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Previous research has suggested that the fashion changes in women’s dress may be influenced by 

contemporary political context. This suggestion was tested for European women from 1797 to 

1936. International war was found to induce women to wear the short “Empire” mode, whereas 

international peace was found to encourage the long “Hour Glass” mode. By comparison, 

intranational war apparently nurtures the short Hour Glass mode, while intranational peace 

favors the long Empire mode. Contrary to the conclusions of prior research, the fashion behavior 

of women does not become more unstable during political conflicts. 
 
 

In a now classic study, the anthropologist Alfred L. Kroeber investigated the long- and 

short-term fluctuations in women’s dress styles (Richardson and Kroeber, 1940). Kroeber 

suggested that fashion instability may result from political conflicts, especially those in the 

form of intranational and international war. Yet this provocative suggestion was not predicted 

on any quantitative assessment of the empirical relationship between warfare and fashion 

instability. In a recent article, however, Robinson (1976) has tried to replicate some of the 

earlier findings by surveying the fashion changes in men’s facial hair. Although beard fashions 

were shown to have a pattern similar to dress fashions, Robinson was inclined to rule out the 

possibility of external factors such as wars and other historical events. Nevertheless, in a series 

of previous articles I have shown such external factors as political context to affect so many 

social behaviors that it seems highly implausible that fashion changes alone are immune from 

sociocultural influences (e.g., Simonton, 1975, 1976a, 1976b). Therefore, the present research 

note intends to answer one specific question: Is there any quantitative evidence indicating that 

warfare can indeed influence how women dress themselves? 

 

METHOD 

Indicators of fashion movements were taken directly from Table 3 of Richardson and 

Kroeber (1940). This table gives the yearly fluctuations of six dress dimensions from 1797 to 

1936. The six dimensions are skirt length, waist length, decolletage length (or depth), skirt 
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width, waist width (or thickness), and decolletage width. Indicators of fashion instability were 

then generated directly from the fashion movement measures by taking the absolute value of the 

difference between the scores for consecutive years. 

The war measures were operationalized from Tables 36 through 41 of Wright (1965). These 

tables list every war fought in modem Western civilization and give the number of nations 

participating in each war. Using this information, then, our measure of international war is 

defined for each year as the number of nations participating in each struggle which Wright 

identified as a balance-of-power war fought mainly in Europe. Similarly, our measure of 

intranational war is defined for each year as the number of nations engaged in each struggle 

which Wright identified as a civil war fought mainly in Europe. 

The fashion and war variables were “de-trended” by partialling the linear time functions. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Kroeber emphasized that political conflict primarily affects fashion instability but not 

fashion movements, yet the two war factors have relatively little impact on fashion instability. 

International war only has a significant positive correlation with skirt width instability (r = 0.38. 

p < 0.001) and skirt length instability (r = 0.14, p < 0.05). Even worse, intranational war 

actually has negative correlations with instability in decolletage length (r = -0.25, p < 0.001) 

and in waist width (r = -0.16, p < 0.05). Thus although the width and length of skirts tend to 

become very unstable during international war, during intranational war the depth of the 

decolletage and the width of the waist actually become more stable. 

Although Kroeber seems to have been incorrect in pointing to fashion instability as a 

consequence of political conflict, some interesting results emerge when we examine the original 

raw indicators of fashion movements. On the one hand, international war has significant nega-

tive correlations with skirt length (r = -0.30, p < 0.001), waist length (r = -0.34, p < 0.001), skirt 

width (r = -0.30, p < 0.001), and decolletage width (r = -0.31, p < 0.001), and a significant posi-

tive correlation with waist width (r = 0.43, p < 0.001). That is, in times of international war 

skirts tend to get much shorter and narrower, waists much higher and wider, and the  

decolletage much narrower. The reverse happens in years of international peace. On the other 

hand, intranational war has a marginally significant negative correlation with skirt  

length (r = -0.12, p = 0.068), a significant negative correlation with waist width (r = -0.16, 

 p < 0.05), and significant positive correlations with waist length (r = 0.27, p < 0.001), skirt 

width (r = 0.18, p < 0.05), and decolletage width (r = 0.52 p < 0.001). Thus, in years  

of intranational war skirts tend to get slightly shorter and wider, the waist much narrower  

and lower, and the decolletage much broader. Observe that the only dress dimension not to 
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be affected by political conflict is the length (or depth) of the decolletage (all r’s < 0.07, p’s > 
0.1). 

Figure 1 provides a schematic picture of the dress patterns belonging to the various political 

conditions. Now it becomes quite evident that there are two major dress patterns. One consists 

of a high wide waist with a wide skirt and decolletage, the other of a low narrow waist with a 

wide skirt and decolletage. The former can be called the “Empire” mode, the latter the “Hour 

Glass”. These two dress patterns exhibit striking relationships with the two war measures. 

During years of international war the Empire style is most likely to dominate, whereas during 

international peace the Hour Glass style prevails. But the precise opposite holds for 

intranational war. Moreover, this very curious diametric contrast cannot be attributed to a 

negative correlation between the two war types since the latter are virtually uncorrelated  

(r = -0.08, p > 0.1). Of course, the contrast is not absolutely perfect since the skirt length 

dimension is negatively correlated with both war measures, especially with international war. 

Hence, war is generally associated with short skirts. Nonetheless, that one discrepancy does not 

destroy the dominance of the overall fashion pattern depicted in Fig. 1. 
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 Empire - Short          Hour Glass – Long       Hour Glass – Short      Empire - Long 
 

  FIG. 1: Dress patterns corresponding to four political conditions.  
 

 

To be sure, we still do not know the reason why distinctive dress patterns coincide with the 

two major types of war. It is likely that the wartime shortness of skirts has an economic cause, 
and perhaps the fluctuations in the House Glass result from its greater sexual attractiveness 

relative to the matronly Empire style. Yet whatever the precise reasons, the conclusion stands 

that external social forces may affect such personal behaviors as dress fashion. 

War           Peace War           Peace 
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