What was Vichy France?

Vichy France is the common name for France when it was occupied by the Axis Powers from July 1940 to August 1944.  Vichy was a city in Central France and the capital of the new nation.  It officially called itself the French State, in contrast with the previous designation, the French Republic.

Officially, Vichy France was governed by Philippe Pétain, a French WWI war hero.  Pétain was supported by the Nazi occupiers, and his power was near absolute.  The republican motto of "liberté, égalité, fraternité" was swept aside and replaced with "Travail, famille, patrie", meaning “work, family, fatherland”.  Pétain once infamously stated that the new France would be:  "a social hierarchy...rejecting the false idea of the natural equality of men."

Among its new laws, Vichy France created anti-Semetic legislature, and the imprisonment of opposition citizens and foreign refugees.  Some estimates say that as many as 76,000 Jews in Vichy France were deported or sent to concentration camps.

During Vichy France, the state experimented with eugenics.  One such policy, enacted on December 16th, 1942, created a requirement called he "prenuptial certificate", which had to precede any marriage and was supposed, after a biological examination, to insure the "good health" of the spouses and "life hygiene". The state  also conceived the "scholar booklet”,, which could be used to record students' grades in the French secondary schools, and thus classify and select them according to scholastic performance. 

To counter the Vichy regime, General Charles de Gaulle created the Free French Forces (FFL) after a radio speech on June 18th, 1940.   Paris is liberated on August 25th, 1944.  Pétain and his ministers were taken to Germany by German forces.    Charles de Gaulle became the new president of France, and in the summer of 1945, Pétain is tried for treason.   Although he is found guilty, Pétain is spared from execution due to his advanced age.  

Some historians argued that Pétain did what was necessary to keep France a nation during occupation.  Pétain's motives are a topic of wide conjecture. Winston Churchill, British Prime Minister, said of Pétain, "...he had always been a defeatist."
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