
Since the Middle Ages, pants had become a Western symbol for masculinity and work that was gendered male like politics, war, and manual labor. Skirts
became a symbol of femininity and for domestic work. Wearing male clothes was scandalous for two seemingly opposite reasons. The first being that imitating
men, by wearing traditionally male clothes, subverted the gender roles and expectations for being a woman, which reduced femininity. The second being that

the different fit of pants on a female’s lower half was sensational and increased sex appeal. Both reactions, as contradictory as they may be, are present
throughout the history of the pantsuit and women wearing pants in general. The adoption of suits, a traditionally male garment, into women’s fashion has

made it possible for women to advance in career fields traditionally dominated by men. The pantsuit has been controversial since it simultaneously imitates
the male silhouette to gain women access to male spaces while representing female power as women claim the pantsuit as a symbol of femininity.
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F A S H I O N  H I S T O R Y

Amel ia  Bloomer ,  a  femin is t ,
suf f ragette ,  and ed i tor

presented her  new invent ion .
The  Bloomers ,  ankle-length

trousers  to  be  worn under  the
dress ,  insp i red  by  the  pants

women in  the  Ottoman Empire
wore .  Women could  s t i l l  have  a

femin ine  s i lhouette  in  soc iety
but  the  bloomers  underneath
enabled them to  have  greater
phys ical  mobi l i ty  and to  work
outs ide  the  home,  most ly  in

factor ies .  Amel ia  Bloomer  wore
her  invent ion  f rom 1851 to

1859,  when she  s topped due to
r id i cule  f rom men and
conservat ive  women.

In  1923,  Coco Chanel
created her  s ignature  sk i r t

su i t ,  insp i red  by  a
menswear  s i lhouette  wi th  a

knee  length  sk i r t  and
coord inat ing  wool  button
down jacket .  Chanel ’ s  su i t

i s  a  last ing  i con  in
Amer ican fash ion ,

part i cular ly  the  p ink  Chanel
su i t  worn  by  Jack ie  Kennedy

when Pres ident  Kennedy
was assass inated.  The  sk i r t

su i t  remained a  women’s
fash ion  s taple  unt i l  the

1990s ,  even as  the  pantsu i t
grew in  popular i ty
s imultaneously .  

By  1930,  24 .3% of  Amer ican women were
employed,  most ly  in  domest i c  serv i ce  or

lower  pay ing  c ler i cal  work .  Fash ion  began
to  respond by  develop ing  womenswear  for
the  work ing  woman.  I ta l ian  des igner  and

Chanel  r ival ,  E lsa  Sch iaparel l i  was  insp i red
by  the  surreal i s t  ar t  movement  and

exaggerated the  s i lhouette .  As  part  o f  her
1939 fal l /winter  col lect ion ,  she  des igned a

menswear  insp i red  wool  pantsu i t  wh ich
inc luded s ingle  pleat  cuf fed  s lacks  and a

speckled brown wool  jacket  wi th  large
buttons .  Dur ing  the  t ime of  i t s  debut  ‘only
the  most  unconvent ional  des igner  would

of fer  a  s t ra ight forward pantsu i t ,  and only  a
fear less  woman would  wear  i t . ’ "  Pantsu i ts
were  s t i l l  a  taboo in  mainst ream soc iety ,

and in  some areas  s t i l l  a  pun ishable
of fense .

The 1950s  represented a  return  to
trad i t ional  gender  ro les ,  A-L ine

s i lhouettes  and sweep ing  sk i r ts .  The
1960s  were  ready to  change al l  o f

that .  Second-wave femin ism fought  for
women’s  r ights .  H ipp ie  countercul ture

also  in f luenced gender  ro les  by
advocat ing  for  pac i f i sm and sexual

f reedom.  In  1966,  Yves  Sa int  Laurent
int roduced Le  Smok ing  Su i t ,  cons idered

to  be  the  f i r s t  tuxedo des igned for
women.  The  su i t  cons is ted  of  “a  d inner

jacket ,  t rousers  wi th  sat in  s t r ipes
down the  s ide ,  a  whi te  sh i r t ,  a  b lack

bowt ie ,  and a  cummerbund.  The
powerful  look  p ioneered what  the

fash ion  world  thought  o f  women in
pantsu i ts  and the  idea of  androgynous
dress . ”  F inal ly  women wear ing  pants

was accepted in  the  mainst ream.  

 The  1980s  s ignaled a  boom in
the  popular i ty  o f  the  pantsu i t .

F rom 1980 to  1987,  annual
sales  o f  the  women’s  pantsu i t
rose  by  almost  6  mi l l ion  un i ts .

Des igners  l i ke  Sa int  Laurent
and G iorg io  Armani  presented

the  new wardrobe for  the
bus iness  woman,  power

dress ing .   “Power  su i ts  updated
pantsu i ts  w i th  broad shoulder

pads ,  b igger  lapels ,  and
sharper  cuts  that  emulated a

man 's  s i lhouette .  These  b ig
shouldered jackets  and pants

d isgu ised a  woman 's  f igure  and
took  the  focus  of f  her  gender ,

c reat ing  a  feel ing  of  author i ty .



B U S I N E S S

Women in  enterta inment  wear ing  pantsu i ts  are  some of  the  ear l iest  and most
in f luent ia l  examples  in  pop cul ture .  Marlene  D iet r i ch ,  a  German actress ,

s tarred in  her  f i r s t  Amer ican f i lm,  Morocco ,  in  1930 as  Amy Jol ly ,  a  cabaret
s inger ,  and was  costumed in  a  tuxedo,  top hat  and bow t ie .  In  the  f i lm she
k isses  a  woman on the  mouth,  wh ich  was  the  f i r s t  homosexual  k i ss  in  the

h is tory  o f  c inema.  Th is  marked the  beg inn ing  of  sexual i z ing  menswear  and i t s
assoc iat ion  wi th  perce ived t ransgress ive  sexual i ty .

Kathar ine  Hepburn  def iant ly  dressed in  menswear  for  her  f i lm roles  as  wel l  as
in  her  da i ly  l i fe .  When work ing  at  RKO P ic tures ,  Hepburn  would  wear  jeans  to

set  and they  would  be  conf i scated f rom her  dress ing  room whi le  she  was
f i lming.  Instead of  chang ing  into  a  sk i r t ,  Kather ine  would  return  to  set  in  her

underwear  and re fuse  to  dress  in  protest  unt i l  her  jeans  were  returned.
D iane Keaton starred as  the  t i t le  ro le  in  Woody Al len ’s  Ann ie  Hal l  in  1977.  At

the  dawn of  the  power  dress ing  era ,  women were  insp i red  to  wear  h igh  waisted
pants ,  hats ,  neckt ies ,  and button downs l i ke  Keaton donned in  her  ro les  and on

red carpets .  The  ear ly  exposure  of  the  pantsu i t  by  D iet r i ch ,  Hepburn  and
Keaton paved the  way for  normal iz ing  menswear  for  women and made i t

poss ib le  for  regular  women to  advance  in  male-dominated career  f ie lds .  

P O L I T I C S

 
World  War  I I  fur ther  increased women’s

opportun i t ies  for  employment  and
advancement  in  soc iety .  Men were  go ing
of f  to  war  and the  workforce  back  home

needed women to  f i l l  the  vo id  for  the
war  e f for t .  F rom 1940-1945 women in
the  workforce  increased f rom 27% to
47%.  Many women abandoned the i r

sk i r ts  to  become blue-col lar  workers  in
factor ies .  Women’s  Lev is  jeans  had been

introduced in  1935 and many found i t
eas ier  to  wear  pants  on  the  job .

Work ing  and wear ing  pants  became an
act  o f  patr iot i sm as  one company

of fered a  “woman-al l ”  jumpsu i t  for  “ the
patr iot i c  woman eager  to  do her  b i t  in

the  k i tchen or  garden. ”

E N T E R T A I N M E N T

The pantsu i t  prov ided women wi th  a  way to  integrate  into  bus iness ,  f inance ,  and academia by
s imultaneously  us ing  the  male  s i lhouette  as  a  camouf lage and a  bold  femin ine  s tatement  to

advance  in  the i r  f i e lds .  S ince  women were  permit ted to  work  in  profess ional  env i ronments ,  they
have been sub jected to  corporate  dress  codes  that  h ighly  regulate  the  pant  su i t .  John T .  Mal loy ’ s

The  Woman’s  Dress  for  Success  Book ,  publ i shed in  1977 states ,  “ In  most  bus iness  o f f i ces ,  the
pantsu i t  i s  o f ten  a  fa i lure  out f i t…  I f  you have  to  deal  wi th  men,  even as  subord inates ,  you are

putt ing  on t rouble . ”Mal loy  i s  a lso  notable  for  co in ing  the  term “power  dress ing”  in  the  1975
handbook,  Dress  for  Success .  The  book  concedes  the  pantsu i t ’ s  corporate  appropr iateness .  H is

dress  code s tates  that  “a  dark   su i t ,  cons i s t ing  of  t rousers ,  and a  jacket  over  a  whi te  sh i r t—
represent ing  a  safe  opt ion  for  both  men and women.  For  women,  any  re ference  to  the  erot i c
d imens ion— neckl ines ,  sp iked heels ,  s l i t s ,  but  a lso  l ight  fabr i cs— should  be  e l iminated. ”  The

female  dress  code,  def ined by  men l i ke  Mal loy ,  set  the  s tandard for  corporate  dress  even today.

Pol i t i cs  i s  another  sphere  where  the  pantsu i t  has  been controvers ia l  but
undoubtedly  helped women advance  and make a  s tatement .  Thanks  to  Senator

Barbara Mikulsk i  (D-MD) ,  1993 would be  the  f i r s t  year  a  woman would wear  pants
in  Congress .  B i l l  C l inton was  also  inaugurated in  1993 which  began h is  f i r s t  lady ,

H i l lary  C l inton ’s  re ign  as  the  queen of  the  pantsu i t  and the  f i r s t  F i r s t  Lady to  wear
a pantsu i t  in  an  of f i c ia l  Whi te  House  Port ra i t .  C l inton uses  the  pantsu i t  to

symbol i ze  that  she  i s  an  equal  player  who occup ies  her  own space  wi th in  the  male-
dominated pol i t i cal  wor ld .

Recent  pol i t i cal  s tatements  made wi th  the  pantsu i t  a lso  cal l  in to  quest ion  the
pol i t i cs  o f  the  pantsu i t  i t se l f .  For  Donald  Trump’s  f i r s t  State  of  the  Un ion speech,
Democrat i c  members  o f  Congress  wore  “suf f ragette  whi te”  pantsu i ts  to  protest  the

Trump Admin is t rat ion  revers ing  women’s  r ights  and progress .  On the  one year
ann iversary  of  that  State  of  the  Un ion address ,  Melan ia  Trump also  wore  a  whi te

pantsu i t .
The  f i r s t  female  Pr ime Min is ter  o f  the  U .K . ,  Margaret  Thatcher ,  happened to  oppose
pants  for  women but  took  part  in  power  dress ing  by  imi tat ing  the  broad shoulders

of  a  male  s i lhouette  in  a  shoulder  padded sk i r t  su i t .  The  pantsu i t  grants  women
access  to  male  spaces  and i t  unapologet i cal ly  puts  women v i sual ly  on  the  same

plane as  men.  


