Parisian designers attain precious fabrics from the far northern Pas-de-Calais and far 

eastern Vosges regions, which were not in the same zone as they were.103 Designers and 

French people alike scraped together what they could. In a more bizarre instance, many 

couturiers turned to using rabbit fur, which they had previously scorned, and even cat fur. 

The fur of black, ginger and ash-gray cats was particularly prized.104 

The peculiar attraction that Germans had for French fashion goods even in the 

face of outright government censure and condemnation continued throughout the war. 

After the first initial rush of German soldiers through French shops cleared out 

inventories and started the trail towards severe shortages, that attraction to French fashion 

continued. The dichotomy between German seduction by French goods and Nazi 

condemnation of them was heightened by the French Vichy government in the “Free 

Zone” of France, which incorporated an agenda of idealized rural tradition into its 

administration, much as the Nazis had done in Germany. 

102 L'Oeuvre, November 18, 1940. In Veillon, 34.
103 Ibid., 39.
104 Ibid., 36.
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French goods attracted the initial wave of German soldiers who completely wiped 

out France's entire supply of items like silk stockings and cosmetics, in most cases to 

send home to their families or sweethearts. After a month of occupation it was nearly 

impossible to find such things within Germany or even France itself. Nazi officials often 

frequented couture shops in Paris to obtain the highest quality fashions. Göring bought 

twenty gowns from the Paquin atelier for his wife and nearly two hundred German 

women were granted the special permission cards from the Nazi government that allowed 

them to buy French haute couture.105 This was despite continuing calls for women to 

renounce “frivolous” foreign fashions or, for example, when the German fashion 

magazine Die Mode featured essays that condemned “the rigid elegance of a capitalist 

fashion spirit.”106 Even Nazi officials' hypocrisy when it came to French fashion bore 

little resemblance to the reality of the situation for the vast majority of Germans on the 

home front. Although French design, such that it was during the war, did influence styles 

of new clothing available in Germany, most Germans were only able to purchase new 

clothing in a piecemeal fashion. The same textile restrictions that chafed French 

couturiers were much worse for the average Germany person. In September, 1940, a few 

months after occupation began, the French joined their occupier with a rationing system 

that including clothing and shoes. 

The broader scope of the rationing system and the severe shortages that afflicted 

France meant that even basic necessities like food were in short supply. In the winter of 

1940, a Parisian glovemaker named Georges Mazeaud wrote to his cousin in the country, 

“We are hungry, my children, grandchildren, my wife, and I. I never thought that at the 

105 Guenther, 212.
106 “Mode ohne Diktat,” Die Mode, no 1 (January), 1941. In Ibid., 217.
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age of sixty-six I could write that, but there it is. The food supply in Paris is entirely 

inadequate, and many are undernourished.”107 Although food was of greater concern, 

clothing shortages made life difficult as well. The realities of the rationing system in both 

countries and the demands of war quickly made most fashion items unavailable for the 

majority of people. When clothing items were available they could be found on the black 

market at exorbitant prices, as a letter from a group of Angevin women to the department 

prefect in 1940 complaining that, “stockings bought for 25 francs in Marseilles are being 

sold in Angers for 125 francs.”108

As the war progressed, however, supplies dwindled and even on the black market 

goods were hard to come by. The editor of the magazine Die Mode wrote in its last issue 

in April 1943, “Because many of the pretty things that we have shown in our issues have 

been ‘unattainable’ for our readers, we have often tried to suggest that, during the war, 

our publication should not be used as an instruction guide, but should serve only as a 

taste guide.”109 The majority of women in both France and Germany during the war years 

had to make do with what they had. This often involved refashioning old items, or 

making new ones out of previously unfashionable fabrics like burlap. The homemade 

practicality of the later years of the war, however, did not propagate fashion changes led 

by haute couture. The relatively few women who did continue to dress fashionably were 

in such minority that it hardly bears fruit to analyze them as a group, as their cases are 

much better regarded on an individual basis. 

1942 was an important year for France. In November the Germans occupied the 

Free Zone after the allies successfully landed in North Africa. This meant that the Vichy 
107 Gildea, 90.
108 Ibid., 95.
109 Mode in der Zeitenwende: Ein Abschiedswort an unsere Leser,” Die Mode, no 4 (April), 1943. In 
Guenther, 214.
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regime gave up any resemblance of liberty of action and became a true puppet 

government under German rule. By that point Germany was also entrenched in the Battle 

of Stalingrad, and stepped up measures in France to aide the German war effort in 

general. In early 1942 the British began bombing German manufacturing sites in France 

and only stepped up their efforts as the war continued. In July and August the first large-

scale round-ups of Jews began in France with the cooperation of the Vichy Regime. As 

the war intensified, the lives of everyday French and Germans became increasingly about 

simple survival. Fashion, although the French industry continued to have shows, became 

an inconsequential part of the average person's life. Even the fashion industry itself was 

hard-pressed to continue, as material shortages and the realities of living in an occupied 

Paris made business difficult. By the end of the war in Germany, for example, textiles 

were in such shortage that people were not allowed to re-clothe their dead loved-ones for 

burial.110

The liberation of France in 1944 and the collapse of the Third Reich soon after 

brought an end to the war and the hardships of life for both France and Germany. Nazi 

hopes for supremacy over the fashion world were never realized because of the 

encumbrance of war and the difficulties of administration during several active military 

campaigns. The occupation period in French and German history was the final 

culmination of years of hostility and rivalry between the two countries, and the French 

fashion industry demonstrates the extent of German goals, standards and abilities within 

that period and space. As was the case within Germany itself, Nazi goals for the 

fashioning of its citizens did not work out in large part because of the double standard the 

Nazis had regarding French fashion. Germany was able to conquer France, but German 

110 Ibid., 262.
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ideology never conquered French fashion. The period of German occupation therefore 

follows a similar road of Nazi double-standards within their home country.

Epilogue

After the war had ended, the editor of French Vogue wrote, “there was no 

honorable way of publishing a magazine under the Germans; there was no way without 

compromise and collaboration. I stalled and formed slippery answers for the 

Germans...the problem was to work without selling out.”111 The shame of collaboration 

hung over French citizens for decades and the immediate post-war period was one of 

chaos for both Germany and France. Citizens of both countries experienced food and 

material shortages for years after the end of the war in May 1945. France was reunified 

and Germany split up into occupation zones. Psychologically both France and Germany 

began the process of coming to terms with their positions in the war. France built up the 

myth that every Frenchman but a few supported the resistance, and Germany protected 

itself by saying that the average person had no idea about the true extent of Nazi terror. 

Within those models of cultural denial, the accusation of collaboration was immensely 

powerful for both countries.

The fashion industry echoed the chaos of the immediate post-war period. A 

foreign correspondent was shocked by what she saw in Paris immediately after liberation. 

She noted how the French, “lavished fabric into parachute sleeves, elaborate draped 

bodices...and outsized hats that were over-trimmed.”112 The haphazard and gaudy 

fashions of Paris were a stark contrast to the rest of France, much of which lay in 

111 Steele, 268.
112 Gertrude Dailey. “Paris Fashions, Liberation Style.” Tricolor, November 1944. In Ibid., 267.

61



smoking rubble. The Germans found some humor in the situation. The first fashion show 

in Berlin after the war showed a model in a patchwork dress holding a purse made from a 

gas mask.113 For awhile the brief advancements that American designers had made during 

the war years (when European fashions were unavailable) seemed poised to establish a 

new fashion hierarchy. However, in the early 1950s two events occurred that placed 

Parisian fashion back on the top of the design world. 

The first was that Coco Chanel, ostracized after the war because of her scandalous 

affair with a relatively high-ranked Nazi officer, made an infamous comeback at the age 

of 71. She restyled the look of her 1930s woman's suit and found immediate success, 

especially with Americans. Life magazine wrote of her in 1954, “She is already 

influencing everything. At 71, Gabrielle Chanel is creating more than a fashion: a 

revolution.”114 She spent the rest of her life designing mostly for Hollywood stars. 

Although the French never completely embraced her again, the success of her styles 

helped reshape Paris into the fashion capital it had once been. The second most enduring 

event was the advent of Christian Dior's “New Look” in 1954. Dior brought large full 

calf-length skirts and tight waists into style. The style characterized 1950s fashion, and 

firmly established both Dior and France at the top of the fashion world.

Nowadays, although France continues to preside over fashion with respect to 

haute couture, it has been replaced in many other ways by various other countries. Both 

England and the United States came to prominence in the 1960s with youth clothing, and 

the ready-to-wear industry replaced French haute couture as the standard for women's 

fashion. Germans were able to establish themselves after the war as a reliable proponent 

113 Guenther, 264.
114 Steele, 262.
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in the ready-made sector; however, they never gained the international status they had 

sought during the Third Reich. In many ways fashion after the war remained splintered, 

even with the popularity of the New Look. The mass youth-driven fashion consumerism 

that arose in the late 1950s never allowed haute couture to dominate the fashion world as 

it had before the war. The fashions of the 1920s and 30s therefore stand as a last salute to 

the solid uniformity of cultural trends and to Paris as reigning monarch of the fashion 

world.
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Conclusion

The interwar period in France and Germany demonstrates the rise of new gender 

definitions and values in both countries. The “New Woman” challenged conservative 

beliefs about womanhood and ultimately never caved into them, despite strong attempts 

to change her. Women's fashions of the time demonstrate the extent of conservative 

ideology over women's clothing. With the culmination of Nazi power in World War II, 

the struggle over fashion came to a literal head when the Nazis occupied Paris and the 

French fashion industry. Ultimately, however, Nazi ideology in Germany and Vichy 

ideology in France failed to mold their female citizens into upholders of a traditionalized 

authoritarianism. The crisis of modernity that so preoccupied conservatives during the 

1920s and 1930s was never rectified, and the “liberated woman” that emerged in the New 

Woman in the 20s continued to be an aspect of femininity in both France and Germany.

In France, efforts to quell the rise of the New Woman amounted to little more 

than partisan bickering until the German occupation. The troubling aspects of the New 

Woman - her propensity to work instead of having children, for example - did not result 

in full-fledged depopulation as conservatives had feared. The fashions of the New 

Woman helped to construct a new gender definition for women by clothing women in 

more “masculine” attire. This matched efforts by women at the time to equalize attitudes 

towards female working abilities. The concern brought up by conservatives over this 

trend was balanced by the fact that French designers created the styles and trends that 

were then adopted by the rest of the world. Although France did experience a 

conservative shift in the late 20s and early 30s, with the rise of the Croix de Feu, for 

example, such quasi-fascist groups never attained power. After the political chaos of the 
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late 1930s, the authoritarian puppet government of Vichy was not able to mold a female 

citizenry out of its independent and modern women. Although the Germans brought their 

strong, and often terrifying, backing to the conservative regime, it was more the hardships 

of war and rationing than the success of fascist ideology that stifled the fashionable self-

expression of French women.

German women during the same period experienced much stronger pressure to 

reverse the “emancipation” they had experienced during the 1920s. Although the styles 

and attitudes of the German New Woman resembled those of women throughout the 

western world, conservatives clashed with the concept of the New Woman to a much 

larger degree in Germany than elsewhere. This was in part because of the strongly 

traditionalized cultural trend in German, as well as the influence of conservative groups 

like the Nazis who upheld such ideology. Unlike in France, where French women were 

relatively free of ideological demands throughout the 1930s, German women came under 

the sudden leadership of Hitler and the Nazi party. The focus of Nazi ideology on 

eradicating the Crisis of Modernity, and the New Woman who represented it, made for 

intense suppression of women's rights in both the professional and cultural sphere. When 

the peasant styles of Tracht grew in popularity in the mid-1930s, it seemed that the Nazis 

had won an ideological victory. 

The speedy decline of the dirndl and Tracht styles in general, however, illustrate 

how little ideological power the fashions held for the German populace. When women 

once again began fashioning themselves in international fashions it was clear that their 

own personal choices guided their adoption of Tracht, just as it was personal choice that 

led to their dismissal of it. Although the Nazis pursued a public image of the ideal 
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German woman with masses of propaganda with images of mother and child in 

traditional clothing, practice within the upper ranks of the Nazi party highlighted the 

double standard within their own party. Public figures like Magda Goebbels frequently 

wore fashionable clothing throughout the entire Third Reich, and less public figures like 

Eva Braun wore stylish French clothing, wore lipstick, and smoked cigarettes. Although 

the Nazis sought to keep the “liberated woman” at bay as part of their goal to turn back 

the Crisis of Modernity, their attempts were never met with much compliance within the 

German population. Women's fashions demonstrate the tensions between that ideology 

and the choices that women made for themselves despite it.

The final examination of the French fashion industry under Nazi control 

exemplifies many of the issues that arose in Germany with regard to German women. 

The long-held tensions between the two countries made for a serious cultural clash when 

Germany occupied France. Nazi goals for total domination were tempered by a current in 

the Nazi party that called for moderation with regard to France. The fashion industry is 

indicative of this disagreement, as the Nazis were not sure what exactly to do with it. The 

eventual decision to leave the industry as it was delineates both the absence of a solid 

plan for France as well as the war’s effect on German decision-making. The ways in 

which the fashion industry resisted the German occupation underscore the serious 

importance of French pride in regard to fashion. It also raises post-war issues of 

collaboration and the true meaning of resistance, as the fashion industry and many 

designers were criticized for their “extravagance” during the war years.

Throughout the interwar period and into the war years, women continued to 

fashion themselves in styles that went against conservative and fascist ideology. Their 
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ability to do so against strong cultural and political suppression demonstrates the power 

of individual choice with regard to fashion. It also helps to highlight the weakness of 

different forms of ideological influence on that area of femininity. The diverse gender 

issues that arose in the 1920s with the New Woman were never tamed by the 

conservative backlash against them, and helped establish much of what we consider 

female gender roles today. Furthermore, the fashions of the New Woman aid us in 

understanding the cultural, political, and ideological makeup of women during the time 

period, as well as tracing those trends throughout the present day. 

In the 1920s, a German writer wryly commented on the power of fashion, “Today 

its dictatorship becomes universal in a heartbeat,” he wrote, “No emperor, no khan in the 

history of the world ever experienced a similar power, no spiritual commandment a 

similar speed. Christianity and socialism required centuries and decades to win their 

followings, to enforce their commandments on as many people as a modern Parisian 

tailer enslaves in eight days.”115 His commentary, although disparaging, inadvertently 

highlights the importance of fashion in the modern world. As we have seen, fashion does 

not necessarily enslave its adherents, but rather has the ability to free them from an 

otherwise oppressive ideological culture. 

115 Stefan Zweig. “Die Monotonisierung der Welt,” Berliner Börsen-Courier (February 1, 1925). In The 
Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 397-400.
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Figures

Figures 1 and 2
A 1925 edition of La Garconne by Victor Margueritte showcased the drawings of Kees 
van Dongen. The drawings were as shocking as the book. Here is the cover illustration as 
well as the illustration from page 224. 

                             

Figures 3 and 4
 Two 1920s designs by Coco Chanel. The one on the left is from 1924 and shows the 
basic 20s silhouette. The one on the left is from 1927.
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Figure 5
Elsa Schiaparelli (pictured on right) wearing her “culottes” look in London in 1930.
 

Figure 6
Marlene Dietrich dressed in a Chanel pantsuit in 1933.  
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Figure 7
Everyday wear from the early 1930s – note: from Good Housekeeping Magazine in the 
United States. These fashions were inspired by slightly earlier French fashion. 

Figures 8 and 9
Two propaganda posters from the Vichy era. The one on the left shows the new strong 
house of France supported by a foundation of “Work, Family, Fatherland” while the old 
France crumbles from the decadence and corruption of the past. On the right a poster 
reads “Giving Life Engenders Joy.”

                   

75



Figure 10
The typical New Woman look. From the cover page of the German fashion magazine Die 
Dame, 1925.
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Figure 11
1925 caricature spoofing the “masculinization” of the New Woman. 
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Figure 12
NSDAP election poster from 1928. The poster reads, “Mothers, Working women, we 
vote National Socialist List 10.”
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Figure 13
Women and children in traditional Tracht peasant garb, Harvest Thanksgiving Day on the 
Buckeberg, October 1935.
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Figure 14
Young woman in very fashionable Dirndl dress, featured on the cover of the German 
magazine Die Koralle 1936.
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Figure 15
1940 photograph from Die Dame showing a woman wearing culottes, a style that Nazi 
ideologues campaigned fiercely against as being “masculine.” 
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Figure 16
French depiction from WWI magazine La Baionnette that shows the French Marianne 
and the German “Germania.” The caption reads “Marianne and Germania: History of a 
bonnet and a helmet.” 
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Figure 17
French cartoon from WWI showing German women dressing in French clothing their 
officer husbands stole for them. 
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Figure 18
German rendition of the French Marianne tearing up the Ruhr valley during the French 
occupation of that area in 1923.
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Figure 19

Map of Occupied France.
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