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In autumn 1939, several thousand Swiss cinemagoers found 
themselves watching a cartoon commercial entitled Frau  
Mode spielt auf! (Lady Fashion Performs!).2 On the screen, a  
woman in a red gown and a gold crown sat playing an organ  
[fig. i]. It was the eponymous and all-powerful Lady Fashion, 
busy creating fashions for clothes, shoes, and jewellery and set-
ting the cycles in which they should come and go. Her harmo-
nious melodies were commands, obeyed by a stream of putti 
who emerged from the organ pipes and began fitting out shops. 
Shop-window dummies in fashionable clothes and shoes sprang 
to life and began to bustle about. All the way down the value  
chain of the shoe industry, business began to boom. 

But suddenly the organ-playing stopped; Lady Fashion pressed  
the keys in vain. Her hard-working putti flew to the rescue 
at once, but before the organ could be fixed, the damage was  
done. A clumsy boot, wholly inappropriate for Lady Fashion’s  

[i, ii] Film stills from “Frau Mode spielt auf!”, Bern 1939
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sophisticated clientele, had escaped from the organ pipes [fig. 
ii]. On catching sight of it, the shop-window dummies fainted, 
and busy shoppers shrank back. It took tremendous efforts on 
the part of all concerned to get things running smoothly again.

After three-and-a-half minutes, this fanciful and symbolic 
commercial took on a concrete dimension. The cartoon figures, 
modelled on those of popular Walt Disney films,3 vanished from 
the screen; in their place, shoes appeared. Every type of foot-
wear was represented—sensible walking shoes, bar shoes, el-
egant evening shoes, high-heeled sandals [fig. iii]—manufac-
tured in every kind of material typically available at the time. 
Alongside appeared the words “C.F. Bally”, initially as a sim-
ple illuminated inscription, but later transforming into an an-
imated logo. What the cinema audience was getting to see, as 
they waited for the main feature to roll, was Bally’s autumn col-
lection. The large shoe manufacturer, with outlets all over the 
world, had its headquarters in the Swiss town of Schönenwerd. 
And its autumn collection, of course, was certain to find favour 
with Lady Fashion. 

This ad deserves a closer look for the way it reflects how 
the medium of film-making entered everyday life.4 Innovative 
companies had been cooperating with advertisers, film-makers, 
and cinema owners since the early 1930s.5 Thanks to their rich 
symbolism, deeply rooted in the collective memory, shoes were 

[iii] Production still from “Frau Mode spielt auf!”, Bern 1939
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ideally suited to an advertising narrative. Much more invit-
ing for analysis are two messages which the cartoon implicitly  
conveys, and which, as it turns out, could not have been more 
controversial: 

•	 There is no rational way of explaining what drives “the cre-
ation of fashion, a phenomenon which affects every area of 
our lives”. 6 From its obvious psychological and social effects, 
however, fashion may be likened to a metaphysical force.

•	 This force coordinates the fluctuation of supply and de-
mand in the clothing market. The economic up- and down-
swings experienced by manufacturers in the fashion industry 
depend on how successfully the designers of fashion items 
are able to anticipate the material, social, and timing crite-
ria which drive fashion itself. 

My historical analysis begins with these advertising messages. 
The social and economic circumstances which gave rise to 
Bally’s commercial, and within which its messages resonated, 
form the focus of this chapter. Specifically, I am interested in 
the economics of fashion footwear and the controversies which 
surrounded it. Did the fashion sector play a significant part in 
the shoe consumption of the interwar period? What was the at-
titude of the Swiss public to the controversial and sometimes 
paradoxical advertising messages? How did these economic cy-
cles and controversies relate to one another? This chapter owes 
many valuable ideas to the transdisciplinary and currently very 
popular field of material culture studies. There is no room here 
for a critical discussion of its premises and conclusions; how-
ever, one of the central ideas of its theory and methodology is 
relevant here: fashion shoes, as “everyday objects”,7 should 
offer a way of approaching complex human-object relationships 
and, as “cultural emissaries”, provide “information about the 
state of culture and society”.8  

I address the questions posed above in two stages. First, I 
trace consumer demand for fashion shoes. As quantitative ev-
idence is always plagued by gaps and simplifications, I discuss 
instead compelling qualitative indicators and watershed mo-
ments. As fruitful sources of data and interpretation I draw, on  
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the one hand, on statisticians with an interest in the history of 
consumerism, and on the other, on the directors of C.F. Bally 
AG. Secondly, I follow the unfolding public discourse surround-
ing fashion shoes. Having assembled material from various 
sources, I examine it to uncover underlying attitudes. Of par-
ticular interest here are pressure groups and social scientists, 
both of whom became increasingly successful in shaping the 
social discourse of the 20th century. 

Fashion Shoes as Everyday Consumer Goods
Whether or not shoes received the attention of leading haute- 
couturiers, fashion designers, commentators, and fashion-con-
scious consumers depended on the fashion silhouette. The First 
World War brought about sweeping innovations in the history 
of fashion that underlie all my observations in this essay.9 
These innovations required every woman who wished to be 
considered à la mode to eliminate her curves, aided by suitable  
undergarments, and assume a boyishly flat silhouette—a look 
which was intended to signify her active involvement in pro-
fessional and leisure activities. The dress style favoured by 
women known in France as femmes garçonnes and in the Eng-
lish-speaking world as flappers was severely cut and usually 
devoid of any textile ornamentation. Because dress hems now 
fell to somewhere between the ankle and the knee, the feet 
and legs had to be (re)integrated into the body image. Thus, the 
shoe became an inherent part of the negotiation of what consti-
tuted “fashion”. For producers, retailers, and consumers, one 
of the key criteria in buying and selling shoes became whether 
or not they were “fashionable”. 

This new silhouette spread from the traditional fashion cap-
itals of Paris and London and quickly took hold in the neigh-
bouring European countries, including Switzerland. The turn-
ing point in dress codes represented by the First World War was 
grasped particularly early and accurately by Elsa Gasser.10 With 
a doctorate in economics, Gasser made her living as a journal-
ist and statistician before becoming adviser to Gottlieb Dutt–
weiler, the founder and director of the Migros supermarket 
chain. For the Department of Statistics of the City of Zürich, 
Gasser traced expenditure on clothing in the city and published 
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her longitudinal study under the title Zürcher Index der Beklei­
dungskosten (Zürich Cost of Clothing Index) in 1924.11 Because 
of the heterogeneity of the 200 officially defined ranges of cloth-
ing quality and price, producing the required survey proved to 
be tremendously complex. Even today, opinions are divided in 
the discipline of fashion studies concerning the plethora of pre-
conditions that must be met before any quantification can be 
attempted and the knowledge potential which such attempts 
may hold. It is clear that the fashion sector cannot be summed 
up by a single indicator.12 Gasser’s reports are valuable because 
they combine the quantitative data collected (household bills 
from working families and price notations from manufactur-
ing, wholesale, and retail companies) with qualitative interpre-
tations derived from interviews (Zürich Association of Textile 
Retailers and other selected sources). From the quantitative per-
spective, Gasser stressed “differences in the price trend”, citing 
fashion as their most important driver: “Fashion has really rev-
olutionized the cost of a lady’s dress—and by that I mean the 
cost of a single lady’s dress made for the mass market.”13 De-
scribing in more detail the change in the overall appearance of a 
lady’s clothing, she wrote: “There is a far more pressing demand 
than before for a pleasing, modern design, both in clothes and, 
to a quite striking extent, in footwear.”14 According to her sur-
veys, the altered pattern of demand “stimulated, in particular, 
the consumption of cheaply manufactured goods”.15

For our purposes, the most relevant indications of shoe con-
sumption in the 1930s come from the publications of the Pric-
ing Commission (Preisbildungskommission). Founded in 1926, 
the remit of this “non-political, scientific commission, work-
ing away behind the scenes” was to process “figures and fac-
tual material” relating to everyday goods and sectors which 
were important to the national economy.16 Thanks to its man-
date from the Swiss Federal Council, the Pricing Commission 
had access to the budgets, inventories, and balance sheets of 
every market operator. In 1946 it presented an investigation 
into the shoe trade, in which, amongst other things, it arrived 
at the conclusion that “at least in the 12 years from 1928 to 
1939, there has undoubtedly been a considerable expansion in 
consumption from approx. 8 to over 10 million pairs (excluding 
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rubber overshoes)”.17 In Switzerland, two pairs of shoes were 
purchased per head per year. With regard to gender-specific sim-
ilarities and contradictions, the Pricing Commission detected 
two patterns: while expenditure on men’s shoes exceeded that 
of women in working-class families, the exact opposite was true 
in the case of clerical workers and civil servants: expenditure by 
women turned out to be almost 20 percent higher.18 Moreover, 
in all social classes, women preferred to buy brand-new shoes 
while men preferred to repair old ones.19 As for shoe prices, the 
Commission produced evidence that prices for the statistically 
defined “average shoe” had fallen consistently, apart from the 
1927/28 season, and in the year 1935/36 had actually dropped 
to the prewar level.20 Besides the development of new, i.e., more 
fashionable types of shoe, the reasons cited by the expert com-
mittee were the development of cheaper alternative materials, 
and rationalization and crises in the Swiss economy. 

By now it can be established that throughout the whole of 
the interwar period, there was a significantly increased demand 
from women for “fashionable” shoes. Not even the global eco-
nomic crisis, which brought with it salary reductions, part-time 
work, and redundancies for hundreds of thousands of consumers, 
could dampen this consumer demand. However, fashion shoes 
should not be analyzed only from the point of view of consump-
tion; it is crucial to take into account the spheres of production 
and distribution and to put consumption into this context. C.F. 
Bally AG provides an ideal example for doing this. Founded in 
1851 as a small manufacturing firm, it grew to become a large 
corporation, thanks to systematic mechanization and ration-
alization. Even though no one has yet written a company his-
tory of the foremost company in the Swiss shoe industry which 
is sufficiently detailed for the purposes of research,21 Bally 
can nevertheless be identified as a pioneering “trailblazer”22  
in early 1920s business. 

During the First World War, Bally had seen an enormous 
leap in sales and profits. When the uncertain years of the tran-
sition economy in the immediate postwar period began, the par-
ent company in Switzerland oversaw 21 retail and 4 wholesale 
companies, and a further 8 subsidiaries distributed across Eu-
rope, America, and Africa. With a view to achieving optimum 
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coordination between its many different subsidiaries, from its  
tannery to its wholesalers, Bally decided in the summer of 1921 
to undergo corporate restructuring. A centrally managed hold-
ing company was founded, with its head office in Zürich.23 
“1922 will probably be the most important year for the Bally 
companies,” remarked co-owner and company boss of many 
years, Eduard Bally-Prior,24 as he looked forward, with just cau-
tion, to the impending readjustment of internal material, prod-
uct, and finance streams. 

To a not inconsiderable extent, fashion was a contributing 
factor in this restructuring. If Bally wanted to sell its shoes in 
foreign markets, universally protected by prohibitively high tar-
iffs, fashion was the area on which to concentrate its efforts.25 
And if Bally wanted to channel its surplus capacity into the 
highly competitive domestic market, fashion shoes were the 
only answer. A report from the financial year 1934/35 puts the 
company strategy in a nutshell: “Today our collection is already 
much more fashionable than it was before. We are being more 
daring, and we must be more daring still if we want to improve 
sales.”26 The considerable managerial efforts needed to align 
mass production with the demands of footwear fashion are wor-
thy of a study of their own. Two innovations which had a di-
rect effect on the company structure must suffice here. In 1926,  
Bally took the daring decision to enter the retail market. Either 
by acquiring retail outlets or by buying shares in them, Bally 
took over responsibility for its own sales consultancy and retail 
operations. Arola was the name of this capital-intensive sub-
sidiary, which built up a network of 72 stores in the space of  
10 years, some of them situated in prime sites. From the point 
of view of those responsible at Bally, having their own retail op-
eration meant having a channel “through which to trial fash-
ions and fashion trends before rolling them out to the world of 
shoes”.27 In 1934 Agor was founded; its purpose, according to its 
articles of incorporation, to extract the “maximum value from 
our monopoly status in the fashion world”.28 Agor built up a 
media alliance to advertise new shoe creations with the help of 
famous graphic artists, photographers, filmmakers, and archi-
tects. Frau Mode spielt auf! is just one example of a long series 
of advertising campaigns. 
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By way of an interim conclusion, we can say that the 1920s and 
1930s represented a unique highpoint for the fashion shoe, so 
far as both the relative proportion and the absolute number of 
fashion shoes are concerned. A corresponding economic boom 
has been noted for the London clothing industry in the same 
period.29 As can be seen from the graph below30 [fig. iv], there 
was a fashion-induced expansion in the range of shoes availa-
ble; for example, in the spring season of 1935, Bally offered its 
predominantly female clientele 1175 shoe products. “Any nov-
elty or caprice was enough to make a fashionable product out 
of,” admitted the manager of the Bally corporation, Hermann 
Stirlin, in a moment of retrospective self-criticism.31 A strong 
impetus came from customers’ ever-greater demand for fashion 
shoes. It is important to see that Bally anticipated this trend 
and fuelled it further by its deliberate company strategy and re-
organization. Analyzing the resulting consumer boom, it is im-
possible to say whether the producer was led by the customer or  
the customer by the producer.  

Shoe Fashion in Everyday Discourse
What was the social response to the triumphant march of the 
fashion shoe? We can say right away that the discourse sur-
rounding fashion footwear also experienced a boom. Lady Fash-
ion, as envisioned at the beginning of this article, may have 

[iv] Shoe items on offer from Bally Schuhfabriken AG  
(spring catalogues) 
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been the artificial creation of a cartoon studio, but a review of 
hundreds of articles, brochures, and analyses from the sphere of 
the shoe industry shows that “Lady Fashion” was omnipresent 
outside the movie theatres too. The Bally ad played on three 
images so regularly invoked in the context of sartorial objects 
and practices as to have become everyday figures of speech.32 
While the metaphor of a “Lady Fashion” emphasized, on the 
one hand, the supposedly gender-specific characteristics of vol-
atility, impulsiveness, and unpredictability, the idea of a “fash-
ion queen” highlighted fashion’s powerful, imperious, and sub-
jugating aspects. The image of the “scourge of fashion”, on the 
other hand, focused more on the damage, illness, and injuries 
for which fashion was held responsible. 

The fascinating thing about metaphors of this sort is that 
they not only organize the way people speak but also the way 
they think and act. As George Lakoff and Mark Johnson have 
convincingly shown, they were and are used in everyday life to 
adapt the new and unknown, reduce fear and anxiety, express 
what cannot be said in ordinary discourse, and turn the future 
into something which can be shaped and planned.33 In the met-
aphors we are discussing here, several strands of discourse con-
verge—discourses which were circulating transnationally, and 
which in equal measure defined problem areas and offered solu-
tions to them.34 They maintained their potency, because vari-
ous social players in the interwar period tried to imbue them 
with their own messages, in a game of repetition and modifica-
tion. In what follows, without making any claim to be exhaus-
tive, I summarize the five most prominent discursive strands 
surrounding fashion footwear.

1. 	�One of the most pronounced critics of fashion shoes was the 
women’s movement.35 In the interwar period, empowered 
by its involvement in the semi-state-controlled war econ-
omy during the First World War, it articulated behavioural 
requirements and prohibitions for every sphere of everyday 
life. “What a lack of culture and style, what ephemerality 
and extravagance the concept of fashion implies: from shoes 
with high heels, from thin stockings which often hardly 
last a day and must be endlessly darned [...]—it is one long 
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chain of extravagance, impracticality, and ephemerality.”36 
Fashion became a problem because it was held responsi-
ble for consumer spending on items as short-lived as they 
were expensive; spending, moreover, which threatened to 
break the hard-pressed budgets of blue-collar, white-collar,  
and middle-class working families. Whenever the economic 
outlook was bleak, the condemnation of the fashion shoe in-
tensified. Aware that women were responsible for the entire 
household domain, handling expenditure on food and cloth-
ing amounting annually to as much as four billion Swiss  
francs,37 the women’s movement tried to curtail shoe fash-
ion. As a national economic indicator, the fashion shoe was 
always more explosive when it was associated with the bio- 
deterministic argument that women were inclined to make 
impulsive and irrational purchasing decisions.38 

2.	� Under the banner of hygiene, experts began to study the foot 
and the garment that encased it for protection and support. 
It was not so much the material used for the sole and upper 
which attracted contributions to the debate, as the shape of 
the shoe itself. Arnold Heim, a far-travelled and widely-read 
Zürich scientist, may be cited here as an especially eloquent 
critic: “Nowadays foot complaints are enormously wide-
spread. For the motto of modern society is ‘better to suf-
fer than to renounce fashion’. It is this motto, not hygienic 
considerations, which the large manufacturers pursue, for 
whom the only important concern is their business.”39 Heim 
demanded that consumers and producers restrict themselves 
to classic shoe designs, which respected the anatomy of the 
foot. In the 1930s, the way in which the shapes of shoes were 
changing to suit the dictates of fashion came to the atten-
tion of doctors who had dedicated themselves to the preven-
tion of deforming and degenerative conditions.40 Contem-
porary research suggested that the foot complaints caused 
by fashion shoes would be inherited by the next generation 
and could entail a heavy burden for the future economy and 
defence capability of the Swiss people.41 

3.	� In the fashion discourse of the 1920s and 1930s, the voice of 
industry was very audible.42 In the opinion of its represen- 
tatives, the transformation of the shoe from a basic commod- 
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ity to an item of optional expenditure was worrying.43 In 
this context we may quote the Schweizerischer Werkbund 
(Swiss Association for Art and Design), whose president, 
Georg Schmidt, declared in accusatory tones in a lecture in 
1944: “One has only to take a walk through one of our con-
sumer-goods factories—whether it be a shoe factory, a car-
pet factory, a chair factory, a lamp factory, or a porcelain 
factory—to see how producers are also held victim by [the 
scourge of] fashion!”44 Schmidt’s criticism was aimed at the 
curtailment of product life cycles, as well as at the practice, 
observable in industry, of neglecting aesthetic and material 
considerations in product design. In addition, trade-union 
representatives were afraid that “Lady Fashion” could de-
stroy the livelihoods of shoe repairers and bespoke and or-
thopedic shoemakers. Severe criticism was levelled by the 
industry journal Schweizerische Schuhmacher-Zeitung at 
the large shoe companies: “The public has been plied with 
a surfeit of fashion items of the most extreme kind, and the 
speculation that it would always be possible to keep increas-
ing sales of such items has backfired, and roundly at that. 
The result is a sales crisis, price cuts, losses, fire sales, and 
general price erosion.”45 One-man companies were close to 
ruin, it declared, and the risk exposure involved in the pro-
duction, sale, and repair of fashion shoes was no longer ac-
ceptable. When the shoe industry, as a result of cut-throat 
competition, began to focus more strongly than ever on the 
fashion-shoe sector, the fashion-critical discourse reached 
its peak. In 1936, the magazine Schuhhandel, the second 
biggest business periodical of the Swiss shoe industry, is-
sued a demand for a fashion commission, which would meet 
three or four times a year and include representatives of all 
the professions involved. What the initiators had in mind 
was an “on-going control of fashion”46 following interna-
tional models.47

4.	� The distortions of the Swiss shoe market in the 1930s called 
for regulation by the state authorities.48 In the context of 
commissioning preparatory reports, social scientists were 
asked to evaluate the fashion phenomenon. It was regarded  
as a foregone conclusion that fashion would complicate  
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companies’ manufacturing technology and process organ-
ization and delay the achievement of optimum economic 
production.49 The scientists consulted were also aware of 
other controversial aspects of shoe consumption. “Like 
the economist, the sociologist must also express his con-
cern that broad swathes of consumers are feeling increas-
ingly dissatisfied with the artificial creation of fashions in 
the realm of footwear, because their income does not allow 
them to keep up with every stage of the manufacturers’ race 
to bring out the latest models.”50 It was thought that fash-
ion items had the potential to cause disturbance, sufficient, 
in the case of Switzerland—a “classless society”—to lead 
to social conflict. At this point, the discipline of applied 
psychology entered the debate, in the person of Franziska 
Baumgarten-Tramer.51 The private lecturer teaching at the 
University of Bern believed that mass psychological damage 
was being suffered by women as a result of commercially 
motivated changes of fashion. In 1938, in the periodical  
Gesundheit und Wohlfahrt, she published the following diag- 
nosis: “It is, thus, a matter of a failure of knowledge, capa-
bility, and will.”52 Many women, she held, did not know 
which clothes and shoes were in fashion, so that they were 
unable to make a choice; many women did not have the fi-
nancial means to keep up with the changes in fashion; and 
many women gave up fashion for reasons of good sense, but 
in return were punished by social disdain. 

5.	� A fifth and final strand of discourse can be detected in the 
discussion surrounding “Lady Fashion”. For Switzerland, 
the Second World War did not mean military action, but it 
did mean shortages, rising prices, and the falling quality of 
everyday items. To prevent the sort of shortages which had 
occurred towards the end of the First World War,53 state ra-
tioning programmes and statutory economic measures were 
introduced.54 Because it was not known how long the war 
would last, the mood was tense: a shortage of materials was 
not compatible with product variety. In particular, trade un-
ionists and social-democratic activists protested about une-
qual consumer opportunity and irresponsibly invested pro-
duction resources.55 This discontent crystallized around 
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the concept of luxury. The pros and cons were even debated 
by the Swiss Federal Assembly,56 where National Council 
member Adolf Gloor brought the following motion in 1942: 
“Is the Bundesrat [Federal Council] prepared to enact the  
necessary legislation to ensure that the available raw material 
is not used for fashion articles?”57 During the Second World 
War, fashion shoes came to exemplify waste, decadence, and 
what could be done without.

How is this indefatigable discourse about “Lady Fashion” to be 
explained? One of the themes exhaustively examined by mate-
rial culture studies is the polyvalence of everyday items, which 
allows them to be perceived and interpreted in many different 
ways, depending on the context. Obviously, the more funda-
mentally the speakers disagree, the further apart these inter-
pretations become. Nevertheless, it is striking that the inter-
ventions by social scientists were so numerous and so critical. 
There are plausible reasons for this level of engagement:

•	 Firstly, we may note a secular trend towards the “scientifi-
cation of society”.58 During the 19th century, and to an even 
greater extent in the 20th century, businesses, officials, and 
parliaments increasingly called on representatives of the so-
cial sciences to explain and manage areas of conflict. The 
rational analysis of seemingly irrational social phenomena, 
like footwear fashion, was a challenge which such scholars 
and scientists willingly took up. While the first systematic 
attempts at theorization can be dated to the end of the 18th 
century, the second half of the 19th century saw theoretical 
contributions of lasting value being made by representatives 
of psychology, sociology, and economics.59 

•	 Secondly, these academics should be taken seriously as con-
cerned members of society. Everyday items and sartorial 
practices offered the ideal opportunity to popularize estab-
lished knowledge and concepts. Gabriele Mentges argues 
that fashion very frequently had the “function of media-
tor and patron of new knowledge”.60 Such fashion-specific 
interventions were presumably made, though, not only 
with the intention of enlightening society, but also in the  
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service of state control. Raising the problem of footwear 
fashion seemed to academics a good way of demonstrating 
the socio-political usefulness of their own disciplines and 
acquiring financial resources for them. Fashion had arrived 
as a subject of everyday discourse.

•	 Thirdly, C.F. Bally AG saw and presented itself in its many 
commemorative publications and exhibitions as a “modern” 
company, receptive to scientific knowledge from whatever  
source. Ivan Bally, the driving force behind the company 
and the man who bore all the political exposure, was a pro-
moter of “scientific management”.61 His example was em-
ulated by other leading executives, who saw themselves as  
working at the interface of industry and science. By en-
gaging in knowledge-exchange groups and conferences and 
contributing to publication series, Bally representatives  
entered into dialogue with many of the social scientists 
mentioned above and discussed the correct, scientific  
way of dealing with “Lady Fashion”—whether it was the 
director of Agor reflecting on a call for photographers for 
a fashion campaign,62 the manager of the sales department 
explaining to an exclusive group of textile entrepreneurs  
the organizational principles for dealing with the “problems  
of fashion for business",63 or Ivan Bally himself attempting  
to refute the nature-versus-culture conflict between foot 
and shoe, complained of by Arnold Heim.64 

 
All in all, it appears that those responsible at Bally understood 
very well how embedded in the national economy their eco-
nomic activities were. As director Fritz Streuli put it: 

The shoe, as a social product, is thus subject to the watchful criti-
cism of the consumer. Rather like bread and milk, its specifications 
and prices are keenly followed by the public. This ensures that, for 
two quite different reasons, one aesthetic and the other social, there 
is a limit to how much we can achieve.65 

The booms in fashion-shoe consumption and the controversies 
surrounding footwear fashion were thus closely interlinked. 
One could not be had without the other.
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