What were societal attitudes towards women collaborators across occupied countries in Europe after WWII?
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Picture 1 Frenchmen cutting off the hair of a woman accused of horizontal collaboration. Horizontal Collaboration: How Traitors Were Dealt With Following the Liberation of France


[bookmark: _Hlk196393517]The term collaborator has been widely used with its origins based in a neutrality dating back into the early 19th century, stemming from the Latin ‘Cal’ meaning together and ‘Laborare’ meaning to work or toil, therefor describing someone who works with others on a project or activity. Over time the term has taken on darker connotations evolving to those that would cooperate with an enemy betraying their own country, more notably this is seen and recorded from the occupation of France by Germany in World War II.  In cases there are instances where the term collaborator is under question due to other influential factors, this can be seen in the case of France, where the term collaborator can be argued as collaboration instead by historians due to the Vichy regime who became the French government and who supported the goal of the Germanies victory as their own. Governments after the war would recognise and acknowledge civilian outcries for justice upon the expulsion of the Germans from occupied countries, this stemmed from the importance of the notion of human dignity and honour and therefore how implementing an outlet with a manner of non-violence as to prevent an explosion of public anger and violence.  As such they began instilling specific punishments reflecting on the severity of the apparent crime of collaboration, with the heaviest of sentences to criminals the denunciators, those who served with the enemy army and to the propagandists for Germans(Vermeylen, 1946).  Influenced heavily by propaganda and government policies local societal behaviour and perceptions would be exercised in public displays. During the second world war both men and women would experience the war differently although their instinctual motivation to survive would stay the same (Thurlow, 2016), however war would offer new opportunities for women to demonstrate their capabilities and to challenge previous prejudices.  With the absence of men as protectors, providers and with poverish circumstances with which to navigate and feed themselves and their family’s women were faced daily with poverish circumstances and having to negate between societal expectations of their gender and racial standing to help reach their goals, blurring the lines between resistance and collaboration (Thurlow, 2016).  Unfortunately, total war would be contributed to a blurring of the boundaries between the battlefield and civilian zones, resulting in women’s vulnerability being increased and receivership of gender violence (Walmsley, no date).  Such was the expectations and pressure of woman to conform to the policies of the occupied forces while contributing to the war effort that they faced situations that questioned their own morals and position in their community after the war.  With limited options available many of which found themselves being sexual exploited, undergone sexual violence and forced prostitution.   In this piece I will be examining the way in which different societies treated their own women who were under the suspicion of collaborating with the enemy within the confines of their country, specifically focussing on those that had relationships with German soldiers and those who were seen as converting with prisoners of war. I aim to examine the different methods used to punish individual crimes to distinguish dysregulations between an act and its punishment and how they may differ from each country dependant on the propaganda used and the country, these being from France, Norway and Poland.  There is an awareness that primary sources such as interviews will be limited due to the taboo nature of some collaboration methods, many women were not forthcoming with individual interviews due to the public shame exercised, however there will be examined with references from propaganda present in the period of post second world war.  I aim to specify that woman were harshly treated by their piers and local community due to societal expectations and views which contradict their desire for survival and that of their families.  This piece will provide a brief introduction to the concept of collaboration and the different forms of punishment, and be laid out with the main body being split between 2 paragraphs, the first showing the actions of the collaborators in world war 2 while the second shows the aftermath of punishment inflicted on these women and how  each of these countries accept their actions from a public view.   


During war times the term collaboration took on many forms such as social, sexual, political, economic or military, but was commonly seen as a form of treasonous behaviour.  Within which there was several way collaborations took place, such as providing supplies to the enemy, fighting alongside them or becoming a double agent (Giles, 2022). After the war there began a need for a form of retribution, taking hold with some ferocity that it would exceed the wars  horrifical nature in different ways, with Antisemitism still present and a need for justice, with governments attempting to fix a broken Europe with the juridical manner emphasising law and order, people and communities sought revenge and between 1944-1945 began a purge of collaborators (Koreman, 1997) in such a manner that befits the vigilantism similar to  those held by earlier Catholicism.  The severity of punishment attributed to those accused of Collaboration varied dependant on the level of their collaboration with the Nazis and the individual political climate of the individual countries.  These varied from Loss of civil rights, imprisonment, execution and more commonly practised was public humiliation which became socially justified and accepted during periods of upheaval and was subjected to public places.  For those women that were accused of having physical relationships with German soldiers they were referred to as ‘Horizontal Collaborators’ and were subjected to public displays of disgrace, such as acts of head shaving, this being commonplace amongst the individual communities, such were present in France awarding and awarding the act the name ‘Les Femmes Tondues’.  Further displays of punishments included being paraded through streets stripped or marked with symbols such as swastikas and were not limited to France, merely exercised in other German occupied countries, sometimes beated, publicly ridiculed, smeared with tar, stoned, kicked, spat upon and killed in some cases these acts were present in german occupied countries and more than 20,0000 were accused.
It is important to remember that women within war in their own occupied countries were prone to acts of violence and in many cases, this would include of a sexual nature as it was used as a tool of war as withing situations of invasion and occupation gendered collective crimes were encouraged as forms of male bonding (Roger, 2014).  There were high expectations of women to uphold within their countries and communities, obligated to being mothers or to contribute to the feminine war effort , while maintaining their families at home(Thurlow, 2016), but lack of supplies and money drove those to seek safety and security from those that maintained influence, food and luxuries the deeper the connections the more  a woman my obtain and in some cases this involved employment including access to the Deutsche Volksliste, gaining them greater privileges (Roger, 2014).   Thus, consensual and collaborative relationships with German occupied soldiers were sought for survival and in some countries were also encouraged by resistance parties in an attempt to alter the course of the war and by governments who believed the war was already won.  In the case of Poland the invasion of their country on September 1st, 1939, promoted Britain and France to declare war 2 days following as a result of the Allied coalition it was contracted into.   From the German perspective due to the last polish troops surrendering the war had ended on the 6th of October 1939, marking a time of high everyday violence against civilians in general, looting, arrests, interrogations and acts of sexual assault (Roger, 2014).  The measure of the degrees of contact between Polish women and German men would vary from the first period of the occupation to later years and can be identified from forced and consensual contact from that of the Germans soldier, his view of his important presence resulting from their internalised idea of being Herrenmenschen, translating to ‘master humans’ ideology (Roger, 2014).  This fuelled and contributed to many Polish women experiencing molestation or rape, it was also not unusual for women to be coerced into sex or blackmailed (Roger, 2014).  Forced and consensual sexual contact within the first 3 months of occupation was rampant, so became an increased need for commercial, there leading to an increase in unregistered prostitutes and illegal prostitution flourished.  This was encouraged and employed by the occupying authorities to meet the sexual demands of the occupying troops (Roger, 2014).  In these institutions the women lived their existence in barracks with a complete loss of individual liberty (roger, 2014).  It was not unusual for women to be coerced into sex for material goods blackmailed, molested with the line between consensual relations and sexual blackmailing becoming frequently thin mainly occurring in the workplace as women didn’t want to lose their jobs, so suffered transgressions in silence.  The German occupation of France began in June 1940 and following the French surrender the county divided into an occupied northern zone and a independent southern zone governed by the Vichy regime, during this time there were many married French woman whose husbands were prisoners of war who had relationships with German soldiers as a way to support themselves and their children.  Vichy encouraged collaboration as a means of helping France, but it also enabled many women to keep their families alive, as it often meant more access to products and food. By working with Vichy one could attain rations more easily, and those who knew high-ranking members within the Vichy government were often able to live a comparatively luxurious lifestyle.  Woman were known to be forced into clubs to obtain money to have relations with German officers, with some being kidnapped from rural areas, this was encouraged by German and French official which regulated such establishment and forced more women which in Paris woman were forced into clubs. 
World War II was globally declared officially over on the 2nd September 1945, although  individual countries would experience their own freedom on earlier dates as did France with the surrender of Nazi Germany unconditionally to the Allies on May 8th 1945,  Upon these declarations would begin an increase of the fuelled retribution towards women by the local citizens for the accused crime of collaboration with the German enemy . The act of head shaving was more commonly used and has its origins in the Middle Ages as a mark of shame, to strip the feminine of what is deemed to be her most seductive feature and was a common punishment for that of adultery being used through history as a weapon of war (Connolly, 2020). Hair for woman has always represented as a symbol of femininity, sexuality and seduction so it was important that In the cases of the war woman were policed to control their sexuality, her intimate or personal relationships, especially those with enemy men (Connolly, 2020).  In France the Femmes Tondues were women accused of betraying the nation by having sexual relationships with nazi occupiers, but in circumstances these women were only performing professional services.  The denunciation of resisters and involvement in collaborationist organisation which took over across rural and urban centres with an estimated 20,000 woman affected and were undertook by the hands of the resistance. These acts became a popular form of justice, often with little or no due legal process. While July and August 1944 appear to have been the height of the phenomenon, a second wave of head shavings – far fewer in number occurred in early 1945 at the same time as the return of French prisoners of war and concentration camp survivors.  Between 1944-45 these women were publicly shamed as a symbolic gesture meant to humiliate and ostracize them, delivering a strong sexual and moral connotation (Gorrara, 2018).  Foreign press were present in the aftermath of the liberation of France documenting the ordeals demonstrating the outcry and disgust of  the nation (Giles, 2022).  Such public acts drew large crowds of spectators who urged on the proceedings and were accompanied in many cases by forms of sexual violence, in public and in private. Those who undertook the head shavings were often connected to local resistance groups or claimed such affiliations, Norway saw approximately 50,000 women rumoured to have consorted with Nazi soldiers during its occupation labelling them ‘German Girls’ during the period of occupation.  Unlike countries such as France which publicly shaving the women’s heads, they were denied jobs, socially shunned, physically attacked or deported for it.  Poland made no distinction between prostitutes and women consorting with Germans (Roger, 2014), Their punishments for such appeared more lenient than other countries with only temporary imprisonment or registration as prostitutes, however these woman were placed in cycle where once registered alternative employment would not be found outside the sex trade and so many were then fully engrossed as prostitutes (roger, 2014).  Other women who had not experienced the agony of rape had nevertheless been violated: shaved of their hair, the most intimate parts of their bodies brutally searched for hidden objects, and again and again made to parade naked until this had become a routinized assault on their selves. What is more, such experiences were perceived to be so commonplace that they were not even recognized as sexual violence. Now, these women struggled to regain a sense of individual agency. Women who had—or were still—engaged in prostitution or what we might call ‘sex for survival’ were especially likely to suffer from feelings of depression, guilt, and even self-revulsion(Waxman, no date).  It is important to note that many Germany women  upon the end of the war also found solace by seeking relationships with the Allies for fear of getting raped by the occupiers of the country, this attempt to secure food for themselves was successful and kept other more terrifying men and threats of violence away, in many cases this would include securing a higher ranking officer and to those that hadn’t followed suit meant starvation (Thurlow, 2016) 
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A woman’s head is shaved during the liberation of Marseilles.  An ugly carnival | Women | The Guardian.  Accessed 9th April 2025

The acts of publicly shaming women accused of Collaborating with the enemy has historically caused inexcusable and subsequent trauma and mental illness to the individuals convicted, this being due to the terror and force involved in the acts implemented such as the cropping of women’s hair, those who frequently were dragged, held down, beaten or badly shaken by the ordeal (Connolly, 2020).    The second would war has been analysed from multiple perspectives by historians over the years and since the term Collaboration has come under examination with the French political scientist Stanley Hoffman subsequently subdivided it into involuntary and voluntary, recognising that it is either servile which is based indirectly on necessity for personal survival or comfort, or ideological which is directly apparent to be a cooperation with an enemy power.  Early interpretations conclude that head shaving as a cathartic act creates an avenue where communities come together in a ritualistic purging of guilt, offering an opportunity to reclaim patriotic identity (Gorrara, 2018).  The treatment of collaborators after World War II remained complex and an often-controversial issue as such any reflection of the events that occurred with reference to the display and punishment to the accused collaborators often come from historians, scholars, and public discourse rather than direct official government apologies and the topic remains a sensitive and nuanced part of post-war history.  Although no country has officially admitted fault for the suffering caused to the offended parties, there has been instances of reflection and acknowledgment of the harshness or mistakes made during post war purges and trials.  In the case of Norway scholars have debated the fairness and legality of the moral framework used and using the studies as an example of transitional justice with the Norwegian prime minister Erna Solberg formally announcing a formal apology at the 70th anniversary of the U.N’s Declaration of Human Rights acknowledging that authorities had violate the fundamental principle that no citizen can be punished without trial or sentenced without law (Daily, 2014).  France has made no attempts to publicly apologize for the treatment of ‘horizontal collaboration’ but over time has acknowledged the excesses of violence and action through the wild purge stages.  Whereas Poland being more concerned with internal affairs of later years where there are questioning historian findings in referral to Polish collaboration such as the case of the two Polish historians of the Holocaust, Jan Grabowski and Barbara Engelking (Gessen, 2021) than acknowledgements of their countries actions in such matters. This following from strict anti-west German policy after the war with a strict censorship over recording of historical facts (roger, 2014).  
The events following World War II against the woman accused of Horizontal Collaboration remain a symbolic attack on women’s sexuality and sexual reputation at that time.  Carried forward by individual representatives with no legal representation for the accused, and without formal trials, such action then outlining them and physically marking them as sexual transgressors and a war trophy (Connolly, 2020).    Despite the public and visible nature of the displays of punishment they have been excluded from national narratives and public memory, remaining unacknowledged in national commemorations and in France are referred as the great forgotten.  Violent acts subjected to woman suspected of sexual collaboration was not solely limited to German occupied countries, but to those in Germany to women who had relationships with prisoners of war.  Although the methods of punishment varied, they are a reminder of how societal anger and the need for justice can sometimes blur into collective vengeance and signally an era of swift social and political transitioning and collective trauma through the humiliation of women.  Due to sexual behaviour being a private and taboo activity in the case of clarification and detailed accounts from primary sources such as diaries or letters remains lacking.  We must acknowledge in what little information war remembrance literature and oral accounts are available, in such matters of the purging of Horizontal Collaborators and sexual violence towards women at those times a considerable number of unpleasant aspects remain missing by design (roger, 2014). As it was popular to not show willingness for one to carry positive feelings for the German occupiers after 1945 as it was not politically or socially acceptable (roger, 2014). Such governing bodies like the Vichy regime in France held strong influence on the women of the country placing importance on the survival of women and their family’s encouraging motherhood, pertaining to the family being the foundation of rebuilding France.  Thus women were subjected to circumstances leading to irrefutable consequences.  There was a strong instinct to survive instilled by their culture and families, with some woman believing the war was lost sought security and a better quality of life, while others being subjected to acts of sexual violence, of which all was considered to of brought upon shame by their communities and were subject to redicule and hate nationwide causing severe trauma to those involved and to the children born of such collaboration in the future.
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