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'PANTAT EhTS" AND "TURKISH 
TROWSERS": 

DESIGNING FREEDOM IN 
THE MID-NINETEENTH-CENTURY 

UNITED STATES 

GAYLE V. FISCHER 

And now I'm dressed like a little girl, 
In a dress both loose and short, 

Oh with what freedom I can sing, 
And walk all 'round about! 

And when I get a little strength, 
Some work I think I can do, 

'Twill give me health and comfort, 
And make me useful too. 

-The Sibyl, April 15, 1859 

During the middle of the nineteenth century in the United 
States, groups of women and individual women who seemed to 
have little, if anything, in common cast aside their long fash- 
ionable gowns and donned trousers worn beneath shortened 
dresses.' No single political ideology, religious theology, or so- 
cial reform united these women: women's rights activists, Sev- 
enth-Day Adventists, hydropathists or water-cure doctors, 
health reformers, members of the National Dress Reform Asso- 
ciation (NDRA), Strangite Mormons, and utopian communi- 
ties, including Oneida, reflect the diversity of groups that 
joined the ranks of the dress reform movement.2 For most 
members, dress reform was one issue among many and its im- 
portance varied. All these dress reformers, however, were 
linked by their belief in the superiority of reform dress over 
contemporary fashionable styles. They also shared another 
connection, one they seldom acknowledged-similar reform cos- 
tume designs. 

An understanding of the design origins and the construction 
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techniques of various reform costumes offers clues to how the 
female reformers may have seen themselves-and how the 
American public may have interpreted their actions. Although 
dress reformers meant to send a particular message, observers 
quite often saw something different from what reformers had 
intended. Outraged commentators clearly perceived what 
dress reformers tried to downplay: by wearing pants-of any 
kind-women appropriated male dress, and, by association, 
male privilege and power. Understanding that pants had long 
been considered a male garment and that this association 
would be difficult to break, most dress reformers sought a ver- 
sion of bifurcated clothing with no masculine associations. 
Dress reformers faced the challenge of reinterpreting female 
garments from outside contexts-"Oriental" costume3 and chil- 
dren's wear-into acceptable female apparel for middle-class 
American women. The evidence also indicates that some dress 
reformers designed their reform garments based on men's 
clothing and exercise outfits.4 Borrowing pieces of male or sport 
apparel immediately implied masculinization and a threat to 
the nineteenth-century sex/gender system; therefore, few dress 
reformers openly did so. Surprisingly, when feminists brought 
orientalized notions of Eastern dress and Oneida Perfectionists 
brought aspects of children's dress, instead of male pants, into 
the service of dress reform they failed to mitigate or mute the 
blatant act of gender appropriation inherent in the act of wear- 
ing trousers. 

None of the dress reformers left detailed information about 
the origins of the short dress and pants style, forcing historians 
to piece together snippets buried in diaries, letters, and pub- 
lished works. Two groups which left intriguing hints about the 
process of creating reform garments are the Oneida Communi- 
ty and the women's rights movement.5 Given the political and 
social differences between the two, it is all the more curious 
that they shared a belief in their abilities to introduce elements 
of fashion from "innocent" or "infantile" sources in order to cre- 
ate a new, acceptable, alternative female fashion. How they 
came to choose Eastern dress and children's wear and how ob- 
servers reacted to their choices reveal the cultural investment 
nineteenth-century U.S. society had made in men's pants. 
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PANTS, PANTALOONS, AND PANTALEIT'ES 
A misconception about reform dress that has persisted into the 
twentieth century is that dress reformers looked solely to 
men's clothing as the inspiration for their reform garb-ob- 
servers considered reform dress "a travesty of male attire."6 
Most of nineteenth-century society, including dress-reforming 
women, thought male dress superior to female clothing and 
freely expressed this opinion. Dress reformers, however, want- 
ed to reform female dress for comfortable fit, physical well-be- 
ing, religious beliefs, women's rights, or work op- 
portunities-not to blur distinctions between the sexes. 
Whether male clothing actually was more comfortable, conve- 
nient, or "natural" does not really matter. Trousers represent- 
ed physical freedom. And some women imagined being freed 
from societal restraints as well. 

Dress reformers wanted to wear pants, so not surprisingly, 
their arguments stressed that there was nothing inherently 
male about trousers and that the garment could be adapted 
and made feminine. Most dress reformers, as women of their 
time, could not have conceived of themselves as dressed in 
"true" male garb of pants, jacket, shirt, collar, tie, and hat and 
played down references to borrowing clothing from the oppo- 
site sex.7 Different camps tried different versions; the pants 
component of the costume proved to be problematic, because 
the majority of mid-nineteenth-century women had never worn 
an exposed bifurcated garment before.8 Some did turn to men's 
wear for ideas, but this course was replete with problems. 

Mainstream society did not want women to wear men's 
pants. However, it is difficult to determine if the general pub- 
lic's resistance to female trousers stemmed more from the fear 
that women would seize male power or from the fear that 
pants-clad women would be unabashedly "sexy." Most of the 
diatribes against reform dress printed for mass circulation 
stressed the opinion that women would somehow become 
coarsened, more "male," if they wore bifurcated garments. 
Only a year after the introduction of the "bloomers," cartoons 
began to appear that depicted one of the biggest fears about 
reform clothing-that men would become feminine. Numerous 
articles and essays charged that if women wore the pants then 
it would logically follow that men would wear dresses and as- 
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sume the female characteristic of dependence, as this biting 
poem makes clear: 

Now then, my dear, 
We'll smoke and cheer and drink our lager beer; 
We'll have our latch-keys, stay out late at night; 
And boldly we'll assert our female rights; 
While conquered men, our erewhile tyrant foes, 
Shall stay at home and wear our cast-off clothes, 
Nurse babies, scold the servants, get our dinners; 
'Tis all that they are fit for, wretched sinners!9 

Most women and men seemed incapable of imagining clothing 
that was not gender specific. There was also eroticism inherent 
in the idea of women in pants. The language of dress in the 
nineteenth century made "men's pants" into charged, even sex- 
ualized words. Ironically, euphemisms, such as "inexpress- 
ibles," "unwhisperables," and "don't mentions," which were in- 
tended to allow polite society to avoid the suggestion of sex, did 
just the opposite.10 (See fig. 1.) 

In such a charged atmosphere, at least two groups of dress 
reformers-feminists and Oneida Perfectionists-turned away 
from men's trousers and looked elsewhere for "safer" models. 
Clothing from Eastern countries was one choice, although the 
sexual suggestiveness of pantaloons seemed unavoidable. 
Western travelers to the East showed a great deal of fascina- 
tion with Eastern clothing and often affected "Oriental" dress 
while staying in the Middle East. The veil and the ferace (a 
long, loose robe) captivated Western observers more than any 
other article of Eastern women's clothing. These articles also 
suggested eroticism, because they hid the female face and form 
behind drapery and hinted at the sexual pleasures that could 
be found beneath the flowing cloth. Fashion historian Valerie 
Steele, has found that images of the harem were considered 
both exotic and erotic. Decades after the freedom dress de- 
buted, Steele noted that the "notorious jupe-culotte (or harem 
trouser-skirt) of 1911" caused a scandal, in part, because it in- 
dicated the legs.1 Lady Mary Wortley Montague, who lived in 
the Middle East while her husband served as an ambassador, 
wrote in 1717 of the freedom she enjoyed wearing her pants 
"here, within the closely-guarded chambers of the harem." 
There is a hint of the erotic in her writings, suggesting that 
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Fig. 1. This cartoon shows that once women have taken over the key symbol of manhood-pants-they will soon adopt 
others, such as cigars, hats, and jackets. The jackets depicted here are much shorter than any reform dress, perhaps 
another hint at the erotic. From Harper's New Monthly Magazine 3 (August 1851). 
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women in trousers could not be seen outside protected walls be- 
cause they might arouse men. In a letter to her sister, Mon- 
tague insisted that "the first part of my dress is a pair of draw- 
ers, very full, that reach to my shoes, and conceal the legs more 
modestly than your petticoats."12 Because no flesh could be 
seen, Montague argued in favor of the modesty of the bifurcat- 
ed garments. But the physical release of the body implied a 
sensuality, stereotypically associated with Eastern culture, that 
was not possible for a body confined in stays and long skirts. 

The prevalence of Middle Eastern elements in nineteenth- 
century fashionable dress supports the theory that foreign 
dress influenced some later reform garments.13 The incorpora- 
tion of "exotic motifs" into Western fashion was a way of add- 
ing a "thrill" of something foreign or rare to familiar fashions.14 
In addition, the growth and prosperity of the East Indian trade 
resulted in an influx of new fabrics and accessories into the 
United States. Long shawls, especially "genuine India Cache- 
mire" shawls, as well as imitations, frequently draped fashion- 
able gowns in the 1830s and 1840s. The shawls adapted from 
the Middle East proved popular among Western women. Tur- 
bans of the "Turkish form" and the familiarity of other articles 
of Middle, Near, and Far Eastern apparel may have laid the 
groundwork for the introduction of "Turkish trowsers," first as 
a masquerade costume, later as a reform garment.15 The prolif- 
eration of popular engravings of women in Turkish dress, 
which included trousers, may have also influenced the decision 
to adapt this style for reform garments. (See fig. 2.) Further- 
more, descriptions of the women's rights freedom dress usually 
included the term "Turkish trowsers," suggesting that the pub- 
lic readily understood what the phrase meant.16 

Harper's New Monthly Magazine, unlike many other con- 
temporary magazines, enthusiastically featured the "Turkish" 
costume on its fashion pages. The July 1851 Harper's article 
freely criticized "the trailing skirts" of Western women and 
complimented the "more elegant dresses of Oriental women." 
The accompanying illustrations of Near Eastern women looked 
remarkably like Western dress with the addition of "Eastern" 
jewelry and accessories. The magazine included the opinion 
that women could wear "trowsers" if "properly done." Appar- 
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Fig. 2. A Western interpretation of Middle Eastern women's dress. Note 
the full trousers gathered at the ankle and the long overjacket that ex- 
tends below the knee. The jewelry and emphasis on the breasts and small 
waist also suggests that Middle Eastern clothing was considered sexually 
alluring. From Graham's Illustrated Magazine 53 (August 1858). 
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ently the proper way for women to wear pants was to wear imi- 
tations of those worn in the "Orient," the implication being that 
docile "Eastern" women and their clothing did not pose a dan- 
ger to the existing sex-gender system in the West.17 (See fig. 3.) 

Children's clothing also inspired reform attire. At first it 
may seem that borrowing a garment from children had a 
greater possibility of acceptance than trousers borrowed from 
the Middle East, with their suggestion of the erotic and the ex- 
otic. However, in the late 1840s pantalettes for little girls were 
still a fairly recent import from Europe. By 1821 in Europe and 
England, and some years later in the United States, most girls 
wore pantaloons beneath their skirts. Until the 1830s, most 
Americans still considered pantaloons a novelty. It did not take 
long for children's pantaloons to become known as pantalettes. 
At first, "only loose flapping frills tied on with drawing strings 
below the knee, and hanging over the foot," made up a girl's 
pantalettes.18 One of the most obvious disadvantages to these 
garments was the difficulty in keeping them in place or of los- 
ing them entirely. In time, it became common practice to at- 
tach the pantalettes to knee-length underdrawers. Girls' pan- 
talettes resembled a boy's first pair of long pants. Both had 
tucked, embroidered, or ruffled frills at the hem. Often a draw- 
string added fullness at the ankle for both sexes, not unlike the 
gathering at the ankle of Turkish trousers. 

Many women in mainstream society objected to drawers/ 
pantalettes as an article of female apparel and would not allow 
their daughters to wear them, after the garment's initial intro- 
duction. They based their objections on the drawers being un- 
healthy, indelicate, and even indecent. But the strongest objec- 
tion seemed to be that the drawers resembled boys' trousers 
and that mothers did not want to dress their daughters "like a 
parcel of boys."19 Many adult women refused to wear bifurcated 
undergarments for the same reasons. In the 1840s, adult 
women began to adopt a variation on girls' pantalettes, draw- 
ers, as an undergarment.20 

The general acceptance that bifurcated garments belonged 
only to men forced women in the United States who wanted to 
wear drawers, which extended to the waist, as an undergar- 
ment to do so "slowly and cautiously." The adoption of the un- 
dergarments proved to be such a remarkable event that 
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Fig. 3. Harper's printed their version of "Turkish Costume" to serve as a 
model for dress reformers to adapt. Harper's interpretation of Middle East- 
ern clothing mimics Western dress more closely than do other versions. Note 
the fitted bodice, off-the-shoulder neckline, voluminous skirt-this dress 
hardly seems the answer to dress reformers' search for a practical outfit for 
women. From Harper's New Monthly Magazine 3 (July 1851). 
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Godey's Lady's Book editor Sarah Josepha Hale could recall 
the first girl she knew who "courageously" wore them. Hale 
also remembered whispered remarks about women who wore 
pantalettes and the practice being called "an abomination unto 
the Lord."21 In time, however, the undergarment became an ac- 
ceptable item of female attire for middle-class women. Upper- 
class and working-class women adopted the underclothing for 
general use at a later date.22 

The assumption of drawers, stockings, and pantalettes some- 
times indicated major transitions in a girl's life and could signi- 
fy an advance from infant to schoolgirl. Some dress reformers 
questioned why short dresses, "which all agree are decidedly 
becoming for a young miss," were "so improper, indelicate, and 
immodest, as soon as she has passed into her teens?" They fur- 
ther wondered why women had to cover their "lower extremi- 
ties to the very tip of the toe with a flowing robe."23 Sometimes 
young women used dress to prolong their childhood; for exam- 
ple, Gertrude, an Oneida girl, demonstrated her reluctance to 
make the change to womanhood and refused to wear the 
"adult" short dress with pantalettes.24 

By the time reform garments appeared around 1848, most 
women had been wearing drawers as an undergarment be- 
neath their gowns for at least a few years. Thus women had 
some experience, albeit limited experience, with wearing a 
type of bifurcated garment. Apparently some reform trousers 
followed the pattern of women's drawers and did not sew the 
crotch seam closed, but others did. Reform dress introduced 
trousers as a visible component to women's dress. Previously, a 
woman's drawers had not been exposed to public view. In fact, 
a woman's underdrawers seldom surfaced as a topic of discus- 
sion. In the first edition of Lady Chesterfield's Letters to Her 
Daughters, written in the middle of the nineteenth century, 
Chesterfield wrote on the subject of drawers: 
I have worn skirts that dragged on the ground, and skirts that ended one 
inch above my ankles, showing the vandyked or frilled edges of those com- 
fortable garments which we have borrowed from the other sex, and which 
all of us wear and none of us talk about.25 

Subsequent editions of the book omitted the above reference to 
undergarments. 

In contrast to adult clothing, from the 1830s until the end of 
the century young children's clothing sometimes obscured gen- 
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der differences. (See fig. 4.) Toddler girls and boys wore short, 
loose-fitting dresses until about two or three years of age. Until 
the age of five or six, some children wore dresses or suits with 
short skirts. Both girls' and boys' skirted styles bore a strong 
resemblance to women's dress of the period, usually reflecting 
current fashions in sleeve, neckline, and so on. However, that 
is not to say that boys dressed exactly like girls.26 Descriptions 
of children's clothing in fashion magazines made it clear that 
subtle differences between female and male styles existed, yet 
the basic silhouette remained the same for the sexes.27 

When women decided to reform their fashionable dresses, 
nineteenth-century culture offered them few choices from 
which to choose alternatives-men's pants, Turkish pantaloons, 
or children's pantalettes. Most dress reformers were not de- 
signers or artists talented enough to create something com- 
pletely new; they relied on their environment to provide them 
with inspiration. As a result, the various reform dress designs 
proved remarkably similar, even as the design sources seemed 
worlds apart. 

TURKISH TROWSERS 
The decision of women's rights advocates to wear and their ap- 
proval of Turkish trowsers expands on recent interpretations 
of nineteenth-century "feminist Orientalist discourse" which 
charges that nineteenth-century Western feminists defined as- 
pects of Western life they found objectionable as "Eastern" and 
made them objects of reform. Thus, "Orientalist discourse" was 
primarily a "strategy (and a form of thought) by which a 
speaker or writer neutralized the threat inherent in feminist 
demands and [made] them palatable to an audience that 
wishe[d] to affirm its occidental superiority."28 

Mervat Hatem concluded that Orientalism worked against 
European women because they considered their situations so 
much better than Eastern women's oppression that they were 
unable to articulate or understand a different form of subjuga- 
tion-the one under which they lived.29 Suvendrini Perera ob- 
served Western women consciously appropriating Eastern im- 
ages to use as representations of the oppression of Western 
women, yet these same women failed to recognize the suffering 
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Fig. 4. This picture of juvenile fashions shows the similarity between girls' and boys' clothing. It is difficult to distin- 
guish the sex of the children. However, the toys shown in the illustration would have made it clear to the nineteenth- C 

century readers who was a girl and who was a boy. Dress may have blurred the children's gender, yet distinctive clues 
were included to avoid any confusion. From Godey's Lady's Book and Magazine 40-41 (September 1850). 
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of Eastern women as significant.30 Judy Mabro noticed that for 
centuries Europeans had been fascinated and repelled by their 
image of what the veil was and what it hid.31 These scholars fo- 
cus on written words or the images of veils and harems-which 
obsessed Western observers-and they pay little attention to 
Western women in Eastern clothing or adaptations of Eastern 
styles. The following 1864 poem is an example of how "Orien- 
talist discourse" theory might be used to understand nine- 
teenth-century antifashion sentiments. 

Talk of Turkish women 
In their harem-coop,- 

Are we less inhuman, 
Hampering with a hoop? 

All free motion thwarted; 
Mortals a la mort; 

Life's a thing aborted, 
Through your draggle-skirt.32 

The poem compares the "inhuman" "Turkish" harem with the 
"inhuman" Western practice of wearing physically restrictive 
clothing. The comparison suggests that Western women 
dressed in the height of fashion are in the same position as op- 
pressed Turkish women. This ploy could potentially set the 
stage for the introduction of a new garment for women; ironi- 
cally, and in contrast to Perera's interpretation, the alternative 
clothing eventually introduced was that already being worn by 
"imprisoned" Turkish women: Turkish trowsers. 

Sociologist and costume historian Jennifer Craik attempts to 
clarify the complexities of cultural borrowing within fashion by 
theorizing that "because fashion systems are built on the inter- 
relationship and tension between exotic and familiar codes, ex- 
otic looks are all the more effective as techniques of display." 
Exoticism could be expressed through "foreign or rare motifs in 
fashion."33 Costume historian Shelly Foote points out that bor- 
rowing from the East in the nineteenth century was fraught 
with difficulties. In her own research she has found that some 
Western clothing included adaptations of "pagan motifs" 
(Egyptian symbols). Foote concludes that the close connection 
between the Middle East and the Bible might be the key to the 
acceptance and appeal of "Eastern" images, because Americans 
in the nineteenth century kept looking for cultural survivals to 
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put them closer to biblical times.34 Whether this idea motivated 
nineteenth-century feminists to try Near Eastern trousers is 
difficult to determine, but it certainly shows the complex 
threads involved in adopting aspects of one culture into anoth- 
er. Using Craik's theory we can begin to see the feminists' ac- 
ceptance of Turkish trowsers as part of the tension between 
freedom of movement (an exotic element) and the constraint of 
fashion (the familiar). 

Craik's discussion of how non-Western cultures incorporate 
Western elements into their fashions helps us understand 
what the nineteenth-century feminists may have ended up do- 
ing. Craik is convinced that clothing is important in the "de- 
ployment of power and prestige," and she suggests that indi- 
viduals can strategically use elements of fashion from different 
cultures to produce a new "dress code." These new codes can be 
commentaries on "political exigencies as well as practical ways 
to negotiate the conflicting departments of existence."35 

Once women's rights advocates (led by Elizabeth Smith 
Miller, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Amelia Jenks Bloomer) de- 
cided to try a short dress and trousers combination, they need- 
ed to decide what their particular costume would look like.36 At 
first, the women did not consider a change in clothing to be a 
political move but an opportunity to enjoy greater freedom of 
movement. Because much of nineteenth-century U.S. society 
considered pants more hygienic and comfortable than long 
skirts, it is not too surprising that the feminists would contem- 
plate incorporating trousers into their reform. Designing the 
dress proved relatively easy; the women simply modified the 
existing fashion. The description of the original "Bloomer cos- 
tume" paralleled current styles "except that [the] skirts have 
been robbed of about a foot of their former length."37 The pants, 
however, proved more problematic. Renowned costume histori- 
an Stella Mary Newton suggests that the number of "popular 
engravings of melting beauties in Turkish trousers that fol- 
lowed the cult of Byron and the French conquest of Algeria" in- 
fluenced the feminists' costume design.38 Avoiding a direct ap- 
propriation of Western men's wear, they incorporated Turkish 
trowsers into their costume. In backing away from male 
trousers, women's rights advocates attempted to distance 
themselves from the image of power conveyed by the garment. 
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They also sought to distance themselves from the sexual impli- 
cations society invested in the "unmentionable" male trousers. 
Images of Eastern women, however, particularly Arab and 
Turkish women, conveyed a highly erotic picture to the West.39 

The freedom costume's soft, curving pantaloons proved to be 
the most "feminine" of the reform trouser designs. The women's 
rights leaders gathered the hem of their pants "into a band and 
buttoned round the ankle," or they created what they thought 
prettier, a "gathered or plaited up" hem which had been 
"trimmed to suit the taste of the wearer."40 This ankle treat- 
ment created a line that began at the hem of the skirt, curved 
slightly away from the body, and then gently rounded back to 
the ankle. The gathering or pleats added fullness to each leg 
and the resulting "look" was one we commonly associate with 
"harem" pants and seldom imagine men wearing. (See fig. 5.) 
No matter how "feminine" the costume, the connection between 
the women's rights agitators and reform dress led critics to de- 
nounce it as masculine-or to level charges of licentiousness.41 
Bifurcated garments, no matter how "soft" the design, belonged 
exclusively to men. Stanton, Bloomer, and Miller may have ini- 
tially tried Turkish trowsers because they were different, exot- 
ic, and offered freedom of movement, but at the same time the 
women unintentionally created a new "dress code." That is, the 
women made wearing pants with a short dress into a political 
statement about women's status in the United States. 

Whether the sexually provocative elements of Eastern dress 
made it undesirable to most dress reformers is not clear. How- 
ever, the women's rights advocates appear to be the only dress 
reformers to wear Turkish trowsers. Some dress reformers may 
have shunned Turkish trowsers because they did not want 
their costumes associated with Eastern clothing. Others reject- 
ed the full pants because they associated the garment with the 
cause of women's rights. Ideological reasons kept some women 
from wearing any modifications of the Turkish style. Other re- 
formers simply thought the "pretty and piquant dress-too ju- 
venile in its tout ensemble . .. for grown-up women."42 Thus, 
Turkish trowsers became one means of identifying the political 
or ideological orientation of the wearer. Unfortunately, not all 
women's rights advocates favored the "harem" pants, which 
further complicated one's ability to visually distinguish reform 
costumes. 
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Fig. 5. Sartain's preferred the name "Camilla" costume for the outfits de- 
picted above but used "Bloomer Costume" because it was more readily recog- 
nizable. Note the similarities between these costumes and the illustrations 
of Middle Eastern dress. Not only do these outfits borrow their trousers from 
the Middle East, but much of the ornamentation and the silhouette seem to 
be repeated as well. These costumes exhibit more "feminine" features than 
were usually displayed on reform garments. One might call these dresses at- 
tractive, even sexually alluring, further distinguishing them from most de- 
pictions of reform dress. From Sartain's Union Magazine of Literature and 
Art 4 (September 1851). 
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Historian Amy Kesselman accepts unequivocally that "the 
new costume" was "modeled after the dress of Moslem women" 
and that it "met a particularly warm reception among practi- 
tioners and advocates of hydropathy and water cure."43 In con- 
trast to Kesselman's interpretation, evidence reveals that 
some U.S. water-cure establishments borrowed techniques and 
spa outfits from European health resorts. Furthermore, the 
NDRA,44 which had a large hydropathic following, implied that 
they based their American costume on men's wear.45 Because 
reform costumes closely resembled one another, Kesselman's 
assumption that they all had the same roots is understand- 
able. However, water-cure doctors and the NDRA objected to 
Turkish pantaloons for several reasons; they disliked the full- 
ness of Turkish trowsers and the pantaloons offended their 
sense of Americanism. Many antifashion commentators object- 
ed to fashionable dress because of its French origins. They 
feared that once French dress entered the country then French 
ideas and French beliefs would soon follow. The hydropaths 
and the NDRA concurred with these sentiments and often stat- 
ed that American women needed to get out from under the con- 
trol of foreign nations, notably French fashions. Turkish 
trowsers, with their tie to the Near Eastern nations, would 
have been inappropriate to wearers of the American costume 
because the American costume "show[ed] the world that in 
dress, as well as religion, society and government, [Americans] 
are able to follow [their] own ideas."46 To wear Turkish trowsers 
implied that American women were too weak or unsophisti- 
cated to create a truly "American costume" and, instead, had 
to borrow their clothing from another country. 

Opponents of dress reform heard women demanding their 
rights and saw women wearing a garment they believed be- 
longed exclusively to men. Thus, critical observers claimed 
they saw men or a "third sex" or even "no sex" when they 
gazed upon women wearing pants.47 Antagonists of women's 
rights dress reformers expended an enormous amount of ener- 
gy to get the women back in long dresses. Caricatures of cigar- 
smoking, trouser-wearing feminists proved to be one of the 
more popular forms of attack; the image of the masculine femi- 
nist became synonymous with the image of the "ugly feminist." 
The barrage eventually wore away at the women's rights advo- 
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cates' resolve and contributed to the collapse of dress reform 
among them.48 Once short skirts and trousers became inextri- 
cably linked to women's rights, most dress reformers actively 
pushed to distance themselves from the women's rights move- 
ment. The similarity of the dresses made it almost impossible 
for the reformers to convince outsiders that they did not partic- 
ipate in or share the ideology of the women's rights movement. 
Each dress reform group pursued its own agenda with reform 
costume and denying knowledge of other dress reformers 
helped to distance their costume and their politics. 

Writing the History of Woman Suffrage years later, the au- 
thors (including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Antho- 
ny) offered one of several reasons why women's rights activists 
stopped wearing the freedom dress: "No sooner did a few brave 
conscientious women adopt the bifurcated costume, an imita- 
tion in part of the Turkish style, that [sic] the press at once 
turned its guns on" the costume.49 This suggests that perhaps 
the use of Near Eastern dress may have had something to do 
with the general disapproval of the short reform dress. Accord- 
ing to Marjorie Garber, literary and cultural critic, "despite the 
rage for artifacts a la Turque in style and home decoration," 
the freedom dress's "'Turkish' connotations" precipitated nega- 
tive repercussions. Some critics branded the costumes hea- 
thenish because of their association with Islam.50 In 1853 Mrs. 
L.G. Abell questioned the morality of women who could give up 
the dress "civilization and Christianity have so kindly given" 
them. Abell did not limit her criticism to women dressed in 
"Eastern" dress but saw women in "male attire" and women 
wearing "Turkish costume" on the same continuum.51 

The decision to give up the freedom dress angered Stanton's 
cousin, reformer Gerrit Smith. To Smith the whole revolution 
in women's position turned on their dress, and he refused to 
acknowledge that the women's rights leaders' clothing decision 
was, in part, a politically expedient measure. Respectably 
dressed-even fashionable-women speakers were more likely to 
be listened to by middle-class women. Yet Smith tried, unsuc- 
cessfully, to use negative images of "Eastern" women to put 
feminists back into "bloomers." He identified, as the activists 
themselves had done earlier, the relationship "between . .. 
dress and [the] degradation of an American woman." Smith re- 
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minded the women's rights advocates that American fashion 
was similar to "the cramped foot and degradation of a Chinese 
woman" and "the inmate of the harem and the apparel and 
training provided for her."52 But unlike Gerrit Smith, Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton appreciated the undue pressure of public opin- 
ion and the politically expedient sacrifice.53 She "never won- 
dered" again, she said, that "Chinese women allow their 
daughters' feet to be encased in iron shoes," because those who 
tried to resist "Custom" or fashion suffered a great penalty.54 

If the women's rights dress reformers chose Turkish 
trowsers in order to distance their costume from male dress 
and make it more palatable to the general public, then they 
failed. Although many disliked the freedom dress because of its 
Eastern origins, they were far outnumbered by those who sim- 
ply felt that women dressed in "Turkish" pantaloons looked 
like men. The idea of "feminine trousers" seemed a contradic- 
tion-society wondered how a female version of an exclusively 
male garment could possibly exist. In the case of women's 
rights dress reformers, the original intention of their reform 
was lost and reshaped by public reaction to it. In contrast, the 
women in the Oneida Perfectionist Community succeeded al- 
most too well in tying their original concept about reform dress 
to their ideas about womanhood. 

CHII i.DREN'S DRESS 
Although the freedom dress became an unofficial symbol of 
women's rights and implied empowerment for women, the 
Oneida "short dress" suggested a different type of womanhood, 
and the roots of its design were in Western children's wear, not 
Eastern women's attire. According to the Perfectionist women, 
they had already "obtained [their] dearest rights."55 Oneida 
principles insisted on the rights and importance of women, but 
this did not mean that women and men were equal. Paul stated 
the proper relation of the sexes, the community argued, when 
he wrote that "the head of every woman is the man." God's 
plan pronounced that man "take care of her [woman], and see 
that she is 'holy and without blame.' 56 A "true womanly spirit" 
included the virtue of "meekness" and "esteemed others better 
than" oneself, but women claimed their rightful place as the 

129 



Gayle V. Fischer 

"free and honored companion of man."57 In their day-to-day ac- 
tivities, Oneida's gender-specific roles remained remarkably 
similar to these of mainstream society.58 (See fig. 6.) The com- 
munity strongly objected to women trying to act like men, 
breaking their subordinate connection with men, or becoming 
independent. They understood the "loud" and "assertive" wom- 
en's rights activists to be the type of woman they most objected 
to.59 Although they discussed and commented on the activities 
of the women's rights movement, Oneida Community women 
felt little empathy for the campaign the women waged. Oneida 
followers even wondered about the dedication of the feminists 
who had given up their freedom costumes. 

The Oneida Community's interest in reform dress predated 
the women's rights activists' involvement by more than two 
years. Shortly after moving his community of followers to 
Oneida, New York, in 1848, John Humphrey Noyes first intro- 
duced the topic of reform costume during a discussion of wom- 
en's contemporary dress. Later that year, Noyes published his 
ideas about women's dress. He repeatedly wrote that the con- 
temporary woman's dresses denied that she was "a two-legged 
animal" but was instead "something like a churn, standing on 
castors!" In contrast to mainstream critiques, Oneida Commu- 
nity criticism of clothing focused on the way dress made the 
"distinction between the sexes vastly more prominent and ob- 
trusive than nature [made] it." What a costume for women 
that would "break up effeminacy" and allow them to take "part 
in many kinds of industry usually considered masculine" 
would look like generated much discussion. Noyes proposed an 
alternative costume for women to wear-"the dress of chil- 
dren-frock and pantalettes."60 Later, the Oneida Association's 
Annual Report would also recommend that women adapt chil- 
dren's dress for their clothing. Children's clothing seemed an 
obvious choice for Oneida. The community hoped to institute 
gender-neutral clothing, and sexual distinctions in children's 
clothing did not become obvious until about the ages of five or 
six. In actual practice fabric, trim, and headwear often re- 
vealed the sex of a child even when they wore similar gar- 
ments. The Perfectionists made it acceptable for women to 
wear trousers because they really wore a child's undergarment 
and pantalettes.61 And there is no indication that the Perfec- 
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Fig. 6. A young Oneida woman with an Oneida Community invention. It 
was not uncommon for the men in the community to invent "labor-saving" 
devices that the women then used. Courtesy of the Oneida Community 
Mansion House. 
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tionist women themselves freely chose or wanted to follow the 
silhouette of children's dress.62 

Inspired by the discussion of reform dress-but unaware of 
alternative designs-two of the community's most prominent 
women, Noyes's wife, Harriet Holton Noyes, and a favored 
lover of Noyes, Mary Cragin, set about making a new cos- 
tume 63 When the women courageously appeared before the 
Oneida "family" in their new short dresses, the responses 
ranged from shock to acceptance. With the encouragement of 
John Humphrey Noyes, other women followed this example, 
until frocks and loose pantalettes became the typical attire in 
the community. However, the recommendation that men also 
adopt a distinctive costume based on children's clothing never 
received support. 

The short dress costume followed the silhouette as well as 
the patterns and sewing techniques of children's dress. At 
Oneida the women wore "pantalettes" while other dress re- 
formers wore "trowsers" or "pants" or "pantaloons." Like little 
girls' pantalettes, Oneida pantalettes consisted of two tubes 
that either buttoned to the underdrawers at the knee or tied on 
just above the knee. The Oneida women seem to have been the 
only dress reformers to wear this version of a bifurcated gar- 
ment. (See fig. 7.) Every Oneida woman made her own clothes 
and, within specified parameters, followed her own taste in 
making the short dress. The women used the same dress pat- 
tern year after year, thereby protecting the clothing from fash- 
ionable alterations and ensuring that a dress had a long life.64 

But women attired in reform costume with "true" panta- 
lettes, cotton tubes attached at the knees and ending at the 
ankles, unquestionably wore a child's garment-while men did 
not wear reform or gender-neutral clothes. The style unques- 
tionably made Oneida women appear infantile or childlike.6 
Unless a woman lifted her skirt well above the level of mod- 
esty, the casual observer would not know whether she wore 
trousers or pantalettes. The woman who wore pantalettes, 
however, knew that her garment bore almost no resemblance 
to male trousers, and this knowledge proved to be signifi- 
cant-childlike women needed "guardians" and "providers."66 
Women at Oneida augmented the childlike reform dress by 
cutting their hair, reassured of the propriety of the act by 
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Fig. 7. The Oneida pantalettes are indistinguishable from trousers once the 
skirt is lowered. Courtesy of the Oneida Community Mansion House. 
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Noyes. He encouraged the women to cut off their hair in the 
"simple mode of little girls, down in the neck," and adult Onei- 
da women thus ended up looking like little girls with short 
dresses and short hair.67 Harriet M. Worden, Oneida Perfec- 
tionist, remembered with pleasure that short hair and short 
dresses did indeed make women appear so youthful that "visi- 
tors often [mistook] our middle-aged women for girls, and our 
young women for children."68 

John Humphrey Noyes valued youth and lectured his follow- 
ers that one way to keep young "was to keep up our attractive- 
ness." He pointed out that the "virgin state" had proven to be 
the most attractive condition for women and recommended 
that women "find a way to keep [them]selves in a virgin state 
all the time."69 Dressing like children seems a logical way for 
women to fulfill both criteria-looking young and virginal.70 
Whatever the motivation, pantaletted Oneida women experi- 
enced the same negative reactions that plagued the women's 
rights dress reformers. The community members agreed that 
the harassment women experienced when wearing the short 
dress outside the security of the commune had to be dealt with. 
As a result, whenever Oneida females had to travel in the 
world, they wore long dresses indistinguishable from those 
worn by most middle-class women. An exposed bifurcated gar- 
ment worn by women, no matter what its source or how it was 
made, angered the public. 

CONCLUSION 
Art historian Anne Hollander points out that the "most impor- 
tant aspect of clothing is the way it looks," and to most nine- 
teenth-century observers it "looked" like the dress reformers, 
regardless of their different political, social, or religious agen- 
das, wore men's pants.71 They may have adapted drawers, chil- 
dren's pantalettes, or Turkish trowsers, and the reformers may 
have tried to distance their bifurcated garments from men's 
trousers, but to most women and men in nineteenth-century 
America it "looked" like the women stole a male garment and 
wore it. Observers' reactions to dress reformers' costumes had 
little to do with particular design origins; frilly pantaloons ap- 
peared just as threatening as tapered trousers. Women in any 
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form of bifurcated garments challenged the mid-nineteenth- 
century sex/gender system which used the language of clothing 
to visually distinguish the places of women and men in society. 

People could not take their eyes off reform dress trousers 
and never for a moment thought that they gazed upon any- 
thing but an exclusively male garment, even though almost all 
dress-reforming women continued to wear skirts, albeit shorter 
skirts, over their pants. It would seem that the feminine skirt 
would mitigate the horror of women in trousers. However, the 
design of nineteenth-century men's frock coats included a 
rather full "skirt" which reached to the knee, echoing the sil- 
houette of reform dress, thus adding fuel to the fire. A report in 
an 1852 edition of the New York Times reveals the true source 
of this fear: 
These ladies assert their claim to rights, which we of bifurcated raiment 
are charged with usurping. This claim conflicts with, and if secured, will 
tend to diminish the rights of masculine mankind .... But the ladies go 
still further; and he must be blind who does not perceive in these low mur- 
murings, a storm that shall eventually rob manhood of all its grand pre- 
rogatives ... 72 

Trousers, no doubt, counted as one of manhood's "grand pre- 
rogatives," no matter how innocuous the design origins of the 
garment worn by women. Today trousers-tomorrow, the ballot. 
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