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America Magazine•s Matt Malone o� ered a perceptive observation about Catholi-
cism; when it comes to clothing, Catholics take it seriously. Talk o� clothing 
is not •so much irrelevant claptrapŽ because •Catholicism is rooted in a sac-
ramental worldview. In other words, symbols matter . . . they matter a lot.Ž" I
agree with Malone, but I would add that symbols are naturalized by those in 
power, and while they hold sacramental meaning, they are also freighted with 
social and political signi� cance. When power is destabilized in Catholicism, 
or in any other symbol- ladened community, symbolic meanings are likewise 
altered. In consideration o�  these two observations, this study, � rst, docu-
ments the history o�  Catholic clothing in America. Catholic apparel is some-
thing that appears to have always been there„it has undergone naturaliza-
tion.#As a result o� this •time- freeŽ phenomenon, Catholic clothing remains 
under- studied. Second, this examination reveals why clothing is important. 
I uncover how Catholics came to rely on clothing to negotiate relations be-
tween religious authority and laity, men and women, and adults and youth, 
and how Catholic clothing continues to function as a battleground where 
Catholics work out issues o�  power, identity, and sacredness in their every-
day lives.

A recent example o�  Catholic discord highlights the intriguing signi� -
cance o� attire. In 2008 the Vatican, under the leadership o�  Pope Benedict 
XVI, announced that it would conduct Apostolic Visitations o� active orders o� 
women religious in the United States. �  e Vatican also initiated a separate in-
quest to consider the behaviors and statements o� the Leadership Conference 
o� Women Religious, an organization whose membership includes roughly 
80 percent o� all American women religious.$ �  e Vatican was concerned 
that the Leadership Conference held •radical feministŽ views and took up 
positions that dissented from the teachings o� the Roman Catholic Church, 
as determined by the magisterium, or the o�  cial teaching authority o� the 
church. Despite the fear that they ascribed to •radical feministŽ views, the 
sisters seemed to have made few pronouncements on issues such as abor-
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tion and homosexuality, topics high on the list o� concerns among the most 
outspoken male Catholic leaders. Curiously, but signi� cantly, the Vatican ex-
empted congregations o� male religious and cloistered contemplative orders 
from the inquest.

One compelling feature o� this case for me is what the cast o� characters in 
this •Catholic momentŽ are wearing. Almost everyone inquiring into the sis-
ters• thoughts and behaviors or who is exempt from the investigation dresses 
in some type o� distinctive (even Baroque) attire that identi� es him or her 
as Catholic and as a member o� a religious order or as a priest. Pope Bene-
dict, under whose watch the assessment began, was known for his splen-
diferous papal attire. Photographers focused on his red loafers and assorted 
papal accoutrements, such as his short red mozzetta cape or the % eece- lined 
camouro bonnet. Another noteworthy dresser, Cardinal Raymond L. Burke, 
former archbishop o� St. Louis and prefect o� the Supreme Court o� the Apos-
tolic Signature, was quoted in the press and interviewed on television about 
his concern over the sisters• actions. While observers recognized Burke for 
his sharp critique o� the sisters, he was also known for his elaborate clerical 
attire. As a promoter o� the Latin Rite movement, often termed •restoration-
ist,Ž Cardinal Burke adopted clerical and liturgical dress that set him o�  in 
a decidedly imperial manner. Finally, the sister charged with overseeing the 
visitations o� women religious is a habited sister. Mother Mary Clare Millea, 
a member o�  the Congregation o�  the Apostles o�  the Sacred Heart o& Jesus, 
dresses with a veil and habit just like other members o�  her order. Her congre-
gation is a member o�  the Council o�  Major Superiors o�  Women Religious, 
an organization canonically approved in 1995. It represents approximately 20 
percent o� all sisters in the United States, and its goals include •to promote
unity among major superiors, thus testifying to their union with the Magis-
terium and their love for Christ•s Vicar on earth, and, to coordinate active co-
operation with the USCCB (United States Conference o� Catholic Bishops).Ž'
�  ese habited sisters are explicit about their acceptance o� Vatican directives 
and their devotion to the ponti�  .

On the other side o� the inquiry, almost all the woman whom the Vatican 
investigated wore varied, though clearly noncouture ensembles. Symbols o� 
•company a�  liationŽ were typically small, such as a ring, pendant, or pin. As 
the investigation enters its second stage„what to do with the information 
gathered in the visitation„t he papacy has been turned over to a new, more 
simply dressed man, Pope Francis. Although his wardrobe is perhaps less di-
verse than that o� his predecessor, Francis is nevertheless distinctly Catholic 
and papal. Supporters o� the sisters look to Pope Benedict XVI•s replacement, 
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Pope Francis, for signs that he will treat the sisters with sympathy. Perhaps 
his sartorial simplicity, which includes black rather than red shoes, is some 
indication that he is more will ing to have a dialogue with the sisters. Only 
time will  tell  how this episode will  be resolved, but clothing seems to be an 
indication o� allegiance and a fundamental means o� communication among 
all o� the parties involved.

� � ����
�� �� � 
 � � �� 
��

My interest in gaining a better understanding o� the origins and signi� cance 
o� Catholic clothing in American history draws on the work o� thoughtful 
scholars from several disciplines and subdisciplines. Historians o� Catholi-
cism, especially Joseph P. Chinnici, John Tracy Ell is, Mary Ewen, James M. 
O•Toole, Leslie Woodcock Tentler, and Joseph M. White, among others, have 
undertaken the Herculean task o� detailing several chapters on the history 
o� clerical and religious life over the last three centuries. Complicating these 
narratives, scholars such as Paula Kane, Maureen Fitzgerald, Karen Kennelly, 
Mary J. Henold, Robert Anthony Orsi, and Kathleen Sprows Cummings place 
gender at the forefront o� their inquiries and examine how it shaped the lives 
o�  American Catholics over time. Finally, scholarship on clothing, material 
culture, and popular culture, especially the impressive research o�  Patricia 
Campbell  Warner, Katherine Haas, Nathan Joseph, Will iam J. F. Keenan, Mark 
Massa, Colleen McDannell , and Anthony Burke Smith, comes closest to my 
own concerns and provided instructive models o� how clothing functions in 
religious and popular culture.

Despite the vast wealth o�  research on American Catholicism, religious 
culture, and clothing, I found that a relatively open � eld still remained re-
garding the history and signi� cance o�  American Catholic clothing. Certainly 
more had been written about the signi� cance o�  clothing than the actual his-
tory o� particular forms o� Catholic dress. I noted that while Catholic clothing 
is often mentioned and even sometimes the central focus o� a historical in-
quiry, there is almost no discussion, except in the case o� Keenan and perhaps 
McDannell, o� when and why Catholics put on distinctive attire. Uniformity is 
treated as a foregone conclusion; Catholic priests wear Roman collars, sisters 
and brothers are consistently attired in habits, and most Catholic students 
are speci� cally out� tted. I� Catholics, especially priests and religious, always 
wore identi� able clothing, then the contemporary decision o� sisters to dis-
pense with habits might be understood as bold. But, consistent uniformity is 
not the case. Photos and records indicate that Catholics were often indistin-
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guishable from ordinary Americans and dressed in varied attire. In fact, the 
appearance o� Catholics in identi� able and uniformish attire has a surpris-
ingly short history in America.

I received my own jolt o� realization about the brevity o� the phenomenon 
while exploring a stack o� old yearbooks at the � rst diocesan girls• high school 
in the United States, Philadelphia•s Catholic Girls• High School, or •Halla-
han.Ž As I turned the pages, I found mysel� distracted by the students• cloth-
ing„they were not in uniforms.* I had attended Catholic school for twelve 
years, and uniforms were a signature mark o� Catholic education, an indis-
putable Catholic icon. I started to % ip through the images o� diversely clad 
students more quickly. Did picture day have di� erent rules? Was it too hot for 
the dark serge jumper? �  e years went on: 1917, 1918, and 1919. Uniforms did 
not appear until 1924. Why •civilian dressŽ one year and a uniform the next? 
�  en I began to wonder why I had ever thought Catholic schoolgirls always
wore uniforms.

School uniforms for girls, I had casually accepted, were a sort o� •timelessŽ 
aspect o� Catholic culture. Gary Wills provides an apt turn o� phrase for this 
way o�  thinking in Bare Ruined Choirs. Catholics lived in •an untime capsuleŽ 
through the early 1960s, and it included •a � bry cocoon o�  rites and customsŽ 
that were easily recognizable to American Catholics.+ �  at disconnection be-
tween time, Catholic rituals, and materialit y had certainly shaped my perspec-
tive. �  euntime capsule lingered in my native Philadelphia well  into the 1970s.

I� Catholic school uniforms had a past yet to be uncovered, what o� other 
forms o� Catholic dress? �  e conclusion that Catholic clothing was inevitable 
seemed wholly unsatisfying to me. I was bolstered by Robert Orsi•s observa-
tion regarding religious idioms. He points out that •people appropriate reli-
gious idioms as they need them, in response to particular circumstances. All  
religious ideas and impulses are o�  the moment, invented, taken, borrowed, 
and improvised at the intersections o� life.Ž< Considering my own association
o� Catholicism with speci� c attire, I set out to explore when and why Catho-
lics adopted or expanded distinctive forms o� dress in the United States. I 
wondered what obstacles they might have faced standing out in a nation that 
(at least rhetorically) prized the separation o� church and state? What social, 
cultural, technological, and political factors in% uenced Catholic attention to
clothing? And � nally, how did Catholics• employment o� clothing and the re-
ception o� that clothing change over time?

Beyond overcoming theuntime capsule approach to Catholic clothing that 
resided in my and others• thoughts, I found that much o� the extant work on
Catholics and clothing re% ected a deceivingly segmented characterization o� 
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Catholicism.= Researchers often study priests or religious, but they typically 
do not venture beyond these discrete categories speci� cally, and few schol-
ars include children in their examinations.> When I thought about clothing 
and Catholics, however, I saw priests, brothers, nuns, sisters, and a plethora 
o� youth intermingling. To be fair, segmentation often makes a good deal o� 
sense. Rather than jumping from group to group, we might � nd it easier and 
perhaps more revealing to delve into the sources o� a single group or organi-
zation. One could learn almost everything about the Daughters o� Charity and 
then treat them as •representativeŽ for understanding the history o� women 
religious. Likewise, when we consider groups who have committed to the 
church, the reality is that men and women were both encouraged to and often 
chose to segregate themselves. Alternatively, however, it was Orsi who sug-
gested another path. He claimed that thinking about and presenting Catholics 
in this isolated and disconnected way distorts our understanding o�  the past. 
After utilizing a variety o� sources, including •memory groupsŽ o� people who 
are or who grew up Catholic, Orsi explained, •what comes clear is the extent 
to which relationships among adults and children„especia lly adult religious 
and children„ were at the center o�  American Catholicism in the 20th cen-
tury.Ž"@ �  is bears out in the visual culture as well . �  ere appeared to me to 
be an unexplained relationship, or thread as it were, connecting Catholics. 
Arguably certain Catholics are •investedŽ with special attire, such as mem-
bers o�  religious orders, while other Catholics buy their Catholic clothing at 
neighborhood stores, but the fact that special clothing distinguishes adults 
and youth as Catholics binds the wearers together relationally and visually. 
Vestmentary visibility was part o� the larger religious culture for American 
Catholics for much o� the twentieth century.

�  e study that follows therefore attends to my dual motivations both 
structurally and topically. First, to uncover the when and why o� discernible 
•Catholic clothingŽ in America, I isolated three subgroups o�  Catholics who 
in my estimation were and continue to be the most visually distinct: priests, 
women religious, and Catholic schoolgirls. I devote a chapter to each sub-
group. Each o� these Catholic populations has a history in America during 
which they are not fully identi� ably Catholic in their dress, yet eventually they 
become so. Priests in the nineteenth century often wore % at, lay- down ties; 
nuns and sisters put aside their habits for traveling outside the convent; and 
Catholic schools did not impose uniforms immediately upon opening. Pub-
licly and consistently displayed Catholic attire developed over time and, in the 
case o� students, slowly. Considering the Protestant origins o� the country 
and the negative Reformation- inspired rhetoric regarding the clergy and reli-
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gious, the lack o� sartorial distinction in America made sense. Catholics did 
not want to emphasize their European origins and monarchical bent. Even-
tually, however, Catholics proved themselves to be acceptable neighbors, and 
clergy, religious, and schoolgirls, by command in some cases and choice in 
others, ultimately dressed in identi� able garb.

While I initially isolate subgroups o� Catholics, I bring them together for
the last two chapters o� the book. Chapter 4 examines the clothing o� priests, 
sisters, schoolgirls, and after World War II, schoolboys. � e period between
World War II and the beginning o� the Second Vatican Council in 1962 was 
the visual high point for Catholics, and during this era Catholic clothing be-
came a � xture in the American imagination. In the � fth chapter I explore the 
centrality o� Catholic clothing to the changes brought about by Vatican II. 
While the new theology is paramount to the Catholic leadership, the cloth-
ing changes accompanying the new theology take center stage, especially in 
print, television, and � lm. �  e epilogue takes the study from the mid- 1970s 
through the present and illustrates how liberal and conservative factions 
within Catholicism grapple with the signi� cance o�  Catholic clothing in the 
twenty- � rst century.

�
!�� �  �	��	 � � �� � ���� �  
�� �
�� � ������

Clothing is a visual lexicon that humans employ daily."" Our apparel indicates 
gender, age, class, and acceptance o� or resistance to social and contextual 
norms."#With the use o� our sight, we immediately form impressions about 
people when we encounter them face to face, and indeed, out� tted people 
want to make an impression on observers. Job applicants dress with inten-
tion, so that the interviewer will  conclude that the applicant understands the 
accepted culture o� that particular employer. � erefore, when we dress, we 
exert control over or manipulate our appearance to communicate something 
about ourselves. We, in fact, drape our bodies with meaning.

Organizations also use clothing to communicate, sometimes by requiring 
a type o� uniform. For an individual, clothing is thought o� as a personal ex-
pression, but in an organization, uniform clothing displays •an acceptance o� 
a speci� c obligation o� faithful managementŽ in return for holding a position 
in the organization."$ In Uniforms and Nonuniforms, sociologist Nathan Joseph
explains that the •uniform is a symbolic declaration that an individual will 
adhere to group norms and standardized roles and has mastered the rele-
vant group skills.Ž"'  I� the individual fails to uphold the requirements o� the
organization, the uniform is revoked. In the military, uniform dress mutes 
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individualism and projects allegiance to the nation or leader and often both. 
For instance, the actions or behaviors o� a soldier, beginning with the act 
o� dressing, are designed to achieve goals that lie beyond individual desires. 
When a member o� the military maintains the designated uniform carefully, 
we assume that the wearer accepts the discipline o� the organization. � is is 
the same for followers o� a religious tradition. A priest wearing his clerical 
attire both neatly and according to his bishop•s requirements communicates 
acceptance o� the church•s authority and his membership among the class 
that holds a special role as administrators o� the faith in the lives o� the laity.

Greater control over the body through dress contributed to the continuity 
and strength o� the church•s bureaucratic structure and communication o� 
values and particularly gender ideology. Public displays o� allegiance through 
dress concomitantly increased the accountability o�  its members as the church 
commissioned the viewing public to be witnesses and judges o�  the church•s 
behavior based on its representatives. Catholics, therefore, wore the burden 
o�  institutional bureaucracy as the church became more � rmly established 
and con� dent on American soil."* Speci� c clothing made sense as a commu-
nicative device because clothing was part o�  Catholicism•s idiomatic reper-
toire„Catholics had a long history o� expressing themselves to those around 
them through the language o�  clothing or sacramentals worn on the body."+
Nevertheless, bureaucracy building is top down, and dressing a speci� c way 
to indicate submission to authority suggests successful suppression o� the 
individual. Catholics were and are not automatons simply wearing what they 
are told all the time. Dressing included expressions o� faith, negotiation, and 
resistance along with conformity„there is a •livedŽ approach to regulated 
dress as well . In some cases, I was able to locate that •innovationŽ and agency 
in religious practice amidst the discipline."<

Historically, Catholic clothing, along with all other •uniformŽ clothing, 
was not strictly uniform. Uniformity did not appear until the industrial revo-
lution, when the mechanization o� clothing production made more exact rep-
lication possible. Nevertheless, certain styles and costumes with identi� able 
parameters became established through the centuries and therefore grew 
recognizable."= Catholics developed a common understanding o� who wore 
what, and why. For instance, the pope wears white as a symbol o�  his singular 
holiness and purity, bishops carry sta� s because they shepherd the people, 
and nuns mostly wear habits o� a dark hue to symbolize death to the world 
and •marriageŽ to Christ. Catholics recognized status, gender, and sacralit y 
in the clothing o� their leaders.

Upon closer examination, however, the common understanding o� Catho-
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lic attire becomes less tenable. While all Catholics view garments and sacred 
accessories, these items do not hold consistent meaning across wearers or 
viewers. Contrary to Anne Hollander•s contention that uniforms communi-
cate a sense that everything has been decided, uniforms also become a valu-
able canvas for improvisation and resistance."> Wearing a scapular, for ex-
ample, may have been typical behavior among devout Catholics in the 1950s 
and long before. Symbols o� devotion, both private and public, were not un-
usual. I� another Catholic caught a glimpse o� the scapular worn under a shirt 
or blouse, it would simply indicate a sincere expression o� faith. In the 1990s, 
however, after decades o� debate over how the church should engage with 
and accommodate the modern world, a scapular might instead indicate pre… 
Vatican II style devotionalism and perhaps sympathy with a restoration o� the 
Latin Rite or other traditional Catholic practices.#@ Likewise, a priest wearing 
a cassock outside church or walking in the community would be unusual in 
the 1850s, required in the 1930s, and curious in the early 1970s. Pope Benedict 
XVI and Pope Francis agree that the pope holds a position o�  unique authority, 
but all the attention to their di� erent styles o� dress indicates that these men 
di� er on how that authority should be conveyed through dress.

�  e meaning o� various styles o�  Catholic dress changes according to the 
wearer, as well  as when and where the attire is displayed. Even within a spe-
ci� c period, assigning meaning to clothing is not a simple undertaking. An 
onlooker may perceive a sister in a religious habit to be feminine, modest, and 
devout. Yet, other eyes may read some other signi� cance entirely. � e woman 
in the habit may assume her unique dress communicates a sisterly bond or 
elite religious status; to a priest, this same woman in habit may be conveying 
religious devotion or even misplaced vanity; to a patient in a hospital she may 
seem like a frightening, costumed stranger or an angelic nurse. Meaning is 
not static, and context is o� fundamental signi� cance. In the Catholic cloth-
ing lexicon, one can easily determine a�  liation, rank, and gender, but the 
social construction, or what meaning people assign to Catholic dress or the 
rejection o� Catholic dress, is less clear. By exploring instances when Catholic 
clothing was adopted, altered, or rejected, we can discern the •uncommonŽ 
meanings.

My attempts to make sense o�  Catholic clothing, especially a representa-
tionally and chronologically broad sample, directed me toward a variety o� 
theoretical and disciplinary models that aided my thinking about Catholic 
clothing. While I did not anchor this study in any one model, a few theo-
ries resonated with my work more closely and assisted me in making sense 
o� the various primary documents and people I encountered through my re-
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search. A Weberian approach lends itsel� to understanding the church•s grow-
ing emphasis on •uniformizationŽ and •rationalization,Ž albeit sometimes 
in •counter- modernŽ styles from the mid- to late nineteenth century until 
the 1960s.#" Weber is the •go toŽ theorist for understanding religious orders. 
�  e founder o� an order is an example o� Weber•s charismatic leader who, 
unlike a bureaucrat, deriveshis (in Weber•s examples) position o� leadership 
based on the virtues o� his mission and shuns economic rationalism.## Charis-
matic leadership and discipline work well together i� regimentation advances 
the mission, but discipline can overwhelm charism. Both Massa and Keenan 
found charism su� ering under routine in the case o� the Immaculate Heart 
o� Mary sisters and the Marist brothers, respectively, when each accounted 
for dramatic clothing reform upon the communities• examinations o� their 
charismatic origins in the 1960s. Weber explained that •charisma, as a cre-
ative power, recedes in the face o� domination, which hardens into lasting 
institutions, and becomes e�  cacious only in short- lived mass emotions o�  
incalculable e� ects.Ž#$ Both the Immaculate Heart o�  Mary sisters and the
Marist brothers had been more concerned with charitable •actionsŽ rather 
than regulated behavior originally; the bureaucratic forces o� the church, ar-
gued Keenan and Massa, stayed that charitable e� ervescence. Unlike mem-
bers o�  religious orders, diocesan priests are not charismatic and � t more 
with Weber•s view on bureaucracy. Diocesan priests are part o� a patriarchal 
bureaucracy that primarily relies on a judicial system, canon law, to make de-
cisions. Weber argues that charismatic leaders and their followers have an 
•antagonistic appearance,Ž and this is where Weber•s theory meets a complex 
scenario. In America, priests sometimes had the •antagonistic appearancesŽ 
Weber � nds in charismatic leaders and their followers, but other times they 
did not.#' Priests dressed as professional men, albeit in black only. I� the char-
ismatics• power is legitimated only through action and not decree, then the 
religious orders gave in to bureaucratization„t hey became routinized. Sis-
ters gained greater legitimacy, in part, through bureaucratization witnessed 
in uniform attire.

Cultural sociologist Gordon Lynch likewise contributed to my analysis. 
Following in the footsteps o� his academic forefather Émile Durkheim, Lynch 
is concerned with understanding the sacred in the modern world. He o� ers 
a way to think about •sacred formsŽ that we might unhesitatingly associate 
with •religion,Ž such as the religious habit or a sacralized concern such as 
nationalism or child welfare. For Lynch, modern media plays a central role 
in the distribution o� ideas about sacrality and how historically contingent 
circumstances set the stage for sacred identi� cation. � e work o� both Orsi 
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and Lynch is o� particular interest to me because they ground their under-
standing o� religious practice and possibility in history, and they both, at 
times, direct their focus onto childhood and children•s bodies in the context 
o� Catholicism. I incorporate students into my study o� Catholicism, not as 
a separate category, but as part o� the larger picture o� religious practice.#*
Catholic school administrators• widespread employment o� Catholic school 
uniforms after World War II re% ects the sacrality o� American nationalism and 
the need to defend it against •godlessŽ communism. � is elevation o� the uni-
form is historically contingent, however, on the pro- religion- and- family dis-
course prominent during the Cold War, the rise o� consumer culture, and the 
reverence toward military symbols. In the decade after World War II, Catho-
lic school uniforms and dress codes took on •the status o� absolute, norma-
tive realities.Ž#+ Additionally, although the church is the originator o�  much
o� the uniformization and utilized modern communication in the form o� 
newspapers, pictures, � lms, and television to depict and reinforce the goal 
o� an out� tted religious culture, the church nevertheless shared •distribu-
tionŽ o�  Catholic clothing culture with popular culture outlets. � is lack o�  
bureaucratic control allowed for multiple interpretations to evolve regarding 
the meaning o�  Catholic clothing.

�� 	� � �	�

�  e time span under consideration, roughly the early nineteenth century until 
the beginning o�  the twenty- � rst century, is not evenly explored and, by re-
cent historical standards, is rather long. Nevertheless, I found it necessary to 
cast my net far. It goes without saying that Catholic traditions are centuries 
old and have diverse origins. And although this research centers around the 
development and signi� cance o�  Catholic clothing in America, Catholicism 
is a transnational faith, and even a cursory review would require reaching 
back over many years and across the Atlantic Ocean to discuss the history 
surrounding certain apparel. Historian Will iam J. F. Keenan suggested the 
apt term •mezzo- historyŽ for this style o� inquiry. It is somewhere between a 
microstudy and the long durée, and like Keenan, I found this mezzo approach 
useful for examining clothing in the American Catholic past.#<

�  e � rst chapter considers the secular priest from the missionary days 
through the 1930s. I contend that as bishops navigated minority status, 
democracy, and Catholic diversity, they gradually turned to a familiar reli-
gious form, identi� able attire, to exert control and authority over both their 
middle managers and lay Catholics. Clothing also functioned as a visual mes-
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sage to Rome that, regardless o� America•s Enlightenment origins, papal rule 
prevailed. More recognizable clerical dress likewise separated the priest from 
the laity, providing a symbol o� authority. Despite the new regulations, the 
American context provided an opportunity to compromise on priestly appear-
ance, and black clothing with •Roman collarŽ and trousers rather than cas-
socks became the public attire for the everyday priest.

Chapter 2 examines the same time span for nuns and sisters. Fearing anti-
Catholic sentiment and attention, many women in religious communities 
traveled without habits. Once settled, the American milieu required a % exible 
approach to survival, and teaching became one o� the most common and re-
liable means o� economic sustainability. Despite the willingness o� these de-
vout women to adjust even when it came to laying aside the habit, I argue that 
sisters saw their distinctive attire as a means to convey intrachurch political
allegiance and to gain spiritual superiority. As a perambulatory cloister, the 
habit also enabled Catholic sisters, as the numerically dominant and distinct 
subgroup, to become the most identi� able representatives o�  the church.

Female students are the subject o�  Chapter 3. School- age girls who came 
under the supervision o� women religious found their clothing choices cur-
tailed by the turn o�  the twentieth century. Initially, a scarcity o�  clothing 
patterns and the lack o� women•s and children•s ready- to- wear clothing ham-
pered uniformity. �  e advent o� the sewing machine facilitated the manufac-
ture o� standardized clothing and sizes for menswear, but due to the com-
plexity o� women•s clothing styles, women•s ready- to- wear was still several 
decades away. Nevertheless, sisters provided sartorial direction for many o� 
their charges in the way o� dress codes„a step toward greater uniformity.

Sisters usually operated asylums, free schools, and select schools. Chil-
dren attending the asylums and free schools, from the sisters• perspective, re-
quired strict guidance. In fact, the church often viewed the children•s poverty 
as a testimony to their parents• inability to raise them properly. � erefore, 
school administrators adopted dress codes to exercise charity and to convey a 
form o� instruction. �  e teachers o� select schools or tuition- funded schools 
looked more toward curbing excess, a vice commonly associated with female 
students. � e select schools• tuition supported the maintenance o� the free 
schools, and sisters found that dress codes tempered the material excesses o� 
these society girls and likewise encouraged simplicity.

Joining and eventually surpassing the asylums, free schools, and select 
schools in number were the parish or parochial schools and, later, the dio-
cesan high schools. American bishops had frequently encouraged pastors to 
establish Catholic parish schools and had urged parents to send their chil-
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dren to Catholic schools since the early nineteenth century, but the bishops 
mandated Catholic education after 1884. Bishops required pastors to prioritize
the establishment o� a parish school, and parents sometimes ran the risk o� 
being denied sacraments i� they resisted sending their children to Catholic 
school once a reasonably close school was available.#= �  e growth o� paro-
chial Catholic education paralleled the modernization o� women•s and chil-
dren•s clothing production. School administrators capitalized on the ready- 
made options, and uniform clothing became more commonplace in Catholic 
schools. Unlike the boarding arrangement that free and select schools often 
used, parochial schools drew children and young women out in public, walk-
ing to their parish schools. Ideally, school uniforms on girls conveyed respect-
ability for a minority religious culture and modesty for its young female prac-
titioners. Uniforms also provided new opportunities for asserting a form o� 
religious authority. Although uniforms were not distributed at solemn occa-
sions, blessed, or invested with special power, they were nevertheless uni-
forms representing the church as an institution. As emissaries o� the church, 
uniformed girls ideally assisted the church in negating its reputation for 
being antiwoman.#> As might be expected, however, the ideal and the real 
often achieved di� erent ends. Catholic girls wielded a certain amount o� 
control over their appearance, regardless o� the uniforms, and took part in 
shaping the messages they wanted their clothing to convey. Worth noting is 
that for all the good the uniforms may have done, and the meaning girls ex-
pressed with the uniforms, there was an underlying Catholic agreement that 
girls needed uniforms more than boys. As Colleen McDannell points out in 
Material Christianity, certain groups are more commonly associated with the 
material dimension o�  Catholicism: •women, children, and illiterates.Ž$@ Re-
strictive dress for girls elucidated (and continues to illustrate) the Catholic 
Church•s view both that girls needed to be guided more due to their propen-
sity to commit sins o� vanity and that girls and females in general were in a 
position to be controlled.$"

In the fourth chapter, I shift my attention to the connections between a 
new theological trend that emphasized the laity•s roles as active members o� 
the Mystical Body o� Christ and the propensity o� both the church and media 
outlets to project images o� out� tted Catholics as patriotic Americans. Be-
tween the late 1930s and the 1960s, Catholicism•s •arrivalŽ in mainstream 
America and Catholicism•s •preoccupation with dressŽ provided a visual sym-
bol o� the link between Americanism and Catholic religiosity.$# Catholicism 
as represented by movie priests and real uniformed students throughout the 
United States became a metonym for America during its struggles against 
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fascist dictatorships and the Soviet Union. � e church and popular culture 
seemed to leave sisters behind as they embraced a modernized, militarized, 
and activist style o� Catholicism. Nevertheless, sisters were quietly develop-
ing intellectual resources to understand the signi� cance o� clothing in their 
work and lives.

Chapter 5 documents the unraveling o� what had become the Catholic 
clothing trademark. By the early 1960s, the uni� ed presence that identi� able 
attire helped create in American society was reaching its peak. Social and po-
litical upheaval in American society, alongside theological reforms by way o� 
the Second Vatican Council, encouraged a reconsideration o� •antagonistic 
appearance,Ž especially regarding women religious. What Catholics wore„
priests, sisters, or students„communicate d their political sympathies and 
religious priorities in an environment where bureaucratic allegiances and 
militarism were actively questioned by many Americans. Inspired by the civil 
rights movement and the Second Vatican Council, priests and sisters began 
to consider how their appearance could lend a powerful symbol to demon-
strations against racial inequality or how a distinctive costume potentially 
hindered interaction in poor communities. For instance, they wondered i�  
their uniform and antiquated clothing created distance between themselves 
and the people they wanted to serve. Aware o�  the politics o�  their dress, many 
religious communities decided, with what they perceived to be the Vatican•s 
encouragement, that their clothing was both unnecessarily antiquated and 
ultimately a hindrance to performing their work. As a result, the majority 
o�  sisters and many male religious altered their habits and eventually ceased
wearing them.$$ When the sisters took charge o�  their appearance, a � restorm 
o�  controversy spilled out into the popular press. Priests also donned ordinary 
menswear, but their change o� attire drew signi� cantly less publicity and criti-
cism. �  anks to Hollywood, moviegoers, regardless o�  religion, understood 
that priests owned and wore secular clothing. Women religious, however, did 
not have the same clothing options. Women•s habits conveyed many mean-
ings, but I argue that one o� the more signi� cant intentions o� the church was 
female submission, subordination, and denial o� self. Reforming or rejecting 
the habit was accurately interpreted as a new understanding o� women•s place 
in the church and an assertion o�  sel� over bureaucracy„an expression that 
Catholics received with mixed reactions.

By the 1980s the politics o� the church were varied and complicated. Under 
the leadership o� Pope John Paul II, conservative Catholics who had lamented 
many o� the reforms o� the 1960s found support to bring back the Latin Rite 
mass and several pre…Vatican II dress standards. While sartorial neoconser-
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vatism increased with detailed dalmatics, chasubles, cassocks, and religious 
habits, so too did the vocal and visual liberalism o� many women religious 
who stood on their own with independent attire. Although clothing remains 
a contested symbol, one garment retained unquestioned support„t he school 
uniform. Religious orthodoxy and social justice teaching could � nd common 
ground in regulating students• clothing. Both political camps supported in-
quiries into the manufacture o� Catholic clothing, denouncing sweatshop 
facilities. Campaigns for •No SweatŽ purchasing policies spread throughout 
the country. Finally, the Catholic school uniform was no longer just for Catho-
lics, as public schools and charter schools adopted the uniform look to ad-
dress behavior issues and build a sense o� community among socioeconomi-
cally diverse students. By the beginning o� the twenty- � rst century, Catholic 
clothing moved away from expressing collective identity and came to repre-
sent the diversity in Catholic opinion on theological and social issues as well  
as the in% uence o� Catholic educational culture on American society.

�� �	� 
 � � ��
�����
�� �� �

�  ere is no one repository or collection that expressly invites this sort o�  in-
vestigation. Nevertheless, with the help o�  several detailed secondary sources, 
most notably Mary Ewen•s �  e Role o� the Nun in Nineteenth- Century America and
Joseph M. White•s �  e Diocesan Seminary in the United States: A History from the 
1780s to the Present, I was able to locate a trail o� evidence that began to answer 
my questions.$' My primary source material includes published, archived, and 
digitized materials such as ceremonials, prescriptive literature, pastoral let-
ters, sodality magazines, and Catholic and popular newspapers. Unpublished 
material such as school yearbooks, annals, and meeting minutes rounded out 
my textual sources. Looking at pictures was indispensable. Carefully examin-
ing collars, hemlines, stockings, habits, guimpes, belts, and shoes often told 
me part o� a story. Sometimes the � rst piece o� evidence was a picture„as 
in the case o� the Hallahan girls in ordinary dress. Other times my evidence 
began with the written text, and then I went about cross- referencing a state-
ment by examining available pictures. Photos and written texts informed each 
other. �  e investigation would not have been possible without both. Fash-
ion historians know this well , but as a more conventionally trained historian 
with a � eld in religious studies and a great curiosity about clothing, I had to 
learn along the way. Films, television shows, and interviews with a handful 
o� people who wore, made, or required (and sometimes all three) a form o� 
Catholic clothing illuminate the contours and details o� the story as well. In 
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the end this is a history o� clothing that relies primarily on written sources and 
secondarily on visual sources.

�  roughout the book, I•ve made certain word choices and inclusive refer-
ences worth noting. America is frequently used to refer to the United States. 
Regarding the categories nuns, sisters, religious women, and women reli-
gious, I tend to distinguish between sisters and nuns through most o� Chap-
ter 2, but in keeping with the direction o� papal pronouncements and other 
religious texts I blur the distinctions as I move into the twentieth century. 
By the 1920s the terms •nunŽ and •sisterŽ became almost interchangeable 
despite the association o� nuns with cloister and sisters with the laity. Most 
sisters were •semicloisteredŽ after the turn o� the twentieth century, which
confused their status and thus created the frequently incorrect but commonly 
used reference to •nunŽ for any Catholic woman in a habit. Catholic writers, 
particularly but not exclusively, use an uppercase •SŽ when referring to the 
sisters. Sisters• status in the church certainly warranted an •uppercaseŽ dis-
tinction. Nevertheless, in keeping with current usage I refer to the sisters 
using a lowercase •sŽ and simply retain all  uppercase usages when quoting 
documents. When I refer to a speci� c sister by name, the •SŽ is capitalized. 
�  e term •churchŽ frequently refers to the pope, sometimes refers to the hier-
archy, and least frequently refers to all o� the people who identify as Catholic.
Again, keeping with current usage, I use a lowercase •cŽ when referring to 
the church and uppercase •CŽ when coupling it with Catholic, for example, 
Catholic Church.

Finally, in the interest o�  introducing the topic to readers, my project is ex-
ploratory rather than exhaustive. � ere are many Catholics, members o�  male 
religious orders in particular, and forms o� Catholic dress I did not examine. 
�  e di� erent collars associated with male religious, bridal gowns worn by 
women taking religious vows, and First Communion dresses and suits are not 
part o� this study. Instead, this book focuses on the clothing Catholics wore 
over and again and which became the standard dress Americans associate 
with certain groups o� Catholics. � is study reveals the broader development 
o� distinctive Catholic dress and its various meanings throughout American 
history. I hope my brie� contribution will encourage other researchers to delve 
into this topic further to uncover the wealth o� sartorial texts in the history 
o� Catholicism.
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1830�…1930�

• �  ere are no Roman Catholic priests who show less taste for the minute indi-
vidual observances, for the extraordinary or peculiar means o� salvation, who
cling more to the spirit and less to the letter o�  the law than the Roman Catho-
lic priests o� the United States,Ž penned Alexis de Tocqueville in his oft- cited 
account Democracy in America." De Tocqueville likely considered clerical mufti 
and perhaps even vestments in his observations. Catholic priests, the secular 
variety especially, were not particularly distinctive, ornamental, or peculiar in 
1831, especially in their everyday attire.# Indeed they were di�  cult to distin-
guish from Protestant priests, ministers, and even ordinary men.$ Vestments,
considered by Catholics to be sacred garments and derived from antiquity, 
were also subject to irregularity and displayed less ornamentation than those 
worn in the well- established Catholic churches o�  Europe. A century later, 
observers o�  the American clergy would not have applied the same descrip-
tion to Catholic priests as de Tocqueville once did. Likewise, they would have 
had litt le trouble picking out the Catholic prelates, whether dressed in their 
clerics or their vestments. As the church waded into a century o�  political 
revolutions, modernism, and religious diversity, clerical clothing became a 
conscious, though not uncontested, tool for establishing both discipline over 
and authority for the priesthood. Priestly dress ideally conveyed bureaucratic 
allegiance at a time when the Vatican sought a�  rmation. Distinctive or reli-
giously inspired clothing was not a new communication device for Catholics. 
On the contrary, it had a long- established place in the traditions and sacred 
consciousness o� the church. In the American context, however, traditional 
ways did not necessarily transplant automatically or easily.
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Historian John Tracy Ellis described Roman Catholic clerical life in the Ameri-
can colonies as a •long period o� abnormal rule.Ž According to Ellis, the 
British penal laws that applied to priests in the American colonies •not only 
deprived them o� the sacraments o� con� rmation and holy orders but likewise 
left them with little or no knowledge o� the traditional form o� church govern-
ment, an ignorance that caused some very strange notions among both priests 
and laity concerning episcopal o�  ce and its functions.Ž'  �  e church, how-
ever, had anticipated periods o� •abnormal ruleŽ as Catholic explorers and 
missionaries set out to claim both land and souls beyond Christendom. �  e 
church identi� ed these foreign locations without stable Catholic populations 
and traditions as •missionary territories,Ž and while obligated to obey papal 
laws, mission territories nevertheless enjoyed modest % exibility in maintain-
ing religious practice. In this way, priests, sisters, and nuns could more suc-
cessfully integrate themselves into society and ensure their daily existence. 
Regarding clothing, clergy and religious applied common sense. I� display-
ing a distinctive habit would result in torture, death, or imprisonment, clergy 
and religious could choose not to wear it. Likewise, i�  wearing the local dress 
seemed appropriate, then that was another option. For instance, after travel-
ing to China in the late sixteenth century, Italian Jesuit Matteo Ricci initially 
donned the dress o� a Buddhist monk and later adopted the clothing style o�  
a Confucian mandarin in an e� ort to appear adaptable.*

To guide the missionary territories in this new era, Pope Gregory XV per-
manently established theCongregation de Propaganda Fide in 1622 as a clearing-
house for questions regarding canonically approved behavior and religious 
practice.+ Once Catholicism became rooted, then the Propaganda Fidewoulde
•relinquish its authorityŽ and the former mission area would come under the 
common obligations o�  canon law alongside the established catholicized na-
tions.< In 1908, the same year that the United States lost its missionary status, 
the Vatican also established a permanent o�  ce devoted to questions regard-
ing the life o� religious: the Congregation o� the A� airs o� Religious or, later, 
the Congregation o� Religious. � e church recognized the need for % exibility 
in the missionary years, but consistency and greater uniformity was its ulti-
mate goal. Both withdrawing missionary status and placing men who had re-
ceived Holy Orders and men and women who had taken solemn and simple 
vows under a designated o�  ce o� the Curia would facilitate the achievement 
o� consistency.
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British penal laws, such as those cited by Ellis, did indeed in% uence clerical 
attire in the American colonies. In the colony o� New York, for instance, the 
legislature severely curtailed the civil rights o� Catholics and forbade priests 
from entering the colony under penalty o� law. In terms o� clerical dress, there-
fore, disguise was the order o� the day. Jesuit priest Ferdinand Steinmeyer, 
more popularly referred to as Ferdinand Farmer, traveled from Maryland up 
through East and West Jersey and was known to •enter New York by stealth.Ž=
In his travels he •dressed soberly like a good Quaker.Ž> Even after New York 
li fted its restrictions on priests, Farmer•s clothing could have remained unre-
markable, as there was no mandatory habit required o� the Jesuits."@ Although
they are often associated with a black robe and cincture or belt, their consti-
tution only required that •the clothing . . . should have three characteristics: 
� rst, it should be proper; second, conformed to the usage o� the country o� 
residence; and third, not contradictory to the poverty we profess.Ž"" Likewise,
there was no ecclesial mandate operating in the American colonies or the new 
United States that would have required Farmer to wear, for instance, a Roman 
collar."# In Farmer•s case, his freedom depended on his blending in even i� it 
was only as another, albeit legal, religious minority.

A century later, in 1856 the acceptance o� distinctive clerical dress was 
still not fully established. Father George Re• (Roesch), a priest from Carin-
thia in the Hapsburg Empire, came to New York to minister to Slovenian and 
German- speaking Catholics. Father Re• made his way to Poughkeepsie, New 
York, where he was dismayed to � nd his German speakers living in an atmo-
sphere o� mixed marriages and multiple faiths and worshipping in makeshift  
church structures. He mused that i�  •every diocese were as well- run as the 
Lavantine [in Slovenia], the Catholic world would be very fortunate.Ž"$ Com-
plaining to his former bishop, Father Re• went on to claim that in Pough-
keepsie they could not •dress as priests as we could in Germany or Austria.Ž"'
Although Father Re• did not specify why he and other priests could not dress 
as they had in Europe, he was writing at the height o� the popular Know- 
Nothing movement, a political party that espoused nativist and speci� cally 
anti- Catholic sentiment."* Advertising one•s Catholicism might result in ha-
rassment. Instead, wearing denominationally nonspeci� c (or less speci� c) at-
tire would allow priests to appear closer to American male clothing standards 
and, by connection, American values. Projecting American- style manliness 
could come in handy for any religious minority.

Other conditions and inclinations, most o� which had nothing to do with 
discrimination, also contributed to making a more uniform look unlikely. 
Diverse origins and seminary training contributed to a multifarious clerical 
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population. � e priests in Detroit, for instance, came from an array o� coun-
tries, including France, Italy, Flanders, Germany, Switzerland, Ireland, and 
Hungary, among others. According to historian Leslie Woodcock Tentler, 
Detroit did not ordain its � rst American- born priest until 1850. As a result o� 
this diversity, clerical behavior varied considerably."+

Some priests came to the United States for an opportunity to thoughtfully 
minister, but others came because they had damaged their reputations in 
their homeland. Ireland, speci� cally, contributed a large number o� priests 
to the United States, and observers complained about the •erratic Irish- born 
priestsŽ being a problem."< According to Cardinal Paul Cullen, a nineteenth-
century Roman- leaning reformer o� Irish Catholicism, St. Patrick•s College 
at Maynooth was a school where •discipline . . . [did] not greatly prevail.Ž"=
Echoing Cardinal Cullen, Peter Paul Lefevere, bishop o� Detroit from 1841 
to 1869, likewise bemoaned the Irish- trained priests. In a letter to a fellow 
bishop he explained that although he had over � fty •well recommendedŽ 
priests from Ireland in his diocese, he found them all disappointing. •I am 
sorry to say,Ž Lefevere wrote, •that I have not succeeded with one o� them 
for all have done more harm than good, whilst many o� them have given the 
most dreadful scandals.Ž"> �  e connection between dress and erratic or un-
disciplined behavior was twofold. Priests, although known to observers, 
attempted to travel incognito. � erefore they drew criticism for disguising 
themselves while acting freely. On the other hand, some priests were iden-
ti�  able in their dress, and onlookers associated their undisciplined behavior 
with the Roman Catholic priesthood.

Sometimes priests were not misbehaving but merely on a vacation and, in 
that case, enjoying a respite from their clerical role. In those cases as well, 
a priest might attempt to •disguiseŽ himself, attired as an ordinary man. In 
1866 the bishops regretfully observed that in regard to appearance, •we fear 
that in this country we are drifting in a direction not altogether in harmony 
either with the spirit or the letter o� ecclesiastical law. We have met priests 
who sought relaxation from their arduous duties on seashores, or in fashion-
able watering places dressed in every other conceivable way but as a priest.Ž#@
Bishops worried that American priests did not view the priesthood as a trans-
formative life commitment and instead saw it as merely a profession from 
which one could indeed take a holiday.#"

While undisciplined, sociable, or vacationing priests could pose chal-
lenges to the bishop, a spirit o� independence and practicality infected even 
the well - behaved and high- ranking clergy. American clothing sensibilities, 
which were simple and functional, attracted members o� the clergy.## Father
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John J. Williams, born in the United States in 1822 to Irish parents, went on to 
become bishop o� the Diocese o� Boston in 1866 and, later, archbishop. Wil-
liams maintained good relations with non- Catholics and downplayed Catho-
lic distinctiveness. A fellow priest noted that Williams and other clergymen 
in Boston wore •brown hats and ordinary shirt collars,Ž and this, he inter-
preted, showed an absence o� •churchly bureaucratic trappings.Ž#$ Will iams,
one might conclude, sought to present Catholicism as a religious faith that 
accommodated American values.

Father Richard Burtsell , arguably an even more •nativeŽ Catholic priest 
than Williams, descended from early- seventeenth- century Maryland Catho-
lics, and his ancestors were settled in New York by the time o� the American 
Revolution.#'  Born in New York in 1840, Burtsell studied for the priesthood 
and later became a canon lawyer. Similar to Archbishop Will iams, Burtsell  
donned fashions that re% ected his interest in blending in with his sartorial 
surroundings. He noted in his diary that he wore a •panama hat,Ž bought 
his pants ready- made, and took baths at Coney Island.#* Commenting on a 
disagreement he had with a priest after the Second Plenary Council o� 1866, 
Burtsell  wrote, •Fr. Quin and I had a sharp controversy on clerical dress. He 
thought that sleeve- buttons should not be tolerated in priests\\\ I thought 
the church should not interfere with collars, buttons, beards, etc., etc.Ž#+
Burtsell was among a small but vocal group o�  priests who saw church doc-
trine as separate from church discipline. �  us he believed American Catho-
lic priests should develop an American, rather than Roman, style o�  behavior 
and discipline.#< Likewise, his desire for clerical freedom re% ected his sense 
o�  class. To be assigned clothing suggested a kind o�  livery o�  service in the 
mid- nineteenth century. As a free man who viewed his position as akin to that 
o� an o�  cer, Burtsell felt he should determine his own attire.#=

More often than not, in the � rst hal� o� the nineteenth century and espe-
cially in rural areas, priests would travel several miles to hear confessions and 
o� er mass for Catholics in vastly spread out and isolated rural areas. � ese 
conditions presented clothing challenges as well . According to historian 
Mary Ewen, in Indiana, •the Sisters o� Providence were shocked when their 
chaplain proposed hearing their confessions in the parlor o� their back woods
convent, without bene� t o� confessional or surplice.Ž#> Likewise, a bishop ap-
peared •sunburnt, dusty, and with dry mud on his clothes.Ž �  e clergy the sis-
ters had known in France had given up what they considered to be the proper 
clerical attire and adopted the •% at lie- down collar and black string tie o� the 
laity.Ž$@ Priests and sometimes even bishops themselves chose decidedly non- 
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European clothing standards for their American ministry. To make matters 
worse, sometimes the laity referred to the clergy with a uniquely American 
address, call ing priests •MisterŽ rather than •Father.Ž$"

Diminishing the familiarity between priests and the laity was a valuable 
endeavor in the eyes o� the church leadership, as familiarity invited regu-
lar challenges to ministerial authority. In certain areas o� the United States, 
particularly New York and Philadelphia, the scarcity o� priests blending with 
the disestablishment culture o� antebellum America inspired lay- controlled 
Catholic churches. Congregational- style churches were common among 
Protestants but novel for Catholics. Without a centralized diocesan system, 
the laity often had to purchase land, build the church, oversee prayers, and 
teach catechism to maintain their faith. Additionally, the leading men o� the 
parish held •annual elections to choose the board o�  lay trustees.Ž$#�  is form 
o�  parish governance became known as •trusteeism,Ž and with the dearth o�  
priests in the United States and the far- % ung settlements o� Catholics, trustee-
ism % ourished. After a few decades o� shared power, however, pastors became 
increasingly frustrated with the laity•s sense o� rights. In Philadelphia, Ger-
man Catholics in St. Mary•s Parish decided to replace their English- speaking 
priest with a German priest whom they contracted on their own.$$ Another 
case arose in Norfolk, Virginia, when the pastor assigned to a parish in 1815 
ran afoul o� the trustees. � e lay committee told their pastor they no longer 
wanted him to travel to Richmond to say mass.$' To assert his authority, the
pastor instead sought to remove a few o� the troublesome trustees. Not ac-
cepting defeat, the trustees locked the pastor out o� the church and eventually 
left him and established another church with a pastor from New York.$* Lay 
assertiveness in matters o�  religion, while initially desirable in that it dem-
onstrated a commitment to upholding Catholicism in a Protestant land, ulti -
mately became problematic in issues o� governance. Bishops feared that i� 
the parishioners did not agree with what their pastor said or required, they 
would dismiss him. Trusteeism could, and sometimes did, lead to situations
where the people were directing the church rather than the church directing 
the people.

Mindful o� their freedom- loving environment, the bishops and clergy in 
the United States debated the appropriateness o� a foreign and monarchical 
stamp on America. � e separation o� church and state, one o� the hallmarks 
o� liberal government, had, for the most part, served the American church 
and the priests who ministered in it well. Freedom o� religion had in fact cre-
ated the setting by which the church witnessed its growth and establishment 
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throughout the country. De Tocqueville spoke to Catholic clergymen in his 
travels and found that although •they di� ered upon matters o� detail alone . . . 
all attributed the peaceful dominion o� religion in their country mainly to 
the separation o� church and state.Ž He continued, •I do not hesitate to af-
� rm that during my stay in America I did not meet a single individual, o� the 
clergy or the laity, who was not o� the same opinion on this point.Ž$+ Although 
de Tocqueville wrote in the 1830s, the goal or at least discussion o� keeping 
religious peace in what Catholics rightfully perceived to be an anti- Catholic
environment continued for several decades. According to historian � omas 
McAvoy, Archbishop James Gibbons, the apostolic delegate at the �  ird Ple-
nary Council o� Baltimore and the most senior Catholic prelate in the United 
States, rejected the Catholic ornamentation that one in his position was likely 
to wear in Rome. An ascetic and a peacekeeper, he was a symbol o�  American 
Catholic accommodation.$< Father Walter Ell iot, a Paulist, expressed simi-
lar sentiments. In his 1889 sermon at the consecration mass o�  Bishops John 
Shanley, James McGolrick, and Joseph B. Cotter, he praised the exception-
alism o�  Americans. In his homily he •stressed the view that in the United 
States the ideas o� manhood were not so much loyalty, obedience, and unifor-
mity, but rather worthiness to be free. � e aspirations o� the American people 
were toward progress and intelligence and liberty, the dignity o�  man, and his 
capacity to govern himself.Ž$= While not outright schismatic, the American
church appeared dangerously enamored with •freedomŽ and less concerned 
with Roman standards and submission. Critics and supporters alike identi-
� ed this more independent style as •Americanism.Ž

In summary, the American mission presented more challenges than an-
ticipated, and unlike most other mission countries, the United States became 
the destination for an ever increasing number o� Catholics. Between 1790 
and 1866 the Catholic population had risen from 35,000 to 3,555,000. Immi-
gration accounted for much o� this rapid growth.$> �  erefore, regardless o�  
America•s status as a mission with Vatican- approved % exibility, the ecclesial 
leadership sought to address the American state o� irregularity with haste. 
Clerical clothing was a logical focus. Diverse attire re% ected individualism 
and liberty. Greater standardization, however, would convey consistency o� 
belie� and behavior. Although the bishops were unsure o�  how much Euro-
pean Catholic bureaucracy should be transplanted, they knew that in a demo-
cratic nation, guided by the •will o� the people,Ž they required a strategy to 
foster less willfulness and more compliance. Clerical attire was a familiar and 
powerful resource.
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A single archbishop and four bishops convened the 1829 Provincial Council in 
Baltimore with the goal o� imposing a modicum o� regularity on church life, 
which they hoped would address some o� the challenges facing the American 
priesthood and Catholic leadership more broadly. It is within this context that 
the bishops introduced the beginnings o� a •regulatedŽ form o� dress.'@ �  e 
council explained in its •Pastoral Letter to the Clergy,Ž

Many things that may appear trivial are to you important. � e very fashion 
o� your dress is, in the eye o� the world, calculated to elevate or to depress 
your character, and to extend or restrict your usefulness. In almost every 
organized public association, such a subject is matter o� regulation; the 
soldier who loves his profession is laudably exact in its regard; and how-
ever philosophism might speculate, every practical o�  cer will feel that the 
character o� the individual is generally ascertained from his appearance. 
You are the o�  cers o�  the militia o�  Christ. You bear his commission. Is it 
possible that there can be found amongst you who would feel disposed to 
conceal the dignity with which he is invested? Such a renegade would be 
unworthy o�  his place. Can he presume to seek precedence in the Church 
who is disguised in the world? Is he ashamed o� that station to which he 
sought, with so much earnestness, to be raised? He should be forthwith
discharged to make room for one more worthy o� the honor. � e canons 
o� the Church equally censure the thoughtless folly or censurable vanity 
which is made ridiculous by its e� orts to be fashionable, and the unbecom-
ing slovenliness which degrades the dignity o�  the order, by the meanness 
o�  the individual; the simple cleanliness o�  the attire should evince the 
plain- innocence o� the wearer, and his conformity to the regulation o� the 
Church should manifest the esteem in which he holds its authority.'"

�  e bishops admonished the priests in their letter, suggesting that disguise, 
vanity, and slovenliness were common approaches to clerical dress. �  e pre-
scription, however, was vague. In these early years, with relatively few priests 
and such diverse diocesan experiences, each bishop in attendance would have
determined, independently, whether he wanted more speci� c guidelines and 
how he interpreted •conformity to the regulation o� the Church.Ž'# It was also 
unclear with what role the priest should associate himself. As a •soldierŽ he 
would be issued clothing and be expected to follow orders, and as an •o�  cerŽ 
he would obtain his own clothing and would give orders.'$ �  e bishops• use
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o� both metaphors suggests they wanted the priests to see themselves � lling 
the roles simultaneously. Priests would be soldiers under the command o� the 
bishops, and o�  cers in the eyes o� the laity. In either case, clothing•s appear-
ance in the letter indicates that clerical presentation was a growing concern 
for the bishops.

�  e council took up vagaries o� vestments and ceremonial techniques as 
well . At the gathering the bishops decided that a new ceremonial was needed. 
A ceremonial is a detailed description o� the vestments, liturgical ordering, 
and altar assignments expected at speci� c religious occasions, such as the 
priest celebrating a low mass, vespers, or a Palm Sunday mass. According to 
Katherine Haas, the decision to publish a ceremonial for the United States 
conveyed a concern for more uni� cation in the church and to encourage 
standard practices.''  �  e book initially provided both historical background 
and procedural information, taking into consideration the lack o� liturgical 
models available to the priests in America. One o�  the earlier versions, the 
1852 Ceremonial: For the Use o� the Catholic Churches in the United States o� America, 
o� ered instructions in a collegial tone. On the topic o�  the liturgical vest-
ments, Bishops Rosati and England submitted an essay that explained the in-
spiration for the various liturgical colors. •� e Church also by the very color 
o�  the . . . vestments, teaches her children the nature o�  the solemnity which 
she celebrates.Ž � ey continued, •� us, for instance, white is used upon the 
great festivals o� the Trinity, o� the Saviour, o� his Blessed Mother, o� angels, 
o�  saints, who without shedding their blood gave their testimony by the prac-
tice o� exhalted virtues; and on some other occasions. Red is used on the Feast 
o� Pentecost when the Holy Ghost descended in the form o� tongues o� � re;
on the festivals o� martyrs and the like. In times o� penance, violet is used, 
green on days when there is no special solemnity, and black on Good Friday, 
and on occasion o� o�  ces for the deceased.Ž'* �  e essay was instructive rather 
than legalistic but nevertheless laid out the church•s expectations regarding 
the proper coordination o� liturgical vesture with the church calendar. By the 
end o� the century the collegial tone o� the ceremonial would be replaced by 
a more legalistic style expressing requirements rather than explanations and 
inspirations.

Another way to encourage regularity was to simply give the proper vest-
ments to a parish. St. Patrick•s Church in Rochester, New York, received vest-
ments for the various liturgical seasons and feasts from Bishop John DuBois. 
However, Bishop DuBois must have been unsure that the trustees would pay 
for the vestments because he provided valuable gifts to the church pending 
reimbursement for the vestments. Perhaps Bishop Dubois did not believe that 
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the trustees would provide all the necessary vestments unless he commis-
sioned the order. A substantial portion o� his letter appears below:

New York, October 7th, 1827.
To Mr. Horan,
Dear Sir

Inclosed I send you the Bill o� the vestments- vizt…
One white Vestment including all  materials
and making ^14.77
One Green- Do- Do 12.71
One Black- Do- Do 13.80½
One Purple- Do- Do 13.71
One Altar Stone 3.00

________
Amount ^57.99½
I make a present to the Church on condition that it shall  not be lent out 

or carried away by any Clergyman attending- o�
A Chalice o� Silver Linen for the Chalice
�  e Body o� a Cruci� x A Mass- book in folio
An Alb o� Linen for every day Altar cards.

You will be so good as to present or send me the amount o�  the above 
articles I advanced out o� my money Vizt ^57.99½, for it is on condition o� 
its being returned to me immediately that I gave the other articles.' +

In the 1820s, without frequent diocesan oversight or regular communication, 
Bishop DuBois had to rely on the trustees as well  as the priest in residence to 
appreciate that multiple vestments, which corresponded to the religious occa-
sions, were a priority. After the Provincial Council o� 1829, however, when the 
bishops moved to reject trusteeism, such direct reliance on the parishioners 
for particular vesture would not be as great a concern.

In Philadelphia the city•s bishop, Francis Patrick Kenrick, took up the issue 
o� •ritual observancesŽ and vestments with his clergy in 1831. Echoing the 
bishops at the Provincial Council, Kenrick asserted, •It is time that all  our 
e� orts should be combined, not merely to propagate the truths o� faith, and 
perform the most important acts o� our ministry, but by the uniformity and 
exactness o� our ritual observances to practically exhibit, in a sensible man-
ner, the unity, beauty, and majesty o� our divine religion.Ž' < Bishop Kenrick 
contended that detail to ritual performance and vestments were an impor-
tant aspect o� visual instruction. He explained, •We should particularly take 
care, lest the neglect o� the vesture and solemn rights prescribed to be used 
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in the administration o� the sacraments should occasion, in ourselves, or in 
others, a want o� regard and veneration for the mysteries sublime and tremen-
dous.Ž' = �  e presentation and performance, which critics o� Catholicism saw 
as •seducingŽ congregants, Kenrick would argue were designed to enchant 
Catholics and inspire in them an awe and reverence o� the blessed sacrament 
and, correspondingly, the priest who transformed the host and performed 
the rituals.

�  e recommendations o� the Provincial Council at Baltimore made their 
way into other dioceses over the next several years.' > At the � ird Synod o� 
the Philadelphia Diocese in 1847, Bishop Kenrick concluded that, regarding 
clericals, •a modest, serious dress is conducive to the preservation o� morals 
in their integrity and to the edi� cation o� the faithful; hence We admonish the 
Priest o�  this Diocese that the coat which they wear when out o� doors should 
approximate the cassock in cut, in such wise that it reaches below the knees; 
and let them carefully avoid all worldly fashions, especially exposure o� the 
shirt upon the breast.Ž*@ Once again, the cassock required in Philadelphia was
not one that reached to the ground, as it would have been in Europe. Instead 
it was a modi� ed cassock that could easily be concealed under a gentleman•s 
frock coat. Covering the shirtfront would be accomplished with a waistcoat 
or vest that buttoned up to near the base o�  the throat. � e item o� distinction 
would have been a collar, but Bishop Kenrick made no mention o�  neckwear.
Father John E. Fitzmaurice, the � rst pastor o�  St. Agatha•s Church in Phila-
delphia, is pictured in 1865 with a bow tie and black vest (see � g. 1). While 
the collar is visible, it is an ordinary shirt collar rather than a clerical collar. 
His coat length is not visible, but his appearance from the waist up does not 
disclose his vocation.

   Both Bishop Lefevere and his successor, Bishop Borgess, regulated their 
priests• clothing along with activities. � e � rst diocesan synod in Detroit in 
1859 issued a dress code that required priests to wear •a Roman collar in pub-
lic and a black soutane that reached at least to the knees.Ž*" When Borgess 
took over in 1870, he retained the dress code and added other rules that would 
further distance the Detroit priests from the laity. For instance, he •allowed 
an occasional drink at the rectory, but never in the company o� laymen.Ž*# He
also forbade his priests from playing athletic games in public or attending 
music halls, theaters, or saloons.*$ What Borgess meant by a •Roman collarŽ 
is not necessarily what modern- day observers o� clerical attire might assume. 
According to the Reverends John A. Nainfa and Henry J. McCloud, authors 
o� approved reference books on clerical dress, the Roman collar was not Ro-
man in origin. As Nainfa explains, •Ecclesiastics who have lived or studied in 
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Rome may have noticed that what we call  a •Roman Collar• is a collar indeed, 
except not Roman, except by adoption.Ž*'  He pointed out that clerical tailors
tend to have their own individual styles in terms o� dressing the clergy, sug-
gesting that there were several options for neckwear as well as other clerical 
garments. He went on, •Our Roman Collar, so- called, consists o�  two parts, 
a starched circle o� white linen„the collar, and a piece o�  cloth or silk, to 
which the collar itsel� is fashioned by means o� buttons or hooks, a sort o� 
stock which has been given the strange name o�  •rabbi• probably a corrup-
tion o� the French word •rabat.•Ž Nainfa suggested that •what is familiar to 
us under the name •rabbi• is the true Roman Collar.Ž However, tailors and 
priests in Italy referred to the linen collar as acollaro. Nainfa preferred and en-
couraged the adoption o� the Italian terminology. •� e Romancollaro is made
up o� a loose breast- piece and o� a rigid circle o� the same material. � e rigid 
part is properly called the collar.Ž Nainfa pointed out that •it is maintained 
sti�  by slipping into it a piece o�  light cardboard or leather. In order to keep 
the collar clean, a changeable band o� white linen (collarino) is placed over it 
and � xed behind with two silver clips. It is that small band o� linen which 
has grown into, the sti�  a� air now worn, and has usurped among us the 
name o� •Roman collar.•Ž** What appears to have given the collar distinction
as Catholic rather than •Lutheran neckwearŽ was the fact that it was worn 

Figure 1. Father John E. Fitzmaurice, 
1865. Courtesy o� the Philadelphia 
Archdiocesan Historical Research Center, 
Philadelphia, Pa.
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with a cassock that had a standup collar and a square cutout in the center o� 
the throat.*+ Without the cassock (and this we know was only required to be 
worn in the church at this time), therefore, the collar would not have been 
distinctly Catholic or •Roman.Ž In a footnote, Nainfa cites the other popular 
collar: •�  e •single band Roman collar,•Ž which, he observed, •seems to be in 
favor in some parts o� the country, and is advertised as a •specialty• by certain 
clerical tailors.Ž Nainfa concluded that this collar •should be left to the clergy-
men o� the •Episcopal Church.•Ž*< Returning to Bishop Borgess, what he was 
demanding o� his clergy in 1859 was at least a •collarŽ that would identify his 
priests as members o� the ministry. To make it •Roman,Ž he would have had 
to require that the cassock, or soutane, as he referred to the gown, included 
the proper standup collar with cutout style; but the cassock o� the priests o�  
Detroit, as in the rest o�  the United States, was only required to come to the 
knee, and there was no mention o� the cutout. � erefore when considering 
the nineteenth century, we should focus more on •collarŽ than •Roman.Ž*=

Ideally, identi� able dress could also render priests more accountable for 
their behavior. Attending dances, enjoying a drink in a tavern, and fraterniz-
ing too closely with the laity were all considered inappropriate pastimes for 
priests. Some bishops had stricter rules than others regarding the leisure ac-
tivities o�  their priests, but monitoring their behavior was, to some degree, on 
the agenda o� every bishop. Wearing clerical garb rea�  rmed for the priests, in 
an intimate way, that they should not become too engaged in the trappings •o�  
the world,Ž and it reminded those around them to look upon the priests di� er-
ently. At the Council o�  Trent, the church leaders had determined that •there 
is nothing that continually instructs others unto piety and the service o�  God 
more than the life and example o� those who have dedicated themselves to the 
divine ministry. For as they are seen to be raised to a higher position above the 
things o�  this world, others � x their eyes upon them as upon a mirror, and de-
rive from them what they are to imitate. Wherefore clerics called to the Lord 
. . . ought . . . to regulate their whole life and conversation as that in their 
dress, comportment, gait, discourse, and all  things else, nothing appear but 
what is grave, regulated, and replete with religiousness.Ž*> Distinctive cloth-
ing would ideally express a priest•s virtuousness and obedience, providing an 
exemplary model for his parishioners and anyone who observed him. Uni-
formity also reminded the priest o� his commitment and submission. He did 
not have the unrestricted •rightŽ to choose any clothing he wanted, as Father 
Burtsell  had hoped; instead, he was bound to wear what he was told he could 
wear, and the church expected him to do so without reservation.

By the close o� the Second Plenary Council in 1866, not a great deal had 
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changed regarding the speci� c regulation o� clerical attire. Chronicler Father 
Sebastian Smith, a former professor o� sacred scripture, canon law, and eccle-
siastical history at Seton Hall  Seminary in New York, provided a detailed ac-
count o� the council•s conclusions in the form o� explanatory text he hoped 
would be accessible to seminary students, clerics, and even •intell igent pe-
rusers o� the laity.Ž+@ On the subject o� clerical garments, he explained that 
the bishops reiterated the desire o� earlier meetings, stating that priests 
•should observe the law o� the Church, wearing the cassock at home as well as 
in church, as being the distinctive dress o� ecclesiastics.Ž+" Smith explained, 
•At present,Ž the clerical habit •consists chie% y o� the cassock reaching to 
the ground. . . . In Catholic countries this attire is used at all  times and in 
all places; at home or abroad. A transgression o� this custom is punishable 
with privation o� ecclesiastical immunities.Ž+# Smith then o� ered an account 
for the American exception. He pointed out that •in America this law does 
not bind in so unlimited a manner. Living among non- Catholics, clergymen 
would be constantly exposed to ridicule and annoyance, should they appear 
in public places vested in cassock. Yet nothing hinders them from doing so in 
the house or in church. � is, in fact, is made obligatory on all clerics, as we 
saw, by the Fathers o�  Baltimore. Nor do we think that their prescriptions on 
this point can be set aside continually without betraying contempt, more or 
less sinful, for a grave ordinance o� the Church.Ž+$ �  erefore, at home and in
church the long cassock had become the requirement. However, for travel-
ing, a short cassock or simply the black- colored clothing identi� ed with the 
ministry would su�  ce. He implied, however, that the exceptions made in the 
United States should not be used as an excuse not to wear ecclesial garments 
when possible.

It was at the � ird Plenary Council, held in 1884, that the bishops de-
veloped speci� c instructions for the priests o� all dioceses. Father William 
O•Connell, the future archbishop o� Boston, provided a sort o� accounting 
o� the council•s proposed plan in a falsely identi� ed •letter homeŽ published 
after his elevation to cardinal.+'  According to O•Connell , American clergy 
were congregating to meet with the Roman Curia in preparation for the up-
coming � ird Plenary Council scheduled for Baltimore the following year.+*
Re% ecting on the visual presentation the collection o� priests o� ered, O•Con-
nell told his reader, •O� course we understand well enough that in America 
the street costume o� our clergy until now has been nothing especially distinc-
tive, because o� conditions. But they say that is one o� the matters the Coun-
cil will  take up, requiring the Roman collar and long black coat.Ž He went on 
to write, •One o� the prelates, speaking about this to the students, pointed 
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laughingly at Father Daley, who wore an open vest displaying a great white 
shirt front, decorated with three enormous emerald studs, and said, •�  is sort 
o� array will end pretty soon.• Well most o� us agreed it was time.Ž++ While
the veracity o� O•Connell•s account is certainly questionable, the conclusion 
O•Connell conveyed is nonetheless accurate. Over a century o� sartorial % exi-
bilit y was about to end.

�  e agenda o� the � ird Plenary Council in Baltimore came together in 
Rome several months before the council meeting itself. �  is was the � rst time 
the cardinals o� theCongregation de Propaganda Fide required the American bish-
ops to consult Rome before a provincial or plenary meeting. Rome•s summon-
ing o� the bishops was signi� cant. Pope Pius IX watched the United States 
with growing interest in the second hal� o� the nineteenth century. For his 
own part, Pius IX found himsel� on the less popular side o� the wave o� liberal 
reform that was coursing through Europe and, most importantly, on the Ital-
ian peninsula. He took up a position against a campaign for an independent 
Italian republic that at di� erent times called on him to support a war against 
the then- Catholic monarch in Austria, Franz Joseph I, and to relinquish tem-
poral power over the Papal States. Pius IX, who had gradually expanded his 
intolerance o�  secularism, pluralism, and liberal government since the revo-
lutions o�  the 1840s, culminated his discontent by introducing the doctrine 
o� papal infallibility in 1870, a reminder to all Catholics o� his supreme au-
thority.+< In 1871, after su� ering defeat in the capture o� Rome, Pope Pius IX 
shut himsel�  in the Vatican and declared himsel� a •prisoner.Ž He and his 
papal successors refused to negotiate with the Italian government until 1929. 
Defeated by secular political agitation, the ponti�  demanded allegiance to 
himsel� and everything Roman. For several decades to come, one•s •Roman-
ismŽ became the litmus test o�  being a truly devoted Catholic priest.+=

�  e Catholics o�  the United States were o� spring o�  the kind o�  liberalism 
that had forcefully taken the Holy See•s earthly kingdom. As a result, Pius IX 
and subsequent popes carefully watched their transatlantic brothers for signs 
that •national spiritŽ might overwhelm religious allegiance. For the American 
bishops, a uniform appearance linking Catholic priests to the institutional 
church was one way o� signaling that allegiance to Rome. And the planning 
session prior to the � ird Plenary Council con� rmed that the issue o�  clerical 
dress in America had won Rome•s attention.+>

Once back in the United States for the meeting in Baltimore, the council 
decreed, •We wish therefore and enjoin that all keep the law o� the Church, 
and that when at home or when engaged in the sanctuary they should always 
wear the cassock [vestis talaris] which is proper to the clergy.Ž<@ �  e bishops 
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went on to specify, •When they go abroad for duty or relaxation, or when upon 
a journey, they may use a shorter dress, but still  one that is black in colour, and 
which reaches to the knees, so as to distinguish it from lay costume. We enjoin 
upon our priests, as a matter o� strict precept, that both at home and abroad, 
and whether they are residing in their own diocese or outside o� it, they should 
wear the Roman collar.Ž<" �  e long soutane or cassock was more common in
Europe. When the priest was walking on paved streets or riding in a carriage, 
the length o� the cassock did not inhibit his movement or draw negative atten-
tion. In America, however, the likelihood o� having to negotiate a frontier en-
vironment or rely on a horse and, later, a bicycle to travel around one•s parish 
rendered an abbreviated dress more practical. �  e short cassock, black and 
distinguished from the attire o� the laity, as noted by Father Sebastian Smith, 
was a compromise, but the Roman collar was a new and distinctive addition. 
In the eyes o�  the European and Canadian priests, American clergy looked 
more like •Protestant priests,Ž but with the regular use o�  the Roman collar 
and black clothing, as well  as donning the European- style cassock at home, 
priests now would set themselves o�  with ministerial authority.<#

�	 � ��
�� 	��
�� � � 
�� ��	 ���	�� � � ��	 ���	��� �� �

Despite the promulgation o� de� nitive rules regarding everyday clerical ap-
pearance, discussion on the topic o�  clerical attire and the message it con-
veyed continued. � e United States, after all, was still a missionary territory 
until 1908. Written sources about seminaries and for the seminarians reveal 
some o�  the contours o�  the dialogue.

In his study o�  the development o� diocesan seminaries, historian Joseph M. 
White contends that commentators on clerical life in America generally en-
couraged seminarians and priests to conscientiously adapt to American so-
ciety. James Gibbons, archbishop o�  Baltimore; John Ireland, bishop o�  St. 
Paul; Father John Talbot Smith o� New York; German- born Father William 
Stang; and Belgian- born Camillus Maes, bishop o� Kentucky, all advocated a 
practical approach to the clerical life in America. Gibbons for instance, dis-
approved o� severe discipline meant to break seminarians o� their love o� free-
dom or harsh admonishments in sermons.<$ Ireland argued for •truthfulness, 
honest[y] in business dealings, loyalty to law and social order, temperance, 
and respect for the rights o� others.Ž Without these qualities, Ireland believed, 
the church would not be successful. •An honest ballot and social decorum,Ž 
Ireland stated, •will do more for God•s glory and the salvation o� souls than 
midnight % agellations or Compostellan pilgrimages.Ž<'  Smith proposed that 
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an athletic, well- spoken, and gentlemanly priest would best suit America. And 
Bishop Maes proposed that •the priest . . . to exert a salutary in% uence over 
his own people as well  as over non- Catholics must live in the world, though 
he may not be o� it.Ž He went on, •� is is especially true o� our own country. 
. . . Doing good to others is a greater source o� merit and a greater safeguard 
to virtue in the world than the state which makes the ministry o� the World 
subservient to personal sancti� cation.Ž Catholic priests needed to be out 
among the people mingling and performing good works. Maes questioned 
•the young man who from his tenderest years has been kept entirely away 
from the world, who has never known its temptations. . . . Will he do e� ective 
work under the modern conditions in which his life is cast?Ž<* Maes doubted
isolated seminarians would % ourish and suggested that seminary students 
not wear Roman collars in public until they began their theological studies. 
Until then, Maes believed young Catholic men should attend college in ordi-
nary street dress and with those who did not intend to enter seminary. At the 
Catholic University o� America, a seminary founded in the United States in 
1887 for the training o� American priests, philosophy professor Father Joseph 
Pohle made a democratic proposal. He suggested having •the students them-
selves work out a code o�  rules by which they should be governed, to give them 
back that feeling o� personal freedom.Ž Pohle saw •freedomŽ as •an essential 
and important . . . element o� a free country and o� an American citizen.Ž<+
Pohle•s recommendation implied an older student body, unlike the European 
model, which often began vocational grooming in childhood.

John Talbot Smith devoted an entire book, published in 1896, to the topic 
o� seminary reform. Smith argued that a clergyman should not only adapt to 
American life but also exude the qualities o� a professional and a gentleman. 
To attain these goals, he surmised, required a certain attentiveness to dress. 
•We are cautioned to avoid singularity in appearance,Ž Smith wrote, •and at 
the same time to adhere strictly to the clerical dress; and yet how often has the 
writer seen a whole street and a whole village convulsed with laughter at the 
sight a� orded by priests on dress parade. One has only to stand on Barclay 
Street in New York, where the priests o� hal� the country pass in procession, 
to admire the wondrous raiment in which they have bagged themselves. Men 
grow careless with years, but priests ought to grow more careful.Ž<< Barclay 
Street in New York City was famous for its purveyors o� religious wares.

Smith reiterated the importance o� grooming seminarians for social ac-
ceptance. After seminary training, the American priest, he wrote, should be 
•a gentleman. . . . He is a failure otherwise. But what the writer desires to ex-
press here by the term gentleman more particularly refers to the externals o� 
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a cultivated and presentable man. Americans are the best- dressed people in 
the world; they naturally look for the same taste in their teachers. . . . In public 
ceremonies they are impatient o� the ornate and Oriental, but are more than 
severe in exacting from the functionaries the dignity o� manner suited to the 
scene. � e priest who is to enjoy the fullest in% uence over all classes o� citi-
zens must have the manners, habits, and appearance o� a gentleman.Ž<= Semi-
narians, he suggested, should cultivate a taste for linen. Father John Burtsell 
identi� ed the priest as a gentleman as well. While shopping in Montreal, he 
complained that the clothing sold there •was too rough, made for working 
people or too thick.Ž Burtsell looked for the fabric that re% ected his station in 
li fe as a gentleman and professional.<>

Complicating the image o� the priesthood was the dual identity o� the 
gentleman- minister in society and the transcendent proxy o�  Christ in the 
church. American society interpreted male professionals as virile, and 
the American Catholic priest, dressed in presentable mufti and in good 
health, would � t that ideal. However, a collection o�  cassocks, capes (mantle), 
tuft- bearing birettas, and lacy surplices, alongside a more European religious 
sensibility o� pietism and complete with a vow o� celibacy, left some priests 
appearing sexually ambiguous. Referring to the French traditions, Timothy 
Holland, a young American who joined the Society o�  St. Sulpice in 1904, 
complained that in France, the priests• piety •tends toward e� eminacy and 
becomes insipid.Ž He likened the French Sulpicians to •prudish old women.Ž 
John Talbot Smith, too, decried the unathletic and overly ascetic European 
style o� priestly training. In the American seminaries, he found that one o� the 
•problem personalitiesŽ was the •Miss Nancy,Ž or •girl- boy.Ž �  is was a semi-
narian who was •giggling in place o� laughingŽ and had •feminine delicacy 
o� gesture, o� movement, nicety o� in% ection in speech, facial motions, and 
peculiarities in sitting and walking.Ž A priest, in Smith•s summation, could 
not a� ord to raise questions about his sexuality.=@

William O•Connell o� Boston implied that e� eminacy was an issue when
he wrote about his fellow seminarians in Maryland being pious. He explained, 
•All  the chaps who I have met here are genuinely pious. Strange I don•t like 
that word applied to a boy. But there is no other. �  ey are not what we used to 
call  pi- is. �  ey are as jolly and boisterous a lot as you could wish. But in their
quiet hours and in their general behavior they somehow show another in% u-
ence, which is underneath all the time. When a young fellow goes to confes-
sion every week and receives every Sunday, well  you know it must get all  into 
him and all over him in time. And it does without in a least spoiling him for 
football or any other game in the � eld or making him petty or fussy or � nicky 
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with his comrades.Ž=" Even i� the authenticity o� the letters is questionable,
O•Connell wanted his readers to understand that although seminarians might 
appear to be e� eminate due to their piety, they were nevertheless still both 
masculine and heterosexual.

�  e surest route to social acceptance for a priest, as a member o� a religious 
minority in America, was a manly bearing. However, the social discourse 
on virility was in % ux toward the end o� the nineteenth century. Gail Beder-
man contends that in an e� ort to defend their racial and social superiority 
in the age o� imperialism and Jim Crow, white men combined ideas about 
the physical prowess associated with working- class and •primitive menŽ with 
attributes such as self- restraint and strength o� character that middle- class 
men believed characterized themselves. Upper- and middle- class white men 
threw themselves into competitive sports and came to revere the physically 
conditioned and athletic man. � us wealthier white men could defend their 
positions o�  power over other, physically strong but intellectually and morally 
weak men. Historian Kevin Murphy also examines the shifting de� nition o� 
masculinit y in the late nineteenth century. Murphy contends that middle- class 
reformers, borrowing military rhetoric and organizational models from the 
working class, promoted a •civic militarismŽ in order to claim an acceptable 
expression o� masculinity and to •defuse the threat o� class warfare and pro-
mote social unity.Ž Using Edward Bellamy•s •industrial armyŽ as an example, 
Murphy argues that people were attracted to the military model because it 
•o�  ered an antidote to the unbridled •self- interest• that many believed had 
produced corporate monopolies, wide- scale political corruption, and con-
sequently, horrendous working and living conditions in industrial cities.Ž=#
Militarism denoted sacri� ce and duty rather than success and ambition.

John Talbot Smith•s suggestions regarding seminaries support both Beder-
man•s and Murphy•s arguments. Smith recommended that the American 
seminaries model themselves after the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. 
In an institution shaped by American values, European- style priests could be 
replaced by American priests with •all the popular virtues o� the manly as 
well  as the priestly standard; a gentleman in polish and education, chaste 
and pious, and o� good physical presence, with a taste or appreciation for the 
athletic sports o�  the nation.Ž=$ Likewise, with careful attention to every facet 
o� his behavior, the •Miss NancyŽ could be •curedŽ and become a priest � t to 
serve in America.='

While Smith and other writers considered the character o� future priests
and what their clothing suggested about their masculinity, other clergy fo-
cused on how the seminary curriculum could be used to direct ministerial 



�  e Clothes Make the Man�{ 35

behavior. � e Reverend William Stang, vice rector and professor at the Ameri-
can College in Louvain, Belgium, published a textbook in 1897 on pastoral 
theology, or •the science which teaches the proper discharging o� the vari-
ous duties o� the priest in the care o� souls.Ž=* An interdisciplinary sub-
ject, pastoral theology drew on •dogmatic teaching, moral theology, asceti-
cal theology, and canon lawŽ to instruct seminarians on how to apply their 
religious training to their practical ministry and the administration o� the 
sacraments.=+ Stang began his text on a defensive note, perhaps anticipat-
ing criticism for writing a book that seemed to lay out several commonsense 
attributes and behaviors expected o� a priest. �  e preface explained that •this 
volume on Pastoral � eology is published primarily as a text- book for the Stu-
dents o� Louvain College who are completing the last year o� their theological 
course. Pastoral � eology is taught at our College as a special branch o�  the 
sacred sciences. Most o� our Candidates are destined for American dioceses 
where, immediately after their arrival, they are placed in charge o� Missions, 
no opportunity being a� orded them to study the proper management o�  Mis-
sion and Parish work under the guidance o� experienced Rectors. � erefore 
they must needs be introduced to the practical work o� an American Mis-
sionary and be prepared for their apostolical life before they leave our Col-
lege.Ž=<He stated frankly, •I� further apology be necessary for the publication 
o� this book, the author would respectfully state: � e students wanted a text- 
book o�  Pastoral � eology; there was none in English. His esteemed Superior, 
the Rt. Rev. Rector, Mgr. Willemsen, requested him to write one, and here is 
what he could gather from reliable sources and from personal experience o� 
nearly seventeen years on the American Mission.Ž== Such an explicit defense 
suggests another American compromise. An English, rather than Latin or 
French, sourcebook assisted in standardizing the behavior o� a diverse and 
less widely educated population o�  Roman Catholic priests.

Catholic ministry in the United States was, Stang suggested, a unique ex-
perience. He pointed out that •local customs, special conditions and cir-
cumstances are so various and manifold in America that they could not be 
noticed singly in a manual which has to deal with more general principles.Ž=>
Nevertheless, clerical educators attempted to meet the challenge by publish-
ing more guides for seminarians and priests in English. � ese books became 
readily available at the turn o� the century as priests prepared to live and prac-
tice their ministry in English- speaking countries, particularly America, and 
Rome began to care more about priestly appearance and behavior. �  e Rev-
erend Frederick Schulze•sManual o� Pastoral �  eology was in its second edition
by 1906. Schulze, too, identi� ed the necessity o� such a manual, since •the 
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newly ordained priest needs a guide to steer him safely past the rocks and 
shoals which lie in his course. . . . � is applies particularly to our own country, 
for here a priest•s pastoral duties extend over a vastly wider sphere than else-
where, and we have none o� the traditional usages and laws by which clerical 
li fe is regulated abroad.Ž>@ Schulze, writing from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, con-
curred with Stang•s observation that •often the young priest, almost immedi-
ately after his ordination, is sent to a mission where he is entirely alone. Com-
paratively few are fortunate enough to be able to serve for a while as assistants 
to experienced pastors, by whom they are gradually introduced to parochial 
work.Ž>" Without the guidance o� a pastor, these priests needed a reference to
inform their behavior, including how to dress.

Pastoral theology texts and guides for priests frequently addressed the 
issue o� clerical attire, both mufti and vesture. F. Benedict Valuy, SJ, author o� 
Directorium Sacerdotale: A Guide for Priests in � eir Public and Private Life, suggested,

On no account neglect to wear any portion o�  the ecclesiastical dress. Never 
appear without the Roman collar, and when you wear the cassock see that 
it is buttoned throughout. � e clerical costume, i�  it be such as it ought to
be, forces the wearer to remember his position, and secures for him the 
respect o�  the people. To convince yoursel� o�  this, think o�  two military 
o�  cers in a place o� public resort, one in his uniform, the other in plain 
clothes; and ask yoursel� which o�  the two would receive most marks o�  
honour and consideration, which o�  the two would be the more observant 
o� the rules and etiquette o� the profession o� arms. S[aint] Bernard asserts 
that the inclination, observable in some Priests, to lay aside the glorious 
livery o� the priesthood is •a sign o� mental and moral deformity.Ž Even 
people in the world share this opinion. To dress with too much or too litt le 
care is equally blameworthy; the former because it argues a vain and frivo-
lous mind, the latter because it provokes contempt and wounds the lawful 
sensibilities o�  your parishioners.>#

Although guides for priests are prescriptive literature and do not reveal the 
choices priests made regarding dress, the concerns raised„for instance, o� 
•lay[ing] aside the glorious livery o� the priesthoodŽ or dressing with too much 
� nery„suggest such problems existed. A comparison to the military, once 
again, provided both an identi� able and a masculine model for priests, who, it 
was hoped, would project respectability and dignity. Finally, the uniform would 
command authority among the parishioners. Concern for seminarians and 
their lives immediately after receiving Holy Orders vacillated between dress-
ing for the approval o� the non- Catholic onlookers and appearing authorita-
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tive to garner obedience and respect from lay Catholics. � e two goals were not 
at odds. On the contrary, the guides left no excuse for neglecting appearance.

�
� � 	��� � � ��	 � � � �

�  e church accepted a certain level o� artistic % exibility for vestments; never-
theless it provided speci� c guidelines for their usage. Regarding a priest•s 
religious garb, Schulze wrote, •For the celebration o� the Holy Sacri� ce you
need proper vestments. Let them be neat and clean. . . . See to it that the vest-
ments are made o� the prescribed material. � e amice and alb, must be o� 
linen, the chasuble, stole, etc., o� some material not inferior to silk. For Sun-
days and holydays you should have a few more costly vestments. Take care 
that they be strictly liturgical in regard to both shape and color. Every mis-
sion, even the poorest, we believe, should have at least one set (� ve colors) 
o� sacerdotal vestments. Vestments must be blessed before they are used.Ž>$
While the early missions made do with the vestments available to them„for 
instance, an itinerant priest likely borrowed the vestments at the chapel he 
visited or wore the vestments his own church could a� ord to procure„b y 
the late nineteenth century, the vestmentary expectations had increased, and 
episcopal oversight o�  the correct sacramental items and actions associated 
with the items brought closer scrutiny. � e greater number o�  bishops and 
decreasing area o� dioceses resulted in more episcopal visitations and inspec-
tions.>' Bishop McQuaid o�  Rochester, New York, explained the new spirit o�  
vigilance he would practice in his diocese by way o� a pastoral letter read at 
every mass in the Diocese o�  Rochester on 11 May 1884. He wrote,

Bishops are commanded to visit in person, i�  possible, all the churches o�  
their diocese once a year, or at least once in three years. . . . Your attention 
is called to these teachings o�  the Church, because, owing to the excep-
tional condition o�  the Church in these United States in past years, the 
Episcopal visitations have been well  nigh impossible. Dioceses, covering 
one or more states were too vast to be reached often by bishops; parishes, 
spreading over several counties, gave the pastor litt le time to do more than 
to administer to the spiritual wants o� his % ock in the simplest form pos-
sible. Churches were . . . scantily furnished with the utensils and orna-
ments needed for worship and the sacraments.>*

Pleased that the era o� •mission livingŽ was coming to an end, McQuaid 
stated that •these days o� small and rude beginnings are rapidly passing away. 
Dioceses o� more contracted limits enable bishops to visit pastors and mis-
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sions with facility. . . . Our pious people have shown the warmth o� their faith 
by their readiness and generosity in providing whatever could be reasonably 
asked o� them for the adornment o� the altar and church.Ž>+ McQuaid•s mes-
sage was for the pastor as well as the people; churches had to be equipped 
correctly and tastefully. He speci� ed, •No laxity is allowed to creep in, that 
registers and records are well  kept, that vestments and linens are suitable 
and su�  cient, that altars, confessionals and the baptismal font are in order 
and becoming, and that the church is in a good state o� repair and ample 
for the accommodation o� its members.Ž>< In order to bring the American
church closer to Rome, the Vatican expected it to adopt the practices long ad-
hered to in the European countries. � e � nancial responsibility for the ma-
terial aspects o� the church fell to the parishioners, and it was the pastor•s 
job to compel parishioners to make the necessary monetary contributions 
for those procurements.>= Ecclesial visitations would reveal whether the pas-
tor was persuasive enough with his congregants to raise su�  cient funds for 
building and adornment, and i� the pastor used those funds to comply with 
the bishop•s expectations.

Episcopal visitations not only assessed accurate record keeping and the 
pastor•s spending for the necessary sacramentals and supplies; they also pro-
vided an opportunity for the bishop to check other requirements, such as the 
1884 mandate that priests wear the Roman collar in public and the long cas-
sock at home. While much o�  the nineteenth century was characterized by 
independence for the priests, and Americanist priests held discussions about 
priests• •rights,Ž that independence was receding in the face o� tightening 
bureaucratic control. Archbishop Corrigan o�  New York, delighted by Bishop 
McQuaid•s pastoral letter on visitations, referenced the advocates o� clerical 
rights in a letter to McQuaid on 14 May 1884. In his correspondence Corri-
gan chortled, •I would like very much to see a copy o�  it in the hands o� every 
Bishop. Our good friends who want Canon Law will have reason to say that 
they will be treated to it in abundance. � e tradition o� making Visitations 
will be started and enforced, and this will do good.Ž>> In 1883 an anony-
mous author published a pamphlet titled �  e Rights o� the Clergy Vindicated, or,
A Plea for Canon Law in the United States, by a Roman Catholic Priest. Likely au-
thored by New York•s Father Richard Burtsell , his basic goal was •to promote 
•obedience to properly framed laws,• and to end •submission to caprice and 
whim, or merely personal standards o� propriety.•Ž"@@ In America, priests had 
shown assertiveness by challenging bishops in their speeches, behavior, and 
attire, and even in civil courts. Sometimes they took their cases directly to 
the pope."@" On the matter o� legal cases, the Vatican determined that any 
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use o� civil courts by a priest against a bishop •will de facto incur suspension 
a divinis.Ž"@# In other words, to attempt to expose a church matter or dispute 
to the extra- Catholic world would result in a loss o� clerical privileges. � e 
bishops• power was more clearly de� ned, and the bishops• new authority to 
oversee their dioceses encouraged greater exactness in presentation and the 
detail o� vesture. Proper attire provided priests with an •opportunityŽ to dem-
onstrate their compliance with both the pastor and the bishop. �  e ordering 
o� the American church was fully under way, and sartorial submission became 
a visual sign o� that new order.

While vestments had always been signi� cant, displaying a stylistic link to 
the early church and allowing the visual transformation o� the priest for his 
sacred functions in the mass, they had not always been particularly ornate. 
�  e mid- nineteenth century, however, was a turning point in the artistry o�  
the vestments„a period when the church, particularly under the leadership 
o�  Pope Pius IX, sought to promote greater devotionalism, tie the devotions 
to parishes, and identify priests as the mediators o� the devotion•s spiritual 
gifts."@$ According to Katherine Haas, •As the temporal power o�  the pope 
and bishops declined, they increasingly focused on maintaining spiritual 
control within the church. � e main enemy o�  the nineteenth century church 
was no longer a rival monarch, but the omnipresent threat o�  secularism.Ž"@'
Eager to make a strong case against New York•s Father Burtsell  in a dispute 
he had with Archbishop Corrigan, an ally o�  Corrigan•s, Monsignor � omas 
Preston, wrote to Archbishop Domenico Jacobini in Rome about the threat 
to the church that was lurking in America. Preston o� ered that the problem 
was •a few priests who are really disloyal to the Holy See. � ey minimized all 
the declarations o� His Holiness. � ey were opposed to the Infallibility until 
its de� nition, and now are disposed to make it as little as possible consistent 
with a profession o� faith. �  ey are opposed to parochial schools. . . . � ey 
have spoken in favor o� saying Mass in the English language, o� doing away 
with the vestments and ceremonies prescribed by the church, o� getting rid 
o� what they call medieval customs and obsolete practices, and o� American-
izing the Catholic Church here, and adapting it to our liberal and republican 
institutions.Ž"@* What Preston described, Rome feared, and greater regulation 
o� and reverence for the ceremonies and traditions o� the church as de� ned by 
Rome would convey the power o� the papacy in America.

Further reinforcing the signi� cance o� the priest, the church •promised 
an ever- increasing number o� indulgences and blessings for worshipping in 
a church- approved and church- controlled fashion.Ž"@+ In his 1902 encyclical,
Mirae Caritatis (On the Holy Eucharist), Pope Leo XIII lamented the religious 
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critics and spiritual disbelie� o� the age. He instead emphasized the •docilityŽ 
necessary to receive grace."@< He went on to explain the mysterious bene� ts 
derived by the faithful in the sacri� ce o� the mass. Among the blessings was 
access to the power o� the saints. Even though a layperson could pray for a 
saint•s intercession, it was through the sacri� ce o� the mass that communion 
with the saints became most attainable. All o� the arousing, distribution, and 
acceptance o� grace required a correctly vested priest.

Educating the laity about the signi� cance o� the vestments and why they 
should revere them became an important aspect o� devotional literature and 
catechism in the nineteenth century. In Instructions for First Communicants, Jacob
Schmitt explained, •�  e priest goes to the altar in the service and in the name 
o� the Supreme Lord; therefore he needs a particular holy dress. . . . He wears, 
as it were, the uniform o& Jesus.Ž"@= Other sources associated vestments with 
the Passion. One such book asserted, •See the priest at the altar: the chasuble 
recalls the mantle at the praetorium; the tonsure, the crown o�  thorns. Noth-
ing is wanting, not even the cross; see it, drawn large upon the chasuble; the 
celebrant like his Master, carries it on his shoulders.Ž"@> Still  other interpre-
tations focused on the virtues and morality represented by the vestments. Ac-
cording to Katherine Haas, •In the most common elaboration o�  the scheme, 
the amice represents divine protection, the whiteness o�  the alb represents 
purity o� life, the cincture represents the restraint o� lust, the maniple rep-
resents patient su� ering, the stole represents immortality, and the cha-
suble stands for charity and perseverance under the yoke o� the Lord.Ž""@�  e 
church took great care to instill in both priests and the laity a deep sense o�  
reverence for the sacerdotal vestments and the priestly role. Additionally, as 
parishioners gained knowledge o�  proper vesture, the church enlisted them 
•as norm enforcersŽ who, like the bishops, held certain expectations for how 
their priests would be dressed.""" �  erefore, although greater embellishments
and attention to vestments raised the status o�  the priest, they simultaneously 
made him more accountable to his congregants as they learned about the 
rules and signi� cance o� priestly attire.

��	���
� `� ��
�� 
�� � ���� �  � 
��	��� �

As a more exacting clerical ensemble came together at the end o� the nine-
teenth century, journals designed for clerical audiences also conveyed the im-
portance o� priestly attire. Catholic publications such as the American Eccle-
siastical Review, a conservative publication established in 1889 and edited by 
Father Herman Heuser, a professor o� scripture at St. Charles Seminary in 
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Philadelphia, and theHomiletic Monthly and Catechist (later theHomiletic and 
Pastoral Review), established in 1899 and edited by a New York priest, Father
John F. Brady, provided explanations o� policies, answers to questions, and 
essays regarding clerical clothing and character in the late nineteenth century 
while •discussionŽ regarding appearance was still  ongoing. Although diverse 
positions on clerical attire and presentation found their way into publication, 
clerical journals tended to reinforce the standardization o� dress and most 
de� nitely rubric- determined vestments.

�  e journal readers would have come across the value o� proper clerical 
dress in subtle ways. For instance, at the beginning o� an issue o� Homiletic
and Pastoral Review, a priest could � nd •Noti� cation o� Deprivation o� Ecclesi-
astical Garb.Ž""# Writers referred to priests being •defrockedŽ or having the
speci� c clothing that represented the priestly o�  ce taken away or the privi-
leges to use the garments revoked. Certain clothing was required to perform 
the di� erent functions o� the priesthood, and the sacred rituals would not be 
complete without the garments themselves being blessed. � e stole, for in-
stance, was required for the distribution o� the host, while performing bless-
ings, any time the Eucharist was carried, and at burial rites. Without the stole, 
the one blessed garment that was often worn both inside and outside the 
church, the bene� ts o� a blessing would not be conferred.""$ Likewise, with-
out the necessary blessed items, a priest could not perform the sacri� ce at 
mass. In other words, a blessing would be invalid without the appropriate en-
semble. Clerical clothing was also associated with services that came with re-
muneration as well. Catholics paid •collar feesŽ or •stole feesŽ to priests who 
performed speci� c ceremonies such as marriages, funerals, or baptisms.""'
In essence the clothing bestowed professional privileges and con� rmed the 
legitimacy o�  the priestly service.

Priests learned about appropriate dress in the Answers to Questions sec-
tion o�  the journals. For instance, in a letter to the editors o�  the American 
Ecclesiastical Review in 1897, a priest asked, •How far may a priest conform to
the fashion in dress suited to the convenience o� bicycle- riders?Ž � e priest•s 
inquiry was accompanied by an explanation o� his observations and under-
standings on the matter. He wrote, •�  e •sweater• and the Roman collar are 
hardly compatible forms o� dress; yet in some dioceses, at least in the Eastern 
States, it is statute law to wear the Roman collar and a coat reaching to the 
knees. In view o� this fact some priests maintain that i� the bishop permits 
the use o� bicycles he implicitly sanctions the use o� a suitable dress, and such 
sanction takes away the obligation o� the diocesan law to wear the Roman 
collar and long coat. 1. Could such a position be defended? 2. Could a bishop 
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forbid his clergy to use the ordinary bicycle garb worn by the laity, and to re-
tain the Roman collar?Ž � e reply suggested a measure o� discomfort that this 
question would be posed. �  e editor corrected the questioner, stating that all  
regular priests were obligated to wear the Roman collar, not just those in the 
•Eastern States.Ž And although a bishop might •tolerateŽ bicycles, tolerance 
in no way implied that a priest could forgo the distinctive clothing associated 
with his o�  ce.""*

�  e next year, a priest wrote in inquiring i� he had wrongly criticized the 
woman who was responsible for the church linens for taking the lace border 
o�  one o� the parish•s albs and replacing it with fancier and more expensive 
lace. �  e inquiring priest•s complaint was about what the woman did with 
the old border. She used it for curtains and a tidy (perhaps armchair covers) 
in what was probably the rectory•s parlor. �  e American Ecclesiastical Review took 
a decidedly Roman approach in its response and stated that the woman had 
been wrong and it was •simply a question o�  reverence.Ž � e editor then in-
cluded a poem by Father Clarence Walworth, tit led •�  e Priestly Robe,Ž that 
he believed would answer any similar questions that might arise in the future.

I.
Touch it lightly, or not at all.
Let it not fall\
Let not a fabric so august
Trail in the dust\
•Tis a costly thing,
Woven by love in su� ering.
•Twas Jesus• parting gift to men.
When the Lord rose to heaven again,
His latest breathing fell on it,
And left a sacred spell on it.
A mystery hides within its folds.
Quickened by sacramental breath,
It holds
�  e power o� life and death.
Would you sully it? Would you rend it?
Is there a Christian would not defend it„
A robe so costly and so rare,
So wonderfully rare?
Woe to the hand profane,
Woe to the heart ungracious,
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Woe to the tongue unheeding,
Would dare to cast a stain
On a vestment made so precious
By such costly bleeding\

II.
I know this robe and its history,
And what strange virtue goeth forth
From its hem to bless the earth;
And I adore the mystery
�  at gives it grace,
In Jesus• name, to soothe and heal.
With more than human tenderness
I prize the priestly order;
And, while with reverent knee I kneel,
I do not see beneath the border
Frail feet o� clay,
But seek to � nd, i�  so I may
By feeling,
Some gracious thread which will  convey
To my sore spirit healing.
Vicars o�  Christ\ Deem me not rude,
I�  nearer than is wont I press me;
But turn and bless me
Amid the kneeling multitude.""+

�  e editor contended that it was •a question o�  reverence.Ž Father Walworth, 
a convert to Catholicism who became a Redemptorist priest, took the matter 
o� the vestment even further. He elevated the garment to clothing speci� -
cally associated with Jesus„•His latest breathing fell on it, / And left a sacred 
spell  on it.Ž Walworth contended that priestly robes held supernatural value. 
An Answers to Questions entry published in 1933 reiterated the signi� cance 
o� the priest•s presentation. A priest wrote inquiring as to whether the Sacred 
Congregation o� Rites had issued any decrees regarding the appropriateness 
o� priests wearing wristwatches when they attended sacred functions or dis-
tributed Holy Communion. �  e writer was concerned that a watch was •apt 
to be o� ensive to the eyes o� the communicants,Ž because it •savors o� the 
world.Ž Although the Sacred Congregation o� Rites had not issued a decree, 
the editor agreed that the wristwatch could certainly be a problematic distrac-
tion. �  e sight o� a clearly mundane object would diminish the solemnity o� 
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the priest•s actions. � e response took into consideration the perspective o� 
the parishioners. In order to maintain the congregants• acceptance, the priest 
had to communicate transcendence, and the watch could potentially compro-
mise that message.

��	 
 � 	���
� ���
 �� ��
� 	

In 1903, Pius X (1903…14) assumed the papacy. While his predecessor Pope 
Leo XIII had admonished the United States for its •AmericanistŽ tendencies, 
Pius X was determined to squelch any behaviors that he perceived threatened 
the authority o� Rome.""< In his 1907 encyclical, Pascendi Dominici Gregis (On the
Doctrine o� Modernists), he condemned the broad and amorphous teaching 
o�  modernism.""= Many freedoms evaporated in quick measure. While priests
had openly debated the topic o� priestly formation and seminary reform 
through the turn o�  the century, debate was now closed. � e Vatican required 
its imprimatur (approval to print) and nihil obstat (clearance from a church cen-
sor con� rming that a publication does not o� end the Catholic faith) •on all 
books touching religious subjectsŽ; rectors removed popular reading material 
from seminaries; bishops forbade clerical meetings or •congressesŽ without 
special permission; seminary administrators mandated that all professors 
who taught in seminaries take •anti- modernist oathsŽ; each diocese created 
a •vigilance committeeŽ to report on errors; and the pope demanded Quin-
quennial Reports from all provinces outside Europe.""> �  is was not a back-
lash against the American church speci� cally, but modernism•s easy associa-
tion with Americanism and the Americanist controversy less than a decade 
before made Rome more demanding, and the American hierarchy more eager 
to demonstrate their compliance."#@

�  e Pius X and post…Pius X years welcomed a visibly Romanized leader-
ship in America, and to project a •Roman aestheticŽ the American hierarchy 
employed extravagant pageantry. Most o� the leaders chosen for bishop-
rics in prestigious dioceses, such as Cardinal William O•Connell o� Boston 
(1907…44), Cardinal Dennis Dougherty o� Philadelphia (1918…51), and Cardi-
nal George Mundelein o� Chicago (1915…39), received their start with a Ro-
man education, and they imbued their dioceses with a Catholic culture they 
felt re% ected the values and signi� cance o� Rome."#"

William O•Connell, future archbishop o� Boston, was a keen observer o� 
clerical appearance and costume. As a student at the North American Col-
lege in Rome, beyond noting the clothing faux pas o� Father Daley and his 
•enormous emerald buttons,Ž he provided descriptions o� the prelates whose 
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appearances he admired. Monsignor Conroy, the bishop o� Ardagh in Ire-
land and the papal legate to Canada, for instance, was •very handsome, very 
stately, rather portly, and extremely digni� ed,Ž according to O•Connell•s let-
ters. •As he came out . . . the � rst thing I saw o� him was a beautiful foot 
encased in patent leather pumps with gold buckles. �  e next was a plump 
leg in long purple silk stockings, which had got free from his soutane as he 
reached out for the carriage step. � en lightly out o� the door with a single 
spring appeared a stalwart, noble � gure, a � ne head and a shapely, hand-
some, pleasant face with a crown o� beautiful silvery hair.Ž"## Archbishop 
Gibbons was a •conspicuous � gure,Ž and coadjutor o� New York, Archbishop 
Corrigan, was •young, and even boyish.Ž Bishop Patrick Feehan was a •stately 
� gure,Ž while Bishop Ryan o� Cincinnati had a •rather pompous and dramatic 
style.Ž"#$ O•Connell and his classmates picked their favorites, and for O•Con-
nell it was his own archbishop o�  Boston, John Williams. O•Connell described 
him as having a •majestic walk,„so rega l in his manner.Ž O•Connell  con-
tinued, •Faith and good blood make a regal combination. I cannot take my 
eyes o�  him, he fascinates me so. His face is a strange combination o� severe 
dignity and genuine goodness.Ž"#'  �  e descriptions and appraisals O•Connell
o� ered are revealing. Gold buckles on pumps were the courtly style o�  shoe 
wear prior to the French Revolution. �  e pumps harkened to a time when the 
church had greater status and the dignity o�  the episcopal o�  ce won unques-
tioning respect. Stockings corresponded to a prelate•s position, and some-
times so did his soutane. Bishops, as in the case o�  the bishop o�  Ardagh, 
wore purple silk stockings, the bishop•s color. � e assignment o�  color and 
even material and garment was based on position, a sumptuary designation 
that announced a person•s place in society and the church. �  e soutane men-
tioned by O•Connell , and worn publicly, was relatively new, at least by Roman 
standards. According to writer Maurizio Bettoja, prior to the loss o�  the Papal 
States in 1870, it was common for clergy in Italy, even those o� high rank, to 
wear an austere form o� court dress when they traveled outside their homes. 
Knee britches, stockings, pumps with buckles, a knee- length coat, and a hat 
made up the main features o� the ensemble. � e abito corto (short dress) or abito 
d•abate(priest•s dress) distinguished its wearers as clergy due to its simplicity 
and black cloth. Cassocks and choir cassocks, or cassocks with a fastenable 
train, were saved for formal and liturgical a� airs. Frustrated with his dimin-
ished political and territorial status, Pope Pius IX chose to project strength 
through formalism. � us he abandoned informal clerical attire in Rome and 
embraced a state o� perpetual ceremony requiring cassocks at all times."#*
When it came time to craft an image for himself, O•Connell adopted one 



46 } �  e Clothes Make the Man

that was also regal and conspicuous. In this way he hoped to convey Catholic 
triumphalism, Roman orthodoxy, and personal power.

According to historian James M. O•Toole, the future cardinal o� Boston, 
William O•Connell, honed his public image as bishop o� Portland, Maine. 
�  ere O•Connell led the � rst- ever public procession, in commemoration 
o� Pope Leo XIII•s golden jubilee."#+ Once in Boston, he kept up his public 
image. O•Connell•s emphasis on dress was recorded in a less- than- % attering 
poem penned by a fellow Bostonian, Father Hugh O•Donnell, pastor o� St. 
Anthony•s Church in Allston, on the occasion o� O•Connell•s elevation to car-
dinal. �  e poem was titled •History is Made, 1912.Ž O•Donnell •s sentiments 
become readily apparent in his verses:

�  e journals produced illustrations
O� red Hats and garments galore;
And this most democratic o�  nations
Saw princes in print, by the score

�  e supplement sheets issued photos
O� churches and palace hotels,
With His Eminence riding in autos,
�  e Prince o�  America swells

We are told in a way that convinces
How blue blood now % ows in his veins
How, ranking with royalty•s princes
�  is prince over governors reigns

In � ne, it is hardly surprising
�  at people exclaim„quite ag hast„
•For lime light and big advertising,
Old Barnum is nailed to the mast\Ž"#<

In Father O•Donnell •s view, O•Connell  had achieved the royal appearance 
he was aiming for, but the display was akin to a royal circus and was clearly 
at odds with the nineteenth- century Americanist position o� Catholicism•s 
compatibilit y with American democracy. O•Connell •s aesthetic was •Roman 
to the core,Ž a trait O•Connell once admired in Archbishop Corrigan o� New 
York."#= Nevertheless his delivery was thoroughly modern. Newspapers, •sup-
plement sheetsŽ with pictures, and an auto procession assisted O•Connell  in 
projecting his own power as well as that o� the Vatican.

At St. John•s Seminary O•Connell  removed Sulpicians, whom he perceived 
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to be •less RomanŽ in 1911. He had questionable reading material taken out 
o�  the reading room, and he returned the seminarians, who had in the late 
nineteenth century exercised without cassocks, back to their cassocks for 
sports."#> In addition, O•Connell had the •grand promenadeŽ o�  chaperoned 
seminarians, lined up in pairs and •in full clerical dress, including biretta and 
cape,Ž walking around the area near the seminary. Discipline and distinction 
were on display."$@ Practices common at the seminaries in Rome had found 
their way to America.

Cardinal Dennis Dougherty shared O•Connell•s concern for appearance. 
All  priests in Philadelphia had to wear clerical garb, including the three- 
% anged (Roman style) biretta whenever they were out."$" According to writer
Charles Morris, •Priests working in the chancery were required to have frock 
coats and silk top hats, for formal events. (In fact, they bought a few generic 
sizes and kept them behind a door in case Dougherty ran a drill .)Ž"$# To be 
a successful priest in Philadelphia, one had to accept the discipline that was 
so central to Dougherty•s sense o� Catholicism, appearance, and organiza-
tion. In a photo o� Cardinal Dougherty and a priest who appears to be travel-
ing with him at the 1926 International Eucharistic Congress celebration in 
Chicago (see � g. 2), all o� the priests are wearing Roman collars and proper

Figure 2. Cardinal Dougherty (in
front, wearing top hat) and
others at the 1926 International
Eucharistic Congress, Chicago. 
Courtesy o� the University o� Saint 
Mary o� the Lake/Mundelein
Seminary.
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priestly attire, but Dougherty and two companions stand out further in their 
top hats. One priest holds his top hat in his hand.

   Priests who did not follow the discipline associated with the post- Pascendi
church were dealt with swiftly. New York priest Father John Mitty, future 
bishop o� Salt Lake City and archbishop o� San Francisco, was recalled from 
his studies in Munich when the rector o� the North American College learned 
that he had been living independent o� a religious house and that he and 
others had been seen •with turn down collars and red and white neckties.Ž"$$
Black, by the early twentieth century, was the only color deemed appropriate 
for clerical attire.

��	 �
� � � ��	 �	��
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�  e debate over everyday clothes for priests ended with America•s missionary 
status. American priests knew what they could wear and when, and although 
American priests donned trousers much more often than the priests o� Italy, 
they were nevertheless identi� able as Roman Catholic priests. Daily clerical 
attire became rationalized, and predictable di� erences o� opinion suggestive 
o� an old/new theology turned up in the United States, under a new guise, after 
simmering for several decades in Europe. � e European Liturgical movement 
o�  the nineteenth century embraced the inclusive, early church theology o�  the 
Mystical Body o� Christ, which identi� ed a role for all members o� the church 
in the liturgy. Originating among the Benedictines at Solesmes, France, in 
the 1830 and 1840s, it eventually made its way to the United States after the 
turn o�  the century. � e Liturgical movement generally promoted monastic 
practices among Catholics. � us lay Catholics could be part o�  the Catholic 
community in a way that the more hierarchical model o�  bishop, priest, reli-
gious, and congregant denied them. �  e Liturgical movement included prac-
tices such as participation in the Liturgy o�  the Hours; o� ering vernacular 
translations o� the Latin missal; introducing the Missa recitata (a mass said 
in Latin, but with prayers recited by the whole congregation); o� ertory pro-
cessions that included the laity; shorter dietary fasts; and religious architec-
ture that promoted congregational involvement."$'  In the United States, pro-
ponents o�  the Liturgical movement also emphasized lay participation in the 
mass, which could ultimately reduce the clerical status so carefully cultivated 
by the secular hierarchy.

E. A. Roulins, author o� Vestments and Vesture, a widely circulated book on the 
church vesture, was a Benedictine monk who attacked priestly garments from 
a theological perspective. He contended that vestments su� ered from royal 
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and materialist in% uence and unfortunately emphasized opulence over solem-
nity. �  e vestment styles he denounced most vehemently were the board- back 
and � ddleback chasubles, which derived from the early Renaissance and pro-
vided a surface adequate to support heavy ornamentation and privileged a 
period when church leaders presented in princelike attire."$* Cut away at 
the sides with seams on the shoulders, the square- shouldered chasuble re-
sembled decorative armor on the priest•s back and chest."$+ In � gure 3, Car-
dinal Bonzano wears an ornately decorated board- back chasuble and a gener-
ously laced alb. In antiquity, the chasuble had one seam and draped over the 
presbyter like a tent or •little house.Ž Roulins opined, •We may say, speaking 
generally, that vestments o� full and generous dimensions are still to be found 
in the fourteenth and � fteenth centuries, but they do not achieve that high 
quality o� which we have spoken. . . . Simplicity o� spirit had given place to 
complexity, simplicity o� taste to a desire for elaboration; and so, under the 
in% uence o� this secular evolution and simultaneously with it, the antique 
simplicity o� ecclesiastical vesture passed away.Ž"$< He went on to explain,

Figure 3. Cardinal Bonzano (censing the altar) saying mass in ornate vestments, 
1926 International Eucharistic Congress, Chicago. Courtesy o� the University o� 

Saint Mary o� the Lake/Mundelein Seminary.
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During the three centuries next after the Gothic period, tailors, embroi-
derers and manufacturers did worse still. � ey diminished the length and 
width o� vestments, and on the other hand exaggerated the accidental 
ornament. We have a riot o� elaborate orfreys and crosses, on which are 
embroidered numerous � gures in theatrical postures and with pathetic ex-
pressions. Every sort o� applique work is used, sometimes not inelegant, 
often very complicated. Gilt and lace and other � nery„these things are 
used to excess, and ecclesiastical vesture groans under a heavy mass o� 
ugly elaboration. . . . In their worth, or rather in their wretchedness, the 
chasuble, copes and other vestments o� their period go hand in hand with
the swaggering costume worn by the exquisites o� the Renaissance, or with 
the elaborate dress o� the great lords o� the eighteenth century in its monu-
mental a� ection and pride, or with the lace frills, embroidered waistcoats 
and rose- tinted coats o�  the Revolution. And so we come to the end o�  the
eighteenth century. �  e decadence is complete. �  e liturgical vestment has 
ceased to be a vestment and has become an ornament, an ornament in a 
style either o�  pompous a� ectation or o�  stilted ugliness."$=

   Despite his uncensored criticism, Roulins and other representatives o�  the 
Liturgical movement were somewhat careful. •But let us never forget,Ž Rou-
lins added, •that a return to the usages o� the ages o� faith should be sub-
mitted to the guidance and approval o�  the Church, which has the right and 
power to legislate even in matters o�  the least importance.Ž Roulins hinted 
that the appropriate direction„ historically and theologically„was • back 
to the glories o�  the Middle Ages, and, better still, past them to that � rst 
Christian period when the faithful lived a life o� charity in an atmosphere 
o�  simplicity and dignity.Ž"$> In his chapter •Materials and Colours,Ž Rou-
lins continued his attack, rejecting both gold fabric and watered silks. � e 
ideal chasuble for Roulins took its model from antiquity and aimed for grace-
ful draping rather than sti�  fabrics and complicated compositions and em-
bell ishments."' @ Arguably, by drawing inspiration from even further back in 
time, the priest would appear even more distinct in his conical chasuble, but 
including the congregation and inviting them to chant in Latin moved the 
church closer to Martin Luther•s concept o� a •priesthood o� believersŽ and 
the Second Vatican Council•s concept o� the church as the people o� God. � e 
ecclesiology did not demote priests, but it did elevate the people. Cardinal 
Dougherty in his watered silk cappa magna (see � g. 4) demonstrates the regal 
presentation that Roulins wanted to leave behind.

   �  e ultramontanists prioritized visibility and sought to communicate 
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discipline and order for the everyday and elaborate pageantry and hierarchical 
strati� cation in ceremonies. � e priest was the one man among many people 
who, they argued, should stand out. �  e Liturgical movement challenged 
ornate display and the singularization o� the priest in Catholicism. � is did 
not go unnoticed by ultramontanists. In an exchange regarding •Gothic vest-
mentsŽ versus •Roman vestments,Ž one can pick out how the •man over the 
messageŽ con% ict was played out in chasuble style. Important to note is that 
both Pope Pius IX and Pope Pius XI rejected the use o� what they thought at 
the time were Gothic style vestments. Nevertheless they both could have been 
simply condemning the designation •Gothic,Ž without a real sense o�  style 
di�  erences."' "

In correspondence with Cardinal Dougherty o�  Philadelphia, the Reverend 
Salvator M. Burgio, CM, reported that the cardinals o� the Congregation o�  
Rites had resolved the issue o�  •Gothic vestmentsŽ in a way that would please 
Cardinal Dougherty. Burgio attached a summary o� the congregation•s deci-
sion along with a fellow priest•s commentary for Cardinal Dougherty. � e re-
port explained,

Figure 4. Cardinal Dougherty (center) in watered silk cappa magna, 1926 International Eucharistic
Congress, Chicago. Courtesy o� the University o� Saint Mary o� the Lake/Mundelein Seminary.



52 } �  e Clothes Make the Man

I need scarcely tell you that the wearing o� these vestments and propagat-
ing the use o� them in spite o� the position o� the Holy See has taken is the 
work in considerable part . . . which passes under the name o� the liturgical 
movement. It is one thing to help our people to understand better in as far 
as it is possible the sacred liturgy in its dogmatic aspects and in its helps
to Catholic piety, it is entirely another thing to carry on a propaganda bla-
tantly and boldly in the form o� try to do the things which the church has 
either forbidden or restricted their practice. Yet this is the very thing the 
litur gical movement does. Take the matter o� the Gothic vestments. Read 
Roulin in the French in his work, •VetementsŽ etc. or in its English trans-
lation. •Vestements and Vesture,Ž and see the labored e� ort to disparage 
the decrees o� the Holy See to which I have already had occasion to refer."'#

He added more o� enders to the list: the Liturgical Arts magazine in 1937, Father
Michael Andrew Chapman, the Reverend Harold Gonder, Raymond James, 
and the Reverend Adrian Fortescue. He lamented that in James•sOrigin and
Development o� Roman Liturgical Vestments and Fortescue•s Vestments o� the Roman 
Rite a person can •go cover to cover without reading one word to tell  you that 
the Gothic vestments which they show in the pictures in their books are not 
the Roman vestment that they profess to be writing.Ž Furthermore, •to hin-
der the reader from catching the real state o� a� airs is to avoid the use o� the 
word Gothic and to call  the vestments which they strive to propagate ample 
vestments, as though the real Roman vestments are not ample and very dig-
ni� ed.Ž Cardinal Dougherty wanted to •know the facts,Ž according to Burgio. 
�  e •Holy See has twice in recent times condemned the form o� vestments 
known as •Gothic•Ž„what more could be said on the topic? Finally, it was 
these same advocates o�  Gothic vestments who •have striven to introduce the 
so- called dialogue mass in spite o�  the decree o�  the Congregation o�  Rites 
o�  1922 showing in the plainest terms that the dialogue mass is not in accord 
with the mind o� the church and can be tolerated by the local ordinaries only 
within very narrow limits.Ž"' $ �  e ultramontanes had signed on for trium-
phalism, but almost as soon as they succeeded in � nding a sartorial formula 
to convey it, concern arouse from the monastic side o� Catholicism to ques-
tion it. Nevertheless, for the time being, the abbreviated, often ornate, and 
most de� nitely imperial style chasuble prevailed.

� When America was a new and less welcoming home, the Roman Catholic 
clergy did not display a set uniform, nor did they doggedly maintain European 
vestmentary practices. Instead priests, with the support o� the church, evalu-
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ated their surroundings and made adjustments. � ey wore various collars, 
hats, and coats. Some likely wore long cassocks, but they were not required 
in public, and most clerics wore black for everyday a� airs. � e •RomanŽ collar 
was not a trademark o� the Catholic clergy until sometime after 1884. Bishops 
did not want their priests to face antagonism from their mostly Protestant 
neighbors, and many Catholic leaders admired American freedom and sup-
ported its in% uence in the lives o� the clergy. Nevertheless, the indistinguish-
ableness o� priests presented the bishops with challenges. Clerical discipline 
was inconsistent, the laity challenged clerical authority, and the clergy ques-
tioned episcopal prerogatives. In the bishops• desire for accountability and 
control, sartorial regulation found its major proponents. Gradually, Ameri-
can Catholic leaders regulated clerical attire to promote discipline within the 
priesthood and establish the clergy as authority � gures within the church. 
Greater uniformity among the clergy communicated priestly allegiance to the 
institutional church and adherence to its teachings, while rubric- regulated 
and increasingly ornate vestments elevated the stature o�  the priests in the 
eyes o�  their congregants.

�  e bishops desired to exercise control over those pastors and priests under 
their watch, and they were also eager to communicate allegiance to those 
above them, particularly the pope. Facing o�  against liberal reforms and secu-
larization, Pope Pius IX and his successors condemned many o� the freedoms 
Americans enjoyed and the modernist sentiments that accompanied them. 
Out o�  loyalty and ambition, the ultramontanist bishops maximized clerical 
visibility, requiring Roman aesthetics and strictly regulated attire for their 
ranks o�  clergy. Discipline and pageantry replaced the casual and inconspicu-
ous approach to clerical dress. As the Reverend John Nainfa advised in 1925, 
•�  e time is now passed when a good- natured disregard for the formalities 
o�  ceremonial was accepted by many as a sign o�  broad- mindedness and loyal 
Americanism. Too long have some priests and Prelates seemed to regard a 
display o� accurate ceremonial and etiquette as savoring o� •Old World tradi-
tions•; the much misunderstood and misquoted •Je� ersonian simplicity• be-
longs to an age that is past, and allusions to it are nowadays permissible only 
to political orators. Now, as in all ages, the human eye is fond o� color, and we 
have in the ceremonial o�  the Catholic Church a treasure which is envied by 
outsiders and has been entrusted to us that we may open it to all  and spend it 
lavishly.Ž"'' �  erefore not only the clothing, but even alluding to the years o� 
varied attire was discouraged.

�  e United States did, however, retain some sartorial distinction, a bit o� 
a compromise. Although cassocks that touched the heel were the common 
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dress o� seminarians and priests on church property, trousers and suit coats 
remained the clerical attire o� the priest on the street. Regimented, identi� -
able, and professional clothing on priests was enough to allow the bishops to 
gain greater control over their clergy and laity in a century marked by Catholic 
growth, diversity, and debate. It likewise signaled to the Vatican that America, 
despite being a land o� revolutionary origins and democratic ideals, was home 
to loyal priests ready and ultimately willing to wear the livery o� Rome.
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Not long after the bishops decided that priests must don more distinct ec-
clesial attire and wear Roman collars, sisters too came to the conclusion that 
their habited appearance would, for the foreseeable future, be central to their 
complex religious identity." �  e sisters did not initially choose to empha-
size their dress because the local clergy or bishops wanted them to be more 
noticeable. On the contrary, the clergy in the United States, both conservative 
and liberal, seemed to encourage greater % exibility and adaptability regarding 
the women•s habits.# But, the sisters chose to fully embrace their distinct and
rapidly antiquating dresses. Considering both societal and church cues, the 
sisters recognized that the clergy, with the endorsement o�  Rome, had staked
their own professional and religious status on a more uniform appearance. 
Indeed, the sisters enjoyed a certain amount o�  •choiceŽ throughout the nine-
teenth century; but as the century drew to a close, they opted for a full- time 
habit, and Rome stepped in to codify this practice soon after.

� 	��	� , `�����
� ��
��, 
�� ��	 �

Generalizations about religious sisters are admittedly problematic, especially 
in the history o� the United States. To begin with, while sharing several simi-
larities with the secular priests o� the previous chapter, they are nonetheless 
signi� cantly di� erent. � e most obvious di� erence is their sex, but there are 
other di� erences as well. � e Catholic Church is and has throughout most o� 
its history been notably hierarchical. And nuns and sisters, despite having re-
nounced marriage and future reproduction and having committed their lives 
to the service o� God, did not fully overcome the second- (or third- ) place 
position o� their sex as a result o� their commitment.$ Nuns and sisters occu-
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pied a lower status in relation to men but a level o� superiority above ordi-
nary Catholic women, at least until the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s. 
For instance, i� we made up a Catholic classi� cation system, all Catholics 
would be part o� the same family, then the sexually mature Catholics could 
be divided into a •genusŽ based on a committed celibate or noncelibate life-
style. � e •speciesŽ could divide Catholics further. Among celibates there are 
priests, monastic men (monks), brothers, monastic women (nuns), and sis-
ters. Sisters are also •laity,Ž but their simple vows o� poverty, chastity, and 
obedience and their adoption o� common dress, for all intents and purposes, 
elevate them above women who did not make a similar commitment to a vir-
ginal life.'  Marriage vows did not compare in •valueŽ on the Catholic scale to 
solemn or simple vows, again, until the 1960s, when the Vatican deemed all  
commitments and vocations o�  relatively equal value.

Clerical sources from the nineteenth century, in preparing seminarians 
and priests for future contact with these pious women, provide a sense o� 
the gendered in- betweenness, or •unwomanŽ position, nuns and sisters 
held in Catholic society.* In his 1898 reference book, Directorium Sacerdotale:
A Guide for Priests in � eir Public and Private Life, F. Benedict Valuy, SJ, discussed 
women in his chapter •Rocks and Shoals.Ž Drawing support from the church 
fathers, Valuy asked, •What is woman? S[aint] Jerome gives the answer: •She 
is the gate by which the devil enters, the road that leads to sin: she is what 
the sting o�  the scorpion is.•Ž+ St. Anastasius the Sinaite o� ered, •She is the 
viper clothed with a shining skin, a comfort to the demon, a laboratory o� 
devils, a % aming furnace, a javelin wherewith the heart is pierced, a storm 
by which houses are overthrown, a guide leading to darkness, a teacher o�  
all  evil.Ž< St. Bonaventure agreed, adding, •A fair woman tricked out with
her � nery is a keen and sharp- edged sword in the hands o�  the devil.Ž= In his 
footnotes Valuy explained that these characterizations o� women were not 
even the worst o� ered. He referred his readers to scripture, speci� cally the 
book o� Ecclesiasticus, for an even harsher evaluation o� women•s nature.>
While Valuy treated readers to a particularly damning view o� women, Father 
William Stang, author o�  Pastoral �  eology, was much less condemning. Stang 
warned, for instance, that •a dangerous rock which the priest encounters 
in the stormy sea o� the world is the hearing o� women•s Confessions. � e 
knowledge o� this fact and a sense o� dread are his best safeguard. . . . He 
must keep his heart hermetically sealed against human sentiments o� a� ec-
tion and avoid every sign o� familiarity, though cherishing a holy respect and 
reverence for the sex o� our mothers.Ž"@ Both Valuy and Stang, to varying de-
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grees, concurred that women were a dangerous •otherŽ having the potential 
to undermine the priest•s perfect state by leading him to sin.

While Valuy and Stang did not include nuns or sisters in their portraits o� 
women, the problematic nature o� women potentially cast all women, with 
the exception o& Jesus• mother, Mary, in a negative light. Nuns and sisters, 
however, garnered a position well  above ordinary women but clearly below 
clergy. Valuy directed his readers to •show honour to religious women on all  
occasions, taking their part against all  their enemies. In everything that re-
gards the government o� the Community and the interpretation o� the Rule, 
stand aloof. Never try to in% uence the votes o� the Sisterhood during their 
elections, and never side with subjects against the Mother Superior.Ž"" Stang 
warned his seminary readers about disregarding the nuns and sisters. He 
urged, •Always show a sincere respect for the consecrated virgins o�  the Church.
�  e priest who looks upon them merely as troublesome women, as a neces-
sary evil in the parish, has lost sight o� the supernatural in them, and fails in 
one o� his important pastoral duties which obliges him to care � rst for those 
who are nearest and dearest to God. . . . Never quarrel with them; never show 
your displeasure with them. I� anything is to be corrected, do it in so quiet 
and friendly a way as to make them feel your good intentions for their own 
welfare. Have no preference for any member, but treat them all alike as Sis-
ters.Ž"# �  ese clerical recommendations illuminate the Catholic perspectives 
on women religious. � e sisters by no means fell into the sinful category in 
which ordinary women might � nd themselves„the sisters were not •tricked 
out with . . . � nery,Ž but they were not co- equals with priests either. In de-
scribing sisters as the •nearest and dearest to God,Ž Stang portrayed them 
as childlike. Historian Amy Koehlinger explains that sisters held •intersti-
tial genderŽ status and argues that •most Catholics (including women reli-
gious) considered sisters to be a category unto themselves in the structure 
o� the church, distinct from both laity and clergy and positioned somewhere 
between them.Ž"$ Although many priests infantilized women religious in 
nineteenth- century America, the church expected priests to be dutiful, toler-
ant, and tempered in their dealings with them."' Beyond that, equitable treat-
ment to all  and distance appeared to be the recommended approach to both 
nuns and sisters.

Historically, orders, congregations, and institutes came together inspired 
by the charism o� an individual."* Women such as Angela Merici, Elizabeth
Ann Seton, and Catherine McAuley established followings among the women 
o� their time that eventually became church- sanctioned communities. � e 
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groups• good works or apostolates often included teaching, feeding the poor, 
providing care for orphans, or contemplative pursuits, and they could change 
based on context; but for each order and congregation an original charism 
existed."+ Despite the similarity in the various religious groups• work, there 
was nevertheless a great variety o� orders and congregations."< By 1900 the
United States was home to almost 50,000 sisters claiming membership in 
over 100 religious communities."= �  eir origins were scattered over the cen-
turies. �  e Dominican Nuns o� Perpetual Adoration, for instance, began in 
1206 under the organization o� St. Dominic de Guzman in Prouilhe, France.">
�  ese women retained the title •nunŽ and took solemn vows, lived in a clois-
tered community, and devoted themselves to prayer. �  e church distinguished 
nuns from pious sisters based on the nuns• profession o� solemn vows, claus-
tration, and life o� contemplative devotion. � e Sisters o� the � ird Order o� 
St. Dominic and the Sisters o�  St. Mary o�  the � ird Order o�  St. Francis were 
tertiary groups.#@ �  ese � ird Order sisters, although following many o� the
spiritual exercises o�  the stem order, were not cloistered women and had per-
mission to be active in society. �  e thirteenth century also witnessed the orga-
nization o� women in Europe who wished to live in poverty and work on behal�  
o�  society. � eir communities became known as Benuinages, and while they 
adopted a veil, the clothing requirements varied from house to house.#" �  e
Ursulines, started by Angela Merici in 1535, began as an institute devoted to 
educating young girls and shifted to a ponti� cal order obligated to observing 
cloister while administering their schools. And the Company o�  the Daugh-
ters o� Charity, organized by St. Vincent de Paul in 1633, performed charity 
among the poor o�  France. Bands o�  Catholic women established communi-
ties throughout Europe and eventually in the United States as well , but their 
juridical status was an ongoing discussion. For instance, a ponti� cal order 
had primary accountability to the pope and secondary accountability to the 
bishop.##A diocesan community had primary accountability to their diocesan 
bishop. Accountability, however, did not always mean obedience. Arguably 
the most important layer o� leadership for women religious was the mother 
general o� the community. Until 1846, for instance, the Sisters o� Charity took 
a vow o� obedience to their order, not to the pope or the bishop.#$

Despite the variety o� orders and their unique charisms, locations, and 
leaders, each order had a •ruleŽ that set out required behaviors, and all o�  
these rules eventually included approved clothing or a habit. �  e rule could 
be and often was written by the women leaders within the congregation, but 
rules required approval from the Vatican. In his 1298 bull,Periculoso, Pope
Boniface VIII declared that all women religious were from that point forward 



Women Religious on American Soil�{ 59

•perpetually enclosed within their monasteries.Ž#'  �  ese cloistered women
took solemn vows o� poverty, chastity, and obedience and donned a veil as a 
symbol o� their chastity and renunciation o� the world. Although the veil was 
not required by the pope until 1889, it was nonetheless closely associated with 
convent life and was included in the rule o� each order.#*

Following the Council o� Trent (1545…63), Pope Pius V issued the bull Circa
Pastoralis, which established the expectations and procedures for communities 
o� women to gain papal approval: � ey must live in community; take solemn 
vows o� poverty, chastity, and obedience; and renounce all claims to family 
property.#+ �  e church considered these contemplative orders •ponti�  cal.Ž
Once again, while many had a female foundress, their recognition and any 
subsequent permission to change their rule came from the pope.#< Accord-
ing to historian Silvia Evangelisti, religious habits were required by religious 
orders; •the habit, as well as the veil and cloak, was a sign o�  their de� nitive 
departure from the world and their inclusion in the spiritual family o� the 
monastic community.Ž#= An important symbol o� virginity, •the habit had to
cover the whole body from head to toes, and be made o� rough and unre� ned 
fabric o� bare colours. Together with the habit, their short hair . . . marked 
their condition o� eternal chastity as brides o�  Christ.Ž#> Habits, nevertheless,
were not uniform. �  e requirements and restrictions, such as the rejection 
o� ribbons, did not result in an identical display but simply provided gen-
eral guidelines on what could and could not be worn. Likewise, contempla-
tive orders were enclosed, so while there were vestmentary requirements, few 
people ever saw the nuns.

Complicating the understanding o�  congregations o� women religious 
were bands o� active uncloistered women who organized themselves for work 
in a community, such as Angela Merici•s Ursulines. According to historian 
Mary Ewen, these women •were dependent on local bishops and tacitly tol-
erated by Rome because o�  the obvious good which they did.Ž$@ St. Vincent 
de Paul insisted that his Daughters o� Charity were not •religiousŽ (having 
canonical status) and could not and should not be cloistered. He contended 
that •no monastery but the houses o� the sick, no cell but a hired room, no 
cloister, but the streets o� the city or the wards o� hospitals, no enclosure but 
obedience, no grate but the fear o� God, no veil but holy modestyŽ would be
associated with these pious women.$" �  e Daughters o� Charity, at least ini-
tially, wore the dress style that ordinary seventeenth- century French women 
would have worn, along with a toquois, or tight- � tting skullcap, while they 
went about their work in the hospitals or in their parishes.$#

�  erefore, there were two main lifestyles for Catholic women who devoted 
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their lives to God. � e � rst route was the cloistered life. �  is required women 
to take solemn vows and lead a severely restricted existence cut o� , for the 
most part, from the outside world. For their sacri� ce, the nuns gained reli-
gious or canonical status and were o�  cially recognized by the pope as •reli-
giousŽ women. �  e second course was an active apostolate. �  ese sisters or 
groups o� pious women took simple vows and functioned as nurses, teach-
ers, and social welfare providers. � ey did not necessarily wear a habit, nor 
did they have religious status.$$ In the mid- eighteenth century, Pope Benedict 
XIV diminished the di� erence between the two groups o� Catholic women. 
He extended •juridical existenceŽ to those institutes whose members were 
not cloistered and did not take solemn vows. �  ese active women were still  
not •nuns,Ž but Benedict XIV expected the women to adhere to most regula-
tions that bound cloistered women.$' Despite the pope•s greater acceptance
o� these active communities„after all, they o� ered some o� the best public 
relations the church could ask for„the sisters• li festyle, by church standards, 
was still considered inferior to that o� the nuns who had renounced the world 
completely.
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Similar to early- nineteenth- century Catholic priests, sisters believed that a 
certain amount o� adaptation was necessary i� they were to successfully settle 
in the new United States. � e hierarchy concurred. Bishop Rese o�  Detroit 
wrote to Rome in 1835, •Every religious order in America must unite the active 
li fe to the contemplative; otherwise the Americans would reject them, and 
we do not have means to support them in any other way.Ž$* Without a tra-
dition o�  Catholicism, monasteries, or nuns bringing dowries, the United 
States presented nuns and sisters with a unique set o�  challenges. � e sisters 
would have to devise reliable methods o�  sustaining themselves. Begging was
a temporary solution, but sisters found teaching and hospital work mone-
tarily more reliable.

Other bishops agreed with Rese, arguing that % exibility was the key to the 
sisters• survival. Bishop Rosati believed that the austerity that some orders ob-
served, for instance, was not conducive to life in America. In the case o� the 
Sisters o� Loretto, their founder, Belgian priest Father Nerinckx, established 
severe rules that did not account for frontier conditions. Referring to the Sis-
ters o� Loretto in an 1823 letter to Bishop Dubourg, Bishop Rosati o� St. Louis 
commented, •� ey go barefooted, have no other dresses but what they make
themselves, o� dyed linen in Summer and o� wool in Winter, and they sleep 
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upon a straw tick, spread on the bare % oor. �  eir fare is no more delicate: no 
co� ee, tea, or sugar. It is true pleasure to witness their fervor, which equals 
that o� the strictest communities o� Europe in the palmist days o� their � rst 
establishment.Ž$+ While Rosati praised the band o� hardworking Sisters o� 
Loretto, other clerics became concerned, concluding that such extreme dep-
rivation and arduous labor endangered the sisters• lives. Eleven Lorettines 
perished during the � rst seven years o� a mission in Bethania, North Caro-
lina, due to the austerity and exposure.$< Bishop Benedict Flaget o� Louisville,
Kentucky, lamented that •going barefoot, and sleeping with their clothes on 
and then praying in oratories open to the wind . . . made the sisters prone to 
contract tuberculosis.Ž Flaget wrote to Bishop Rosati, •In the space o� eleven 
years we have lost twenty- four religious, and not one o� them had yet reached 
the age o� thirty years. Besides, o� the eighty religious o� the same family, that 
we have in Kentucky, there are at present thirty- eight who have bad health and 
who are perhaps not yet four years in vows. I learned that in your convent you 
have � ve or six whose health is almost ruined. All these deaths and other ill-
nesses so multiplied, do not prove . . . that the rules are too austere?Ž$= Flaget,
with Rome•s endorsement, saw to it that the rule o�  the Sisters o�  Loretto 
changed. � ereafter the rule required behaviors less destructive to the sisters• 
health.$>

�  e sartorial appearance o�  sisters and nuns also concerned both priests 
and sisters. In a nativist climate, neither wanted the sisters to become un-
healthy or to attract negative attention to the church. Anti- Catholic literature, 
popular in the mid- nineteenth century, targeted the sisters and their unusual
garments. Salacious publications such as Awful Disclosures o� Maria Monk, or, � e 
Hidden Secrets o� a Nun•s Life in a Convent Exposed o� ered a � ctional tale o� alleged 
convent debauchery. Less sensational, but nevertheless condemning, the 
1845 book Cecilia, by Benjamin Barker, depicted sisters as attention seekers. 
•�  ere are thousands who daily dispense charities o� various kinds,Ž Barker 
wrote, •yet they do not term themselves Sisters o� Charity, neither promenade 
the streets in a garb so antiquated and peculiar as to excite attention, or elicit 
encomiums on their marvelously holy lives and charitable deeds.Ž'@ Beyond
literary attacks, the sisters su� ered from physical and verbal assaults. Phila-
delphians threw mud at School Sisters o�  Notre Dame, and on another occa-
sion observers •tauntedŽ traveling sisters •for their black clothing during a 
stage coach ride from Pittsburgh to Milwaukee.Ž' " Once the sisters reached 
Milwaukee, crowds threw stones at them, and children drew crosses on the
sisters• backs. In Baltimore, people yelled •papist,Ž •cross- back,Ž and •pope- 
loverŽ at the sisters.'# Personal experiences or rumors o� harassment made 
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sisters wary o� drawing attention, and many communities dispensed with 
their habit i� they traveled away from the convent.'$

For some orders, the habit had been the focus o� harassment either be-
fore they came to the United States, within the United States, or both. � e 
French National Assembly banned religious habits in 1790, and the revolu-
tionary government dispersed communities such as the Sisters o� St. Joseph 
and killed other religious at the guillotine.'' As a result, the Sisters o� St. 
Joseph did not reorganize until 1836 under Mother St. John Fontbonne.' * Reli-
gious women and men in the Kingdom o� Piedmont and what would later be-
come the southern area o� a uni� ed Italy in 1871, while not experiencing the 
Reign o� Terror that befell French nuns and sisters during the French Revolu-
tion, nevertheless lived through political revolutions that targeted religious. 
In the years leading up to the uni� cation o�  Italy, political leaders suppressed 
nuns who did not o� er a useful service„the government targeted contem-
plative orders speci� cally.'+ And, after the uni� cation o� Germany in 1871,
during the Kulturkampf, Otto von Bismarck expelled orders o� women reli-
gious such as the Poor Handmaids o& Jesus Christ from schools.'< � erefore, 
for many active orders, even i� their service to society spared them from being 
disbanded or expelled, they nevertheless experienced or heard stories o� anti-
Catholic and more speci� cally antireligious behavior.

In America, when women religious believed harassment was a possibility, 
they took o�  their habits and put on ordinary street clothes. According to 
historian Mary Ewen, •� ere seems to have been little questioning, or refer-
ring to Rome or to a European motherhouse, before deciding to disregard it. 
In what concerned the religious habit . . . American social and political con-
ditions compelled sisters to adapt.Ž' = �  e Ursulines in New Orleans •advised
all who stopped there to don a cap and the heavy veil o� widows before pro-
ceeding up the Mississippi, so as to avoid being taken for escaped nuns.Ž'>
Other communities made adjustments as well. On the street, the Sisters o�  St. 
Joseph •added a black bonnet and cloak . . . to their regular habit,Ž and the 
School Sisters o� Notre Dame in Milwaukee would not even cross the street 
in their habits. •�  ey found it expedient to curtain o�  a corner o� the class-
room for use as a dressing…room, where the sister- teacher could change from 
secular dress to habit and back again.Ž*@ � e Sisters o�  St. Joseph o�  Caron-
dolet traveled in •disguiseŽ to avoid harassment as they made their way to St. 
Louis, Missouri, to start a school for the dea� in the 1830s. Because the sis-
ters arrived late and were indistinguishable from ordinary women o� the day, 
the bishop o� St. Louis, Bishop Rosati, •had them demonstrate their ability 
to communicate in sign language before he was convinced they were indeed 
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his long- awaited nuns.Ž*" In the 1860s at least one member o� the Congrega-
tion o� St. Joseph in Bu� alo also traveled anonymously. Visiting Philadelphia 
to study education techniques for teaching the deaf, Sister Mary Anne Burke 
wore •the dress o� a widow o� the timeŽ instead o� her habit.*# �  e Mercy Sis-
ters likewise altered their public appearance and •wore the broad- brimmed 
black straw bonnet, thick crepe veil, and simple cloak that had once been 
the fashionable walking dress o� elderly women and widows.Ž*$ In the 1870s,
the Sisters o� Mercy in Batavia, New York, continued the practice o� traveling 
out o� habit. Due to their spare living conditions, the sisters were sometimes 
compelled to obtain money from relatives or the motherhouse. In order to do 
so, however, they had to travel. In these instances, •whoever was appointed 
for the task, laid aside her religious habit and dressed in secular clothes in 
order to travel without attracting attention. . . . �  is custom was . . . known 
as •going McCracken.•Ž*'  Sisters especially adopted a % exible approach to the 
habit. Old fears and new locations encouraged caution.

Despite their secular disguises, the sisters had limited and undeveloped 
fashion sense, so their identities were often obvious. While they moved about 
•McCracken,Ž the Sisters o�  Mercy in Batavia were known to the train con-
ductor, who would let a sister on to beg for her train fare from the other pas-
sengers.** �  e •Sisters o�  Notre Dame de Namur . . . wore their night robes„
loose •mother hubbards• o� violet calico„topped by huge white sunbonnets,Ž 
while riding to California in 1851. Although the goal was to complete the trek 
undetected, people were able to identify the women as Catholic nuns every-
where they stopped.*+ And the Kentucky Dominicans were so obvious with
their secular costume that they •dropped their practice o� wearing secular 
dress while traveling after two o� their number, having aroused suspicion in 
their outdated clothing, were arrested as spies.Ž*< �  e sisters, regardless o�  
order, had taken a vow o� poverty. Secular dress presented a formidable ob-
stacle when styles continued to change, and there might only be a small  selec-
tion o� everyday women•s clothes available in the convent.

It was not just the nuns and sisters who thought about what to wear; there 
seemed to be no shortage o� clerics willing to o� er their opinions on religious 
women•s dress. Bishop Henri wrote to the Racine Dominicans in 1862, •Natu-
rally the Sisters must have permission to walk to the schools. I wish, how-
ever, that they would endeavor to keep their white habit concealed as much 
as possible on the street.Ž*= Allegedly, the apostolic delegate to Puerto Rico 
and Cuba, Archbishop Chapelle, weighed in on altering the religious habits o� 
women during the Spanish- American War. A writer, Alice Worthington Win-
throp, criticized the sister- nurses for their clothes, claiming,
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As a rule, the surgeons condemn the woolen habit o�  the Sisters. It was 
unnecessarily heavy and warm in the severe heat to which they were ex-
posed; and modern science teaches that it is most favorable for the growth
and retention o� disease germs, thus rendering it a menace to the health 
o�  nurse and o�  patient as well. � e orders would naturally be unwilling to 
make changes in the essential character o�  their habit, endeared to them 
by their symbolic meaning and by historical associations; but there seems 
to be no good reason why the material o� which they are composed should 
not be altered„why woolen stu� s should not be replaced by linen and
cotton, especially as these may be frequently washed and can be renewed 
at less cost.*>

Winthrop cited Apostolic Delegate Chapelle as favoring the modi� cations.
While disguises met the immediate needs o� the sisters, they were eager

to get back to their habits when circumstances allowed. Likewise, they began 
to resent intrusions into their dress choice. � e foundress o� the Oldenburg 
Franciscans simply refused when the chaplain •suggested they wear similar 
secular dress for work and study, and reserve the religious habit for prayer 
time.Ž+@ �  e foundress argued that •giving up the religious habit meant relax-
ing religious discipline.Ž+" Mother Guerin o� the Sisters o� Providence o� St. 
Mary- of- the- Woods (see � g. 5) wrote from Indiana to her French superior in 

Figure 5. Mother � eodore Guerin in habit, 1855.Figure
esy o� the Sisters o� Providence Archives, Courte
ary- of- the- Woods, Ind.St. Ma
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1840, •�  is holy habit, which we had given up, we resumed at Philadelphia 
to quit again. But at Vincennes we put it on again never to give it up, I hope. 
. . . Monseigneur wishes to make one change today, another tomorrow, but 
we have held � rm, and nothing, absolutely nothing, has been changed.Ž+# In
Kentucky, •Bishop Flaget suggested that the Sisters o� Christ Nazareth switch 
the color o� their cap from white to black.Ž Mother Catherine Spalding was 
adamantly opposed. She wrote,

We attach little importance to the article o� dress in itself, yet we think 
changes so striking as that which you propose in our cap would be haz-
ardous and calculated to arouse public observation, to elicit surmises and
occasion o� prejudices which may be highly detrimental to Nazareth and 
perhaps to Religion in Kentucky. Had we worn the black cap for twenty- 
� ve years, as we have done the white one, we should feel equally reluctant 
to [make] so remarkable a change as that o�  the color; which undoubt-
edly would subject the community to animadversion and ridicule, and thus 
might tend to diminish respect and con� dence, which St. Vincent de Paul 
considered as most essential to the success o�  the Sisters• labor.+$

Priests tended to see the sisters• habit primarily as a modest dress whose uni-
formity symbolized community, while sisters• understanding o� the habit 
went much further. Mother Catherine Spalding recognized the far- reaching 
implications o� even a minor change. As the sisters were women on display, 
one little reform could expose them to accusations o� vanity and raise suspi-
cion regarding their public e� orts. In addition, assuming that all eyes were 
upon them, Mother Catherine suggested that the sisters played a role in bring-
ing •ReligionŽ to Kentucky. I�  they sullied their reputation, Catholicism itsel�  
would be threatened. According to Mother Catherine, the visual consistency 
o�  the habit protected the reputation o�  both the sisters and the church and 
encouraged religious observance. Signi� cantly, Mother Catherine infused the 
habit with metonymic qualities that necessitated continuity for the health o� 
the faith„certainly a bold interpretation to o� er a bishop.

   Finally, after decades o� concealment, sisters• social contributions became 
more well  known, and critical reactions to their unique costume greatly di-
minished.+'  During the Civil War, Sisters o�  Charity and several other reli-
gious congregations nursed wounded soldiers, both Union and Confederate. 
Katherine Coon•s examination o� the e� orts o� the Sisters o� Charity over the 
course o� the Civil War reveals that •the sisters• religious status and sym-
bolism were critical.Ž+* She argues that their discipline, charity, and spiritu-
ality marked by their actions and symbolized in their habit made them valued 
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contributors to the war e� ort. Surgeons, military leaders, soldiers, and many 
Protestant nurses came to admire the sisters• work.++ Mary Livermore, who
had one time refused to sta�  hospitals with Catholic sisters, withdrew her 
prejudice and admitted, •I� I had ever felt prejudice against these •Sisters• 
as nurses, my experience with them during the war would have dissipated it 
entirely. �  e world has known no nobler and no more heroic womenŽ than 
the Catholic sisters.+< Newspaper accounts o� the war praised the sisters as 
well . A story in the Cleveland Daily Herald o� ered, •[Sisters] have taught [the
public] many things. �  eir life- long sacri� ce in the hovels o� the poor, and 
at the bed- sides o� the sick, has endowed them with a skill which no other 
class o� persons possessed, and which has given them the deserved reputa-
tion o� the best nurses in the world.Ž+= Another news piece appearing in the 
Newark, Ohio, Advocate painted the sisters as an •oasisŽ shortly after the Battle 
o�  Stones River in Tennessee. � e combined casualty record was over 23,000, 
but despite the carnage, the reporter saved a few words o� praise for the sis-
ters. •�  ere is a sect called Roman Catholics,Ž the writer described, •„a sect , 
that in my young days I was taught to look upon as monsters, capable o� any 
crime in the calendar o� human frailties, who have hospitals under their own 
charge, attended by •Sisters o�  Charity.• . . . I� a soldier is dangerously sick, you 
will see . . . one o�  these heaven- born angels, ministering to his every want. 
With the tender care o� a mother or sisters they glide. . . . No one who has the 
heart o� a man can help loving them with a holy, sisterly love.Ž+> Not only were 
writers heaping praise on the sisters, but they were identifying their former 
anti- Catholicism and repenting for it. �  e sisters• contributions performed in 
an identi� able costume made them that much more knowable.

Along with a change o�  heart among critics came an acceptance o�  the sis-
ters• peculiar dress. � e Sisters o�  Charity in Emmitsburg wore the winged 
cornette o�  the French Daughters o�  Charity. •One man described the coro-
net [cornette] as •a white bonnet in the shape o� a scoop shovel . . . the ugli-
est piece o� furniture I ever saw.Ž<@ Nevertheless, others saw the winged sis-
ters as reassuring, and Ambrose Kennedy portrayed the sisters• cornette as 
•familiar.Ž He remarked admiringly, •� eir black and white robes harmo-
nized picturesquely with the military surroundings.Ž<" A former patient even
tried to buy a sister a new cornette, since the one she had was bloodied. �  e 
mill inery shop, however, did not supply the unique headcovering.<# � erefore, 
as habited sisters in the United States demonstrated their professionalism, 
bravery, and kindness, they began to win acceptance for their most obvious 
distinction, the habit. �  e antiquated dress became a public relations tool 
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distinguishing the sisters as charitable women who did not give in to conve-
nience, fashion, and even the whims o� their bishops.
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Beyond sta�  ng the Civil War in� rmaries and hospitals, sisters contributed 
to the public school system as well . And in this case too, Americans who 
were initially uneasy about sisters in peculiar garments appeared to adopt 
a more accepting attitude when they recognized the signi� cance o� the sis-
ters• work. In states such as New York, •compromise plansŽ were common. 
Catholic pastors and school boards established compromise plans in towns 
such as Poughkeepsie, Watervliet, Corning, Lima, Ogdensburg, Plattsburg, 
and Allegany. One could also � nd them in other areas o�  the country, such as 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Gall itzin, Pennsylvania; and Stillwater and Faribault, 
Minnesota. According to the Reverend Edward M. Connors, •John Jay, a mili-
tant opponent o�  the Catholic Church, in 1889 cited instances in Connecticut 
. . . Georgia, and New Jersey, where Catholics had made similar arrangements 
with school authorities.Ž<$ Finally, while not a compromise plan per se, the
federal government paid sisters to teach Native American children in states 
such as Oregon, North and South Dakota, and Oklahoma.<'  �  e Sisters o�  St. 
Francis o�  Penance and Christian Charity taught Native American children at 
the Holy Rosary Mission in South Dakota, which was at times funded by the 
U.S. government. In � gure 6, either the photographer or the sisters chose 
props to convey the sisters• goals o�  teaching the students academics, reli-
gion, and industry.

   New York State in particular sustained several compromises: the Sisters 
o� St. Francis in Allegany from 1864 to 1906, the Grey Nuns o� the Cross 
in Plattsburg from 1869 to 1906, the Sisters o� Mercy (Batavia) in Corning 
from 1867 to 1898, the Sisters o� St. Joseph (Rochester) in Lima from 1875 to 
1903, and the Sisters o� Charity in Poughkeepsie from 1873 to 1898. � e ar-
rangements usually involved the Catholic pastor leasing one or more school 
buildings to the local trustees o� the board o� education for a nominal fee. 
In exchange, the school board agreed to hire religious sisters with the nec-
essary teaching quali� cations. Often, to determine quali� cations, sisters sat 
for written and sometimes oral examinations.<* �  e board controlled the cur-
riculum, and it would frequently select the textbooks for the classes.<+ Like-
wise, the arrangements commonly stipulated that during school hours sisters 
would refrain from giving religious instruction and that all religious items, 
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such as statues, pictures, or cruci� xes, would be removed from the class-
rooms. � e sisters could, however, recite prayers and hold catechism classes 
outside regular school hours.<< School boards, pastors, and families put aside
sectarian di� erences in order to � nd a solution to the expense and demand 
for schools. � e most frequently cited and most well- known compromise plan 
was the one established in Poughkeepsie, New York, just sixty miles north o�  
New York City in the Hudson River Valley. � e school arrangement became 
known as the •Poughkeepsie Plan.Ž

�  e historical record reveals that the compromise plans generally worked 
well. �  ey utilized a reliable workforce in the form o� sister- teachers; Catho-
lic sisters were single women who in many cases wanted to teach and needed 
to earn a living.<= Allowing Catholic children to attend public schools pro-
vided � nancial relie� for Catholic pastors and families who otherwise would 
have had to shoulder the � nancial burden o� building and maintaining sepa-
rate Catholic schools. And compromise plans allowed for cooperative use o� 
school buildings. All o� the arrangements demonstrated just how adaptable 
Catholics could be in the American milieu.

Despite these quiet successes, the school compromise form o� adaptation 
was not universally popular. Prelates had become increasingly concerned 
about the negative characterizations o� Catholics found in public school texts 

Figure 6. Sisters o� St. Francis o� Penance and Christian Charity, 1885…95. Courtesy o� the 
Department o� Special Collections and University Archives, Marquette University Libraries.
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and the use o� the King James Bible in public school classrooms. In 1829 the 
bishops felt it was enough to require that parishes o� er religious education 
for their young congregants to at least guarantee that the Catholic children 
would be inculcated with Catholic religious teaching. By 1852, however, the 
bishops• concerns about Catholic children and the educational opportunities 
in America had grown more serious. � e First Plenary Council o� that same 
year recommended that all  parishes establish elementary schools. Further-
more, the council concluded that the bishops should •begin these schools 
whenever possible in their dioceses, since Catholic boys and girls are in grave 
danger in educational institutions which are not directed by [Catholic] reli-
gious motives.Ž<> To o� set the expense o� maintaining separate schools, a 
few bishops, such as Bishop John Hughes o� New York, sought public funds 
to support Catholic education. •Catholic tax dollarsŽ could be allocated for 
Catholic education, he proposed. Sectarian government allowances for Catho-
lic education did not garner much support among non- Catholics, however. 
After the Tammany political machine voted to provide the Diocese o� New 
York with ̂ 1.4 million to educate Catholic children in 1875, an alarm sounded 
in the nation•s capital. Critics saw collusion between the political machine 
and the pope•s minion in America. James Blaine, an opponent o� government 
money for Catholic schools, sponsored legislation which would require that 
•no money raised by taxation in any State for the support o� public schools 
. . . shall ever be under the control o� any religious sect, or denomination,Ž 
thereby denying the distribution o� government money for sectarian educa-
tion.=@ Despite the bill•s defeat, thirty- seven states adopted similarly worded 
legislation into their state constitutions, thus denying schools taxes for sec-
tarian education.=" �  erefore, local successes aside, neither the church nor 
the majority o�  the states encouraged compromise in the case o�  education.

A storm began to brew on the topic o�  Catholics and education in the last 
few decades o� the nineteenth century, and sisters and their distinctive dress 
found themselves at the center o� the controversy. Within Catholic circles, 
there was disagreement regarding the bene� ts o� compromise plans spe-
ci� cally and the larger issue o� Catholics accommodating American society 
and values more generally. � e promoters o� compromise plans tended to be
Americanists. Father James Nilan, whose name is most closely associated with 
the Poughkeepsie Plan, certainly was. � ere was signi� cant variety among so- 
called Americanists, but most o� these priests endorsed a form o� Catholicism 
that re% ected the uniquely democratic character o� the United States. As he 
appears in � gure 7, Father Nilan does not give a distinctly clerical impression, 
despite being the pastor o� a Catholic parish. In fact, the shadow that dark-
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ens his neck is a rather unusual beard. Facial hair was uncommon for Catho-
lic prelates and at times apparently regulated, but Father Nilan seems to have 
worked around the expectation o� a clean shave by maintaining a •neck onlyŽ 
beard.=# �  e fact that he is not wearing a Roman collar is less noteworthy, 
since the bishops did not require the collar until 1884 and this photograph 
was likely taken before that date, as Nilan took over the pastorate o� St. Peter•s 
Parish, Poughkeepsie, in 1877. Men such as Father Patrick McSweeny, who 
� rst initiated the compromise plan in Poughkeepsie; Father Richard Burtsell, 
the canon lawyer who defended clerical rights and disagreed with the bish-
ops• aim o�  controlling clerical appearance; and Father Edward McGlynn, an 
active supporter o� Henry George•s campaign for mayor o� New York City 
and an independent- minded priest, were all included among the ranks o�  the 
Americanists.

   After the vicar general o� the New York Archdiocese gave a lecture at Cooper 
Institute in which he •criticized public schools for outlawing religious in-
struction and recommended state support for Catholics schools,Ž McGlynn, 
for instance, gave an interview to the New York Sun contradicting •his superior•s
statements.Ž=$ McGlynn declared the public schools the •pride and glory o�  
the Americas.Ž He went on to suggest that in the common school system, 
•an in� del, a Jew or a Mohammedan would have the same rights as a Catho-
lic.Ž=' He even suggested a constitutional amendment •to guard against the 
union o� Church and State and to protect liberty o� conscience.Ž=* �  e posi-
tion McGlynn adopted on schools was not exceptional, but his will ingness to 

Figure 7. Father James Nilan, ca. 1877.
Courtesy o� the Adriance Memorial
Library, Poughkeepsie, N.Y.
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vocalize it was. Other Americanists, o� varying degrees, included Father John 
Keane, rector o� the Catholic University; Archbishop John Ireland o� Minne-
sota; and Cardinal Gibbons o� Baltimore.=+

Outspoken opponents o� Americanism were Bernard McQuaid, bishop o� 
Rochester, New York, and Michael Corrigan, archbishop o� the Diocese o� 
New York, who promoted strict hierarchical order, parochial school educa-
tion, and ultramontanism, or complete devotion to Rome. Writing on the sub-
ject o� educational injustices aimed at Catholics, McQuaid opined, •When 
in large cities such as New York and Rochester, a third o� the children turn 
from the open door o� the public school, on conscientious grounds, and seek 
schooling in other buildings, put up and paid for by citizens the least able to 
open their slim purses to a second taxgathering, it becomes a duty to pro-
claim the existing system a failure and a cruel wrong.Ž=< Public schools could 
not o� er religion, and Catholics could not send their children to schools that 
were •godlessŽ; therefore they ideally wanted their tax dollars directed to 
Catholic education. Support for compromise plans came in at a distant sec-
ond. Bishop McQuaid complained that the school- sharing arrangements ulti -
mately •weakened and deadened the Catholicity o� our school rooms,Ž but 
he tolerated them as long as the habit- draped sisters instructed.== Distinc-
tive clothing was clearly the preference o� the opponents o� Americanism. A 
teacher in uniform linked the sisters to the church and projected at the very 
least a minimal form o� religious education.

While neither Americanists nor ultramontanists addressed the role o�  
women in their disputations on education, implicit in both o�  their arrange-
ments was an understanding that sisters would do what they were told where 
they were told. I�  there were to be more compromise plans, then sisters would 
be agreeable. However, i� a diocese was determined to have separate Catholic
schools, then the sisters would teach in them. Within the restrictive context 
in which they lived, the sisters found the ultramontanists o� ering more than 
the Americanists, and so they embraced the habit. �  e habit gave sisters a 
rank or identi� able position, however insigni� cant, in the church leadership. 
Likewise, even though it was diametrically opposed to its purpose o� render-
ing the sisters unnoticeable, the habit set the sisters o�  as extraordinary. To 
wear mundane clothes while teaching would have left the sisters appearing 
ordinary. In a patriarchal church and society, aligning with everyday women 
would reduce the sisters• access to authority and power. Finally, it was the 
sisters• experience with Americanists and these priests• lack o� regard for the 
sisters• unique role that helped move the sisters toward ending their long cen-
tury o� vestmentary adaptation.
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Readers can gain a sense o� Americanists• perspectives on Catholic sisters 
through the personal writings o� the priests. In his diary, Father Richard 
Burtsell, a friend o� Father James Nilan, lamented what he perceived as the 
haughtiness and •convent pietyŽ o� the sisters.=> He viewed them as overly 
concerned with appearances and sadly unconcerned about American prin-
ciples and Catholic theology.>@ He included men in his critique as well . While 
Burtsell had once revered the Jesuits, by 1866 he found them •wishing to fos-
silize us with the habits o� the middle age. . . . � e superiors are French-
men o� very cramped minds, who denounce our institutions as they would de-
nounce the revolution o� 1793.Ž>" �  e Jesuits were not alone among Catholics 
who anathematized the French Revolution and all  subsequent liberal revolu-
tions„the popes did as well. Burtsell also recorded his friend Nilan•s views 
on the problems with religious orders. Nilan argued that the •Catholic reli-
gion is like the human race, adaptable to every climate and form o� govern-
ment whilst the sects [religious orders] are like the brute creature, only � t for 
a limited number o� climates and forms o� government.Ž># Burtsell  did not 
want the American Catholic Church associated with the political and sartorial 
antimodernism he saw exalted by some religious orders.

Other possible objections Burtsell likely had for the nuns and sisters would 
have been the class consciousness o�  certain orders and the strictness with 
which the sisters upheld their rule. According to historian Mary Ewen, the sis-
ters were upper class or lower class, depending on where their members came 
from in society and which class they tended to serve. Ewen explained that •the 
Visitandines (Visitation nuns), Ursulines, Religious o�  the Sacred Heart, and
the Irish Mercy Sisters were connected in the popular and ecclesiastical minds 
with the upper classes, while the Sisters o�  Charity were thought to be daugh-
ters o�  the •people,• as were the members o�  most other indigenous American 
communities.Ž>$ Upper- class orders made distinctions among themselves.
Choir nuns chanted or recited the Divine O�  ce in Latin throughout the day 
and night.>' Financial means and education likewise distinguished the choir
nuns. Girls and women who joined elite orders but did not have education or 
wealth could become lay sisters. �  eir role was to cook, clean, and mend. Be-
yond their di� erent roles, choir and lay nuns were also distinguished by dress. 
A longer veil and wimple, a di� erent- colored headdress, a gold rather than a 
silver ring, and a train on the choir robe were among the unique features often 
found in the wardrobe o� a choir nun.>*

While class distinction may have contributed to Father Burtsell •s impression 
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that sisters were •haughty,Ž Archbishop Ireland believed the class conscious-
ness o� the nuns to be downright un- American. Referring to the Josephite 
Order, who made the lay sisters eat separately from the choir nuns and allowed 
the choir nuns to treat the lay sisters as servants, Ireland remarked, •It•s a won-
der they don•t burn the house down.Ž>+ Although the secular male clergy em-
ployed a rigid hierarchy, it appears they expected the women o� the church to 
readily adjust and maintain a more democratic and classless community.

Choir and lay distinctions, however, were part o� the sisters• and nuns• 
heritage, especially for those that originated in prerevolutionary France and 
other parts o� Europe. And although •familyŽ was still the operative meta-
phor, the ranking within a religious order was not unlike the military model 
o� the priests. In the ecclesial ranks the garment or at the very least the trim 
o�  the garment indicated a cleric•s place in the church•s hierarchy: White is 
reserved for the pope, while cardinals wear scarlet red, a bishop is assigned 
amaranth red or purple, and priests appear in black.>< �  e Ursulines• consti-
tution spelled out their di� erences in attire: •� e Lay Sisters shall dress as 
the Choir Sisters. �  eir Choir robe shall  be without a train, their veil shorter 
than those o�  the Choir Religious. For work these can be replaced by veils o�  
white cotton. � eir wimples shall be shorter; their rings o�  silver. � eir Com-
munion Veils shall  only reach about ten centimetres below the waist.Ž>= Em-
ploying a hierarchy implied that someone or some women had greater status 
than others. In the eyes o�  the Americanists, such ranking appeared both un-
democratic and unnecessary. After all, in the end, religious or lay, they were 
all women (or at least not men), and that speci� cation was nonnegotiable. 
Likewise, assuming a place o�  power was inappropriate, as •powerŽ in the 
church and society was also reserved for men.

Americanists did not have to concern themselves too much with the sisters 
initially, but eventually the distinctive religious garb and the battle over reli-
gion in schools or whether tax proceeds could go to denominational schools 
became part o� the same conversation. In New York, the � rst case o� con-
cern about the sisters• habits arose in the town o� Suspension Bridge, Niagara 
County. �  ere St. Raphael•s, which had been in operation for twenty years, 
placed itsel� under the control o� the local school board. � e school board 
retained three o�  St. Raphael•s teachers, who were all Sisters o�  St. Joseph. 
Responding to a local appeal, both the superintendent o� common schools 
and the state superintendent, Andrew S. Draper, found the arrangement an 
unfair discrimination in favor o� Catholics.>> Draper concluded, •�  e wearing 
o� an unusual garb worn exclusively by members o� one religious sect, and for 
the purpose o� indicating membership in that sect, by the teachers in a pub-
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lic school, constitutes a sectarian in% uence which ought not to be persisted 
in. . . . �  e conclusion is irresistible that these things may constitute a much 
stronger or sectarian in% uence over the minds o� children than the repetition 
o� the Lord•s Prayer or the reading o� Scriptures at the opening o� schools.Ž"@@
Unless the sisters were willing to conform to a secular dress style and forgo 
their habits, as they had in the past, the compromise plans seemed doomed.

In 1894, New York held its constitutional convention and determined that 
schools controlled by a speci� c religious denomination were not eligible for 
� nancial appropriations. At the time o� the decision, St. Bridget•s Parish and 
the West Troy Board o� Education were marking their � fth year with a com-
promise plan. �  e state convention ruling, however, invited challenges to the 
arrangement. At the beginning o� the next school year, a group in West Troy 
•protested against the action o�  the Board o�  Education in leasing St. Bridget•s 
School. � eir challenge took the form o� an appeal to the State Superinten-
dent o�  Public Instruction.Ž"@" �  e citizens• complaint explained •that six o�  
the � fteen teachers appointed to teach in the First Ward School o� West Troy 
were known as •sisters• who resided in St. Joseph•s convent; that these sisters 
all  dress in a garb peculiar to their religious order and are usually addressed 
in school, not by their family name, but by the names assumed by them as 
members o�  the religious order to which they belong, pre� xed by the term 
•sisters.•Ž"@# Furthermore, the protesters claimed that the sisters had not 
passed the teacher exam and that since the sisters were under the control o� a 
particular denomination, the •denominational doctrines or tenets are taught 
therein.Ž"@$ From past experience, it appeared that the sisters had the power
to address all o�  the citizens• concerns. But times had changed in America and 
in Rome, and while Catholicism was still  embattled, the sisters, even in their 
peculiar garb, had won a level o� acceptance among Americans.

Armed with the legislation from the state convention, the state superin-
tendent o� schools, Charles R. Skinner, issued a decision in 1896 and found 
the West Troy school district maintaining a sectarian school in violation o� the 
state constitution."@'  Galvanized by both the state constitution and Skinner•s
decision, citizens critical o� the compromise plans had the power to undo 
them. �  e Poughkeepsie Plan came under � re in 1898 and was found illegal. 
�  e school board gave the sisters an ultimatum: Lay aside your habits or leave 
the schools.

Historians o� the school controversy years tend to see the end o� the com-
promise plans as a foregone conclusion once citizens complained about the 
sisters• habits and states issued •garment laws.Ž Nevertheless, as I have estab-
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lished, sisters in various orders out� tted themselves in secular clothing on 
many occasions throughout the nineteenth century. �  e compromise plans 
did indeed begin to disappear, but why at this time? Why did the sisters lose 
their willingness to make more adjustments? � e Poughkeepsie Plan o� ers a 
few insights into why sisters came to invest the habit with such importance.

In 1898, Father James Nilan, pastor o� St. Peter•s Church in Poughkeep-
sie, made a last desperate attempt to maintain the compromise plan that he 
and his predecessor, Father Patrick McSweeny, had negotiated with the local 
school board. For twenty- � ve years, the Sisters o� Charity, New York, had 
taught in public schools no. 11 and no. 12. �  e sisters wore their habits when 
they taught, but according to the arrangement determined by Father Nilan 
and the school board, they did not make reference to religion, display any reli-
gious statues or images, or provide Catholic instruction. Despite the success 
o�  the arrangement, State Superintendent Skinner determined that the plan 
could not continue as long as the sisters wore their habits. �  e appearance 
o� the distinctive costume constituted a form o� •visual education,Ž which 
Skinner concluded violated the separation o�  church and state.

Alarmed by Skinner•s decision, Father Nilan wrote to the mother superior, 
•It appears to me judicious to ask for a dispensation for the four sisters teach-
ing in our schools to be allowed to wear another dress during school hours. 
I�  you have no objection I would petition Rome with the most Reverend Arch-
bishop•s approval. It can do no harm and may lead in several ways, to much 
good.Ž"@* �  e response o� the mother superior is lost to historians, but infer-
ences can be drawn from the tone o� Father Nilan•s next letter to her: •Your 
love o�  God•s children and your desire to explain his Kingdom by teaching o�  
His doctrine,Ž he declared, •must surely be deeper than your veneration for a 
particular style o� dress. So, I hold you in higher esteem and think better o�  
your Christian spirit, than what the tenor o�  your note conveys.Ž He went on
to point out, •You will  kindly bear in mind the alacrity with which your pious 
predecessor submitted to the opinion o� the representative o� the Holy See, 
when she assented to the retention o� Sister Alphonse in one o� our schools 
although no sister was employed in the building. �  e strong objection to her 
continuance in the school gave way immediately to the wish o� the apostolic 
delegate. � e incident is only a clear evidence o�  the submissive spirit, which 
I am sure lives today in you as lively as it did then in her humble heart. As to 
the inhibition not to mention the matter anymore, this will  be determined by 
my sense o� duty. �  is you will heartily commend.Ž"@+ He concluded his let-
ter reiterating his position on the habit: •I judge the work done by the sisters 
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o� more value than mere outward symbolism and I know that their personal 
in% uence is more in molding the character o� the pupils, is far more e� ec-
tive than a style o� dress. Human favor or sentiment must ever yield, in the 
Catholic mind, to the essential work o� God.Ž"@< As an Americanist who likely 
questioned the wisdom o� regulated clothing, Nilan was not sympathetic to 
the sisters."@= �  e sisters• rigidity regarding clothing appeared illogical, con-
sidering the good that might result from laying the habit aside. � erefore the 
sisters were working against Americanist ideals. As a man and a pastor, Nilan
also expected a •submissive spiritŽ regarding his plans.

Despite Father Nilan•s admonishment, the mother superior had the � nal 
word. �  e day after she received Father Nilan•s second letter, she convened a 
council meeting. � e council members were a select group o� professed sis-
ters with whom the mother superior discussed issues and made decisions."@>
�  e sisters voted on whether they would •lay aside their religious habit during 
school hours,Ž as Father Nilan had suggested. �  e council, with the endorse-
ment o�  Archbishop Corrigan, unanimously voted against Nilan•s proposal. 
�  e archbishop was well known for his anti- Americanist opinions, and there-
fore the mother superior retained a valuable and strategic ally in Corrigan. � e 
Poughkeepsie Plan ended shortly thereafter.

�  is brie� exchange illuminates a signi� cant cast o�  characters as well as a 
critical historical period regarding the importance o�  religious habits in the 
lives o�  Catholic sisters in the United States. For Catholic nuns and sisters, 
religious habits could and did represent marriage to Christ, in some cases 
emulation o� the foundress and spiritual mother, and commitment to a com-
munity o�  sisters. � e habit did not, however, signal their allegiance to earthly 
men or clergy. For the most part, sisters controlled their lives and convents. 
Nevertheless, they were still part o� a patriarchal family with a •fatherŽ who 
was ideally distant but still corporeal. Archbishop Corrigan, i�  the sisters• ar-
rangements were unchallenged, would not have been needed. However, when 
a pastor attempted to assert authority over a motherhouse and in% uence the 
out� tting o� the sisters, the mother superior called on the archbishop to as-
sume the role o� the patriarch and reinforce the decision she and her council 
had already made. �  e archbishop was certainly higher than the pastor in the 
bureaucratic hierarchy.

As Nilan pointed out to the sisters, he would •petition Rome with the . . .
Archbishop•s approvalŽ because, as he saw it, •it can do no harm and may 
lead in several ways, to much good.Ž""@ �  e habit , to Nilan, had historic and
symbolic signi� cance, but in the end it was not •sacred.Ž And even i� it had 
become arguably more sacred as the di� erence between nuns and sisters be-
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came less distinct, in the American milieu the habit was a potential obstacle 
to the successful promotion o� Catholicism in a mission territory.

�  e rule and habit, while standardized, were changeable, as Nilan knew. 
Beyond the Sisters o� Charity, whose decision to retain their habit during the 
school day was chronicled in their archive, evidence reveals that the other 
religious orders involved in compromise plans could also have complied with 
orders to teach without wearing religious habits. Histories o� the orders o� 
women religious who participated in the compromise plans reveal several 
episodes o� sisters in secular dress. � e stories o� sisters wearing secular dress 
for travel, begging, or receiving an education from the 1830s through the turn 
o� the century suggest that during the years o� the school compromise plans, 
a practice o� wearing secular dress for encounters •in the worldŽ was common 
across religious communities and could have been established. �  e Mercy Sis-
ters o�  Omaha •wore what their rule book described as a •cottage bonnet o�  
� ne twilled woolen stu�  or straw with a veil o�  thick silk gauze or crepe tied 
on it according to their season•Ž when they traveled. �  ese Mercies kept the 
traveling disguise until 1907.""" Nevertheless, multiple forces propelled sis-
ters toward a habit- bound identity. For a variety o�  reasons, some shared by 
priests, and others uniquely experienced by religious sisters, the women tena-
ciously embraced the habit, with the Vatican•s recognition close behind.""#
And because sisterschose the habit, it became the primary symbol o�  religious
li fe for women for almost three- quarters o� a century.

� 
���� , ���� � �� , 
�� ��	�
����

Each religious order has its own heritage. � ere was a foundress who was in-
spired by a charism or o� ering to society, a male sponsor among the clergy 
who encouraged the foundress and provided spiritual direction, and a rule 
that was determined to be the nuns• or sisters• •right„an d obligationŽ and 
which assisted the sisters in keeping their vows.""$

�  e habits o� sisters were varied. � e Company o� St. Ursula, founded by 
Angela Merici in 1535, for instance, began without a habit; there were •no re-
quirements o� public vows, enclosure, common life, unique apostolate,Ž or 
a •uniform dress.Ž""' However, the habit came with the Tridentine reforms. 
In 1612, the Paris community o� Ursulines became monastic, •adopted the 
Rule o� St. Augustine, pronounced solemn vows, and were bound by the strict 
rules o� papal enclosure.Ž""* Other communities o� Ursulines then followed 
the lead o� the Paris community. � e dress regulations were based on the Rule 
o� St. Augustine. � e constitution instructed sisters to
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Keep your clothes in common, in care o� one or two Sisters, or as many 
as may be necessary to keep them clean and from bother. As your food 
is given out to you all from one and the same place, so let it be with your 
clothing. As far as possible you will not concern yourselves with the choice 
o� what you are to wear according to the di� erent seasons, whether one 
receives the garments she had before or those worn by another. . . . I� dis-
putes and murmurs arise among you on this subject . . . judge thereby how 
greatly you lack the interior clothing o� holiness in your hearts, since you 
dispute on the subject o� clothing for the body. . . . Your progress may be 
measured, therefore, by the preference you give to what is in common over 
your personal advantage, so that with regard to all things o� passing utility, 
charity, which never passes away, may be pre- eminent. . . . Your clothes will  
be washed either by yourselves or by others, as the Superior thinks best, so 
that excessive seeking o�  cleanliness many not cause you to contract any 
interior stain.""+

Focus on clothing invited sin, as did undue emphasis on cleanliness. Even 
cleaning the clothes could promote •interior stainŽ or sin. Clothing, there-
fore, could be a path to either holiness or wickedness, depending on the 
motivations o�  the wearer. � e monastic model, which inspired virtually all 
women•s habits, perhaps with the exception o�  the Sisters o�  Charity, likewise 
inspired symbolism and interpretation. � e orderliness o�  the exterior ideally 
conveyed the perfection o� the inward state. � e community•s near- universal 
use o� black symbolized death in the world, while uniformity re% ected a rejec-
tion o�  individualism. � e church told the sisters that only their divine spouse 
should be able to distinguish among them.

Among the orders that taught in public schools in the nineteenth century, 
the Sisters o�  St. Joseph wore what French widows wore in the middle o�  the 
seventeenth century. Women religious or nuns were cloistered and •respect-
ableŽ women who only went out in public with chaperones. A widow, how-
ever, had more freedom, and therefore adopting the widow•s dress enabled 
the sisters to perform works o� mercy in public without reproach. � e sisters 
wore a black habit. On their head they wore a white cornette draped with a 
black veil. A white band covered their forehead, and a cincture belted their 
waist. Accompanying their dress, a cruci� x hung around their neck and lay 
on their chest. A rosary hung from their cincture.""< In the seventeenth cen-
tury, the Sisters o� St. Joseph would not have been distinct, nor would they 
have been encouraged to be. Mary Catherine McAuley, founder o� the Sisters 
o� Mercy in Dublin, Ireland, in 1834, started out wearing a simple black dress 



Women Religious on American Soil�{ 79

with her •sisters.Ž""= However, compelled to obtain canonical status, Mc-
Auley eventually took on the seventeenth- century habit style, adding a coi� or 
linen cap to cover the head, hair, and ears; a guimpe or broad and long collar 
to cover the chest; and a black leather belt from which she hung her rosary."">

�  e Sisters o� Charity, founded by a convert, Elizabeth Ann Seton, in 1809, 
were able to adopt a more •modernŽ habit. Mother Seton considered model-
ing her order after the French Daughters o� Charity, an order that wore a blue 
dress and a high white cornette with winglike folds pointing out from either 
side o� the sister•s head. Nevertheless, she concluded that religious life had 
to adapt to the American environment."#@ �  erefore she chose the •widow•s 
weedsŽ o� early- nineteenth- century Italian society, with a simple black dress, 
cape, and bonnet, and a white collar and a rosary. � e Sisters o� Charity re-
mained less distinctive until the late nineteenth century, when women•s fash-
ions became more diversi� ed and shirtwaists or blouses and skirts became a 
common feature o� women•s apparel.

Once the storms o�  revolution in Europe and nativism in America began 
to settle, the sisters looked forward to returning to their own rule or perhaps 
a less altered one. And they likewise looked forward to some semblance o� 
family order within their communities. Nevertheless, pressure to keep adapt-
ing continued. When a woman chose religious life, she also chose to commit 
to modesty in a unique way. Her appearance was not intended to draw atten-
tion. �  e compromise plans, when they came under � re, challenged one o�  the 
primary goals o� the habit, in that the dress, and therefore the woman•s body 
in it, became the center o�  the controversy.

In Watervliet, New York, when the members o�  the school board came to 
the convent o�  the Sisters o�  St. Joseph o�  Carondolet to tell the women that 
they would have to dispense with the habit or the teaching position, the sis-
ters whom the news would a� ect did not allow the visitors to serve them the 
decision. �  e board members had to leave the news with a sister portress. A 
portress was a designated position among the sisters in the convent„she 
was the keeper o� the door. So concerned were sisters about visitors violating 
enclosure or semi- enclosure, or simply perceived impropriety, few women 
were entrusted with the position. According to the Ursuline constitution, the 
prioress would •choose from amongst the Community one or more sensible 
and prudent Religious, con� rmed in their vocation.Ž"#" By not receiving the 
visitors, the sisters were reminding the school board members that the vicis-
situdes o� the board or the state superintendent o� education did not alter the 
propriety to which women religious subscribed."## �  e sisters were not ordi-
nary citizens who received male visitors in the evening„t hey had retreated 
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from the world. In the eyes o� the sisters, their garment choice should have 
removed their bodies as a primary form o� social identi� cation elevating them 
beyond their sex, but the courts were insisting that their choice to wear a habit 
had done just the opposite: Habits supplied a kind o� •visual instructionŽ o� 
their own and promoted a distinct visibilit y.

�  e •bodyŽ as a focus o� attention had come up in another way as well with 
the compromise plan. According to historian Louis Zuccarello, in 1884 the 
Poughkeepsie, New York, board o� education decided that all teachers had to 
take a hygiene exam. � e mother superior o� the Sisters o� Charity refused on 
behal� o� the order. Once again, the compromise plans challenged convent 
standards o� modesty. According to Zuccarello, Father Nilan, pastor o� St. 
Peter•s, •frantically wrote to his archbishop asking him to tell the Mother Su-
perior to tell  the nuns to take the test so that they wouldn•t ruin the relation-
ship.Ž"#$ �  erefore, in Poughkeepsie, compromise plans challenged the sis-
ters• view o� modesty on two fronts. �  e debate put their bodies and clothes in 
the headlines, and the teaching requirements mandated academic attention 
to the body. I� St. Augustine deemed focus on cleanliness an occasion for sin, 
talking about hygiene certainly seemed equally problematic.

Another reason to reject compromise plans had to do with jurisdiction 
and politics. Who had authority over the sisters? It was always the mother 
superior, often the bishop, and then still, the pastor. � e compromise plans 
added another layer o� authority: school boards. � e 1873 school board min-
utes regarding the Poughkeepsie Plan clearly stated, •� e teachers for these 
schools to be selected, employed, paid and subject to dismissal by the Board 
in the same manner as the other teachers in its employ; the teachers and 
pupils at all  times during the school hours to be subject to the control and au-
thority o� the Board and its rules and regulations; the schools to be open for 
the attendance o�  pupils and visitations by members o�  the Board the same as 
the other public schools.Ž"#'  In public schools, school boards had the right 
to unscheduled classroom inspections. When the compromise plan ended in 
Corning, New York, the Sisters o� Mercy were relieved to put the fear o� un-
announced inspections to rest. According to historian Robert F. McNamara,
•�  ere was no great regret in the parish at the passing o� the Corning Plan. 
It had worked many inconveniences and hardships. However well  they co-
operated with the agreement, the sisters never quite got over the nervous fear 
that some Board member might suddenly drop in to see i� they were perhaps 
teaching catechism at a forbidden hour.Ž"#* An unexpected visit from the pas-
tor could happen at parish schools as well , but what seemed like •religious 
educationŽ to a non- Catholic school board member and to a person who had 
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undergone religious formation and lived in religious community would likely 
be very di� erent.

In addition to causing concern over unannounced inspections from the 
board, compromise plans put the sisters• credentials up for scrutiny. In some 
cases, sisters had to sit for both written and oral examinations for their posi-
tions. �  is was not the case in Catholic schools. Membership alone in the 
religious order responsible for education in the parish had been credential 
enough for teaching in the nineteenth century. Teaching materials, too, might 
vary between the Catholic schools and the public schools, and as the school 
board reserved the right to choose the books used in the curriculum, the sis-
ters might have to utilize unfamiliar books.

�  erefore the arrangements were not simple for the sisters. � e school 
boards watched them and directed them. All  the while the pastors continued 
to expect sisters to teach catechism, but outside the typical school hours. In 
order to meet the requirements o�  both the school board and the pastor in 
Corning, New York, the Sisters o�  Mercy had to keep the 1898 First Commu-
nion and Con� rmation class •long after schoolŽ to cover the necessary ma-
terial. According to the parish history, it •was hard on both the teachers and 
the pupils. . . . Father Bustin . . . was not long in arriving at the conclusion that 
such annoyances were too big a price to pay for public support.Ž"#+ In addi-
tion to all o�  these inconveniences, the school boards now wanted the sisters 
to put aside the habit.

As the aforementioned example o� the hygiene test attests, mothers su-
perior and clergy did not always see eye to eye. �  eir disagreement extended to 
the habit. When the garments o�  the Sisters o�  Charity threatened to undo the 
compromise plan in Poughkeepsie, Father Nilan wrote directly to the mother 
superior. In his letter he requested that the teaching sisters be allowed to wear 
alternate apparel. Mothers superior saw themselves as •mothers,Ž who pro-
tected and disciplined, and •superiors,Ž who made the decisions. Compro-
mise plans had the potential to unsettle and excite young sisters and under-
mine maternal authority. In a letter to the mother superior o� the Sisters o� 
Charity, Mother Mary Rose, one sister working under the compromise plan 
in Poughkeepsie wrote,

On Sunday night, Fr. Nilan told us, he made the Board the proposition 
that they rent No. 12 for ^1000.00 a yr. He told us we were to have No. 11. 
�  is morning, Monday, the Board were to meet and consider the matter. 
Fr. Nilan called this noon and told us he sent a note to the members o� the 
Board this morning reminding them that in the contract the agreement 
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was to give thirty days notice and desired them to keep the contract. � e 
Board have accepted the thirty- days and all the teachers are back in the 
school and we four have neither No. 11 or 12. We thought it better to send 
you word at once. It was quite a shock to us for Fr. Nilan left us so hopeful 
this morning that we were to be back in„sc hools tomorrow. Now Mother 
we await your directions. You may picture our litt le home tonight.

Your obedient and a� ectionate child, Sr. M. Bertille"#<

�  e letter from Sr. Bertille reveals how sisters looked toward their mother su-
perior for direction. It also suggests why any mother superior might have felt 
the need to protect the sisters under her care. I� the mother superior did not 
assert herself, others, including clerics and even the sisters under her, might 
challenge her more often.

In 1900 Pope Leo XIII delivered his papal bull , Conditae a Christo, in which he 
provided a provision for congregations to become ponti� cal, a status above 
diocesan. �  eNormae published a year later set out the regulations that accom-
panied this new status. It addressed the cloistral issue and deemed that the 
sisters desiring ponti� cal status would be semicloistered by having a section 
o�  the convent open only to them, travel with a companion when outside the 
convent (a requirement o� nuns), and refrain from work that involved •care 
o�  babies, the nursing o�  maternity cases, management o�  clerical seminaries, 
and sta�  ng in co- educational schools.Ž"#= Obvious distinctions between sis-
ters and nuns were now signi� cantly less clear. � e Vatican•s priorities, how-
ever, were recognizable: To be associated with the ponti� , a woman•s behav-
ior had to be impeccable. Her actions required curtailment, and she had to be 
kept out o�  situations where she could be tainted.

Habits were a form o� vestmentary claustration. Monastic orders invested 
nuns with their habits in solemn ceremonies, and this investment provided 
the nun with her clothes for life. �  e clothing was a central feature o� her 
identity„it trans formed her. When the Vatican blurred the lines between reli-
gious nuns and lay sisters, the habit then became more signi� cant to the lay 
sister than ever before. � e charism that was originally the most important 
feature o� the sisters• lives was replaced by codi� ed behavior and dress, ren-
dering the habit the most important symbol o� religious life, both active and 
contemplative, in twentieth- century America."#>

In the case o� the compromise plan and the Sisters o� Charity, even though
they were not an upper- class order, they made a strategic decision in the wake 
o� the Americanist/ultramontane debate„they chose sides. � e party that 
viewed them with the most sympathy and seemed to represent their interests 
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most closely was the ultramontanes or anti- Americanists. Fathers Nilan and
Burtsell  and Bishop Ireland wanted the sisters to accommodate the American 
milieu more and more, diminish distinctive features o� their identity, and all 
the while remain submissive to clergy and school boards, whatever the case 
might be. I� sisters were to gain the status o� •religiousŽ like the nuns who 
took solemn vows, drawing closer to Rome seemed more logical. Mary Ewen 
pointed out that •the religious habit assumed a greater importance after 
1889, when •Ecclesia Catholicia• made it one o� the essential characteristics o�  
bona � de religious. �  e element o� public witness in the religious habit was 
emphasized.Ž"$@ I would add to Ewen•s observation that based on the value
Rome placed on the habit, women religious saw only promise in their deci-
sion to embrace the unique dress. What litt le power was available to women 
in the church appeared to be more attainable i� one was dressed in uniform.

 � I�  there were any question about the ordering o� vowed Catholics, the 1917 
Code o�  Canon Law clari� ed the hierarchical sequence that applied to men 
as well  as women. �  e law reads, •Religious precede laity; clerical religious
[precede] other regulars[, who precede] religious Congregations; Congrega-
tions o�  ponti� cal rite [precede] Congregations o� diocesan right. . . . But a 
secular cleric precedes both laity and religious outside o�  their churches and 
even in their churches i�  it concerns lay religious.Ž"$" Ordering was fundamen-
tal to the Catholic view o�  the world, and sisters were under no illusion about 
where they ranked despite their charity and devotion. �  e sisters• position as 
active bands o�  pious women, institutes, or congregations was certainly near 
the bottom o�  the chain. � e hierarchy o�  the church holds theological signi� -
cance in that one•s closeness to God was at this time directly related to one•s 
position on the hierarchical scale. Kissing a bishop•s ring, for instance, is a 
sign o� sincere respect for the value o� the man who knows God•s will so inti-
mately. Sisters, too, wanted to gain status or value in the eyes o�  the church, 
which were in their minds also the eyes o� God. O� course, ecclesial recog-
nition also had temporal bene� ts. Habited sisters, quite against St. Augus-
tine•s designs, would certainly attract attention to their ministry as teachers, 
hospital workers, and social welfare workers. � e uniform, as Michel Fou-
cault points out, is a sign distinguishable from far away; it shows disciplined 
allegiance. And while sociologists tend to emphasize uniforms as an element 
o� institutional or bureaucratic control, within the gender strictures o� the 
Catholic Church, agency is nevertheless apparent. �  e sisterschose the habit 
and ritualized conformity. It was a logical decision informed by theological 
motives and context. Sisters improved their religious value; gave visual evi-
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dence o� their allegiance to the Vatican, thus inspiring trust in their activities; 
and enjoyed the protection vestmentary claustration o� ered them as working 
women. As vowed Catholics who wore a unique garb that was identi� able in 
public, they seemed to convey religiosity above the male clergy. � erefore, 
there was much more to gain in wearing the habit than in laying it aside on 
public occasions. At the beginning o� the twentieth century, in the context o� 
living in what the Vatican condemned as a modernist era, adherence to the 
habit ultimately freed the sisters to perform their ministry. Intentionally or 
not, it also shifted America•s attention to women religious. �  e sisters were 
the most prominently out� tted representatives o� the church and outnum-
bered priests approximately three to one. Although priests and bishops stood 
out at the pulpit and cut a professional appearance on the street, it was the 
sisters who came to dominate the visual landscape, at least until they out� t-
ted their pupils.
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A reader self- identi� ed as •No CatholicŽ wrote to the Boston Recorder in 1837
responding to a published charge leveled at Catholics in Boston. �  e accuser 
contended that the Catholics were more focused on educating wealthy Protes-
tants than poor children o�  their own religion. � e critic stated, •We hope 
they will furnish the means and appropriate a building in connection with this 
establishment, for giving a useful education to the numerous poor children 
o�  the Irish in Broad Street and other parts o�  the city. Whilst they are o� ering 
to educate the children o�  rich Protestants, we should be pleased to see their 
benevolence exercised towards their own poor, who are perishing in a state 
o�  ignorance.Ž Responding to this condemnation, No Catholic then o� ered a 
correction by way o� a question. •Now, Sir, I want to ask, i�  you are not aware 
that an establishment for poor children from Broad St. and other parts o� the 
city has been in existence some time, and that they not only instruct gratu-
itously, but clothe them?Ž"

Beyond the nativist tension brewing in Boston, the aforementioned com-
plaint identi� ed two Catholic educational models frequently employed in the 
nineteenth century: the tuition- supported select school and the asylum for 
those in need o�  charity. Other types o�  Catholic educational institutions such 
as the industrial boarding school, free day school, and local parish school 
were also available throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth 
century. In each o� these schools, the clothing o� the students, while a con-
cern, was nevertheless an unremarkable aspect o� the Catholic school culture. 
�  e schools most likely to have a dress code or •uniformŽ were the asylums or 
industrial schools.# Less than a century later, however, uniform attire became 
an almost standard dress for Catholic girls. � is chapter explores the forces 
that raised uniforms to a •Catholic lookŽ for girls in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries and how various Catholics participated in infusing 
this new mobile symbol with meaning.
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Tuition- supported select schools, also referred to as convent schools or aca-
demies, were among the � rst Catholic schools. Both Catholic and Protes-
tant families sent their daughters to these private boarding academies, which 
o� ered girls full academic and � nishing school…style curriculums. Students 
studied academic subjects such as arithmetic, algebra, history, rhetoric, and 
languages as well  as ornamental writing, needlework, and embroidery.$ In 
New Orleans, the Ursulines established a convent school •for the daughters 
o� the wealthyŽ in 1727.'  �  e Visitandines opened their own academy in Wash-
ington, D.C., in 1799. And two decades later, in 1819, the Ursulines arrived in 
Boston and taught catechism classes in their convent next to the cathedral. 
In 1826 Bishop Benedict Fenwick relocated the Ursulines to a spacious hill-
top compound in Charlestown, Massachusetts, nicknamed Mount Benedict 
after Bishop Fenwick.* �  e institution cited in theBoston Recorder, which com-
plained about Catholics educating •rich ProtestantsŽ o�  Boston, was likely the 
convent school run by the Ursulines.+

�  e other unnamed institution referred to by No Catholic was probably 
St. Vincent•s Asylum for Girls. �  ree Daughters o� Charity from Emmits-
burg, Maryland, came to Boston at the bequest o�  Bishop Fenwick in 1832 
and established an asylum for •innocentŽ girls from ages four to sixteen who 
came from poor but respectable families.< At St. Vincent•s, these immigrant 
daughters received a •useful educationŽ and learned basic school subjects 
such as arithmetic, reading, and writing, along with catechism, sewing, and 
housekeeping.= Most girls were not adopted. Instead, young residents usually 
stayed in the asylum until they reached age fourteen, at which time they were 
old enough to take jobs in factories or in the homes o� other women, where 
they worked at domestic tasks.>

Similar to asylums, but identi� ed speci� cally as •schools,Ž were the board-
ing schools Catholic religious orders worked in and established for Native 
American children after the passage o� the Dawes Severalty Act in 1887."@
�  e new policy established by the act ended the practice o� making treaties 
with Native Americans and instead encouraged them to accept 160 acres o� 
land and U.S. citizenship. Although •garment lawsŽ restricted sisters in pub-
lic school by the end o� the century, Catholic sisters, brothers, and priests 
were able to continue working in asylums and Indian schools with govern-
ment support. Religious women and men taught in North and South Dakota, 
Oregon, New Mexico, and Arizona, among other states. �  e church believed
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that Native American children, similar to poor orphaned or semi- orphaned 
children o� immigrants, required a Catholic education to encourage a dis-
ciplined, productive, and religiously observant future."" A Catholic mission-
ary contended, •� e same reasons that render . . . asylums necessary for 
white Catholic children apply with greater force among the savage and semi- 
civilized Indian Tribes.Ž"# Catholic missionaries aimed to •civilizeŽ and con-
vert Native American children while primarily training them for manual and 
industrial work.

Another type o� Catholic school was the free school. A free Catholic day 
school, administered by religious sisters or nuns, provided a Catholic educa-
tion for local children o� ordinary or little means. � e tuition revenue from the 
same religious order•s adjacent private Catholic academy supplied the � nan-
cial resources necessary for the sisters to carry out their •good worksŽ on be-
hal� o� working- class children. Both the Ursuline Academy in New Orleans 
and the Visitation Academy in Washington, D.C., provided day schools, free 
o�  charge, on the grounds o�  their convents."$ In Chicago, the Sisters o�  Mercy 
likewise o� ered a free school alongside their select school, St. Francis Xavier 
Academy for Females. In some cases, what historians may have identi� ed as 
•freeŽ might have been a lower- cost day school. At the Sacred Heart Academy 
in Rochester, New York, local families could pay ^40.00 a year to send a 
daughter to the day school instead o� ^159.00 a year for the basic curriculum 
along with room, board, and fees."' �  e Sisters o�  St. Dominic opened another 
convent boarding school in Rochester in 1857, but their day school was free."*

Finally, as the nineteenth century wore on, Catholic children could increas-
ingly attend parish schools. �  ese schools eventually came to be known as 
parochial schools. When possible, a pastor established a parochial school for 
children o� the parish. Depending on the location, the school might be free, 
charge a modest tuition, or have the tuition costs o� set by collections at Sun-
day mass. To sta�  these parish- based institutions, pastors hired lay teachers 
or invited orders o� women religious to teach classes. Procuring an order o�  
sisters or nuns resulted in a signi� cant savings for pastors and ultimately 
for the families who sent their children to the parish school. Figure 8 shows 
the students, teachers, and pastor o� St. Charles Borromeo School in Bucks 
County, Pennsylvania, in 1920. Neither the girls nor the boys are in uniforms
at this time. However, the pastor appears to be wearing his cassock and bi-
retta, while the two teachers, Sisters o� the Immaculate Heart o� Mary, are 
dressed in habit, as one could expect.
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Regulating clothing, when it was the policy, occurred for di� erent reasons 
in the multi- model Catholic school system. Whether a student was rich or 
poor, Catholics considered human depravity a universal a|  iction and dress 
as an area where this weakness could be, and often was, displayed."+ Young 
girls, the church believed, were particularly prone to the sins o� vanity and 
immodesty, and girls who gave in to these vices frequently led men to sin. As 
St. Bonaventure warned his priests, •A fair woman tricked out with her � nery 
is a keen and sharp- edged sword in the hands o� the devil.Ž"< Ultimately, the 
church believed that wealthy girls had to resist •� neryŽ and ostentation, 
while girls with litt le money had to be provided with the resources and moral 
instruction to present themselves neatly and respectably."=

�  e select schools, often hidden away on remote campuses, initially sought 
to accommodate the modest fashion standards o� wealthy society while en-
couraging the students to adopt an appreciation for simplicity."> School ad-
ministrators required dress codes to curtail obvious displays o� wealth and to 
limit wardrobe costs. Also, the sisters, acting in loco parentis, often took in-

Figure 8. Pastor, teachers, and students, St. Charles Borromeo School, 1920. Courtesy o� 
the Philadelphia Archdiocesan Historical Research Center, Philadelphia, Pa.
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spiration from their own habit guidelines. � us several schools went so far as 
to require dark- colored dresses.#@ Students at St. Ambrose Female Academy, 
conducted by the Sisters o� Loretto, for instance, wore dresses o� •any colorŽ 
during the weekdays, but on •Sundays and festivals [the] winter uniform con-
sist[ed] o� a black dress, with a black cape and apron. �  e summer uniform
consisted o� a black dress, with a white cape and apron.Ž#" �  e Sinsinawa 
Dominicans required modest dark clothes, as did the Sisters o� Charity o� the 
Blessed Virgin Mary and the Sisters o� Mercy.## Girls at Mount St. Joseph on-
the- Wissahickon in Philadelphia (hereafter identi� ed as Mount St. Joseph) 
had a more speci� c uniform beginning in 1864, but one that kept within 
women•s fashion standards. Girls wore a •mazarine blueŽ dress in the winter 
and a •pink delaine, with white bodyŽ and basque jacket, or button- up bodice 
jacket that covered the hips, in the summer.#$

Administrators o� private schools walked a careful line regarding recruit-
ment, class, and clothing. On one hand, Catholics promoted austerity and 
charity as avenues to holiness. Nuns and sisters exempli� ed those attributes 
in their habits. On the other hand, without wealthy Catholics and at least a 
few well- to- do Protestants, institutions that served the faithful could not be 
sustained. Moderate •dress codesŽ therefore attended to the potentially con-
% icting forces bearing on school administrators. Dress rules distanced stu-
dents from their parents• authority, which was the � rst step in cultivating 
vocations that came with a lifetime o� poverty, chastity, and obedience. But 
making only minimal restrictions on students• attire was not too great a de-
parture from parental standards and therefore did not likely concern tuition- 
paying parents and potential benefactors. Parents, it should be noted, while 
often eager to o� er their daughters a Catholic education under the auspices o� 
pious women, were frequently uninterested in their daughters following the 
women into religious life. Simplicity and dark hues allowed administrators
to stir a potential vocation, keep order, and retain the support o�  the parents.

Directors o� nineteenth- century Catholic asylums and Native American 
boarding schools did not have wealthy or in% uential parents to accommodate 
or contend with. � e asylum, in the church•s estimation, o� ered training and 
protection that the families or the government, in the case o� Native Ameri-
cans, decided families could not supply themselves. � e schools in these cases 
out� tted students with clothing or with a type o� uniform. St. Vincent•s Asy-
lum for Girls in Boston gave out clothing to residents and adopted a speci� c 
uniform by 1890.#' �  e school- issued clothing also provided a form o� social 
and moral direction, in other words, guidance the •benevolentŽ element in 
society presumed poor children lacked. � erefore, the clothing that the sisters 
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required sought to elevate as well as educate students from less respectable 
backgrounds about good hygiene, presentable dress, and modesty. It also 
con� rmed the students• institutional identity„as some students ran away 
from the asylums.#*

For Native American children, both girls and boys, the � rst step in the 
•civilization processŽ was to remove traditional clothes and jewelry.#+ A
Catholic missionary described the scene when Indian girls arrived at the 
school for the � rst time. •�  ick and fast fell the tears,Ž wrote an observer, 
•when the Indian clothing was removed, when the tight bangles were taken 
from their scarred arms, and their ear- rings were laid aside, and these little 
red skins had to taste the poison o� soap and the water, and their hair to 
feel the torturing comb\Ž#< � e expectation o� a European- American style o� 
dress was not speci� cally Catholic, however. While Catholic Indian schools
required European- American dress and sometimes a uniform, the Carlisle 
Indian School and other Indian schools did as well . According to archae-
ologist Owen Lindauer, •Wearing school clothing and marching uniforms 
was mandatory.Ž#= �  e superintendent o�  the Phoenix Indian School, Har-
wood Hall, wrote to the commissioner o�  Indian A� airs in 1887 regarding the 
bene� ts o� discipline and uniformity. He explained, •Too much praise cannot 
be given to the merits o�  military organization, drill and routine in connec-
tion with the discipline o�  the school; every good end is obtained thereby. It 
teaches patriotism, obedience, courage, courtesy, promptness, and consis-
tency; besides, in my opinion, it outranks any other plan or system in pro-
ducing and developing every good moral, mental, and physical quality o�  the 
pupil.Ž#> Both Catholics and Protestants agreed that educators had to disci-
pline the bodies o�  Native American children through regulation in order to 
cultivate a European- American standard o�  civilization.

�  e fact that some attempt at uniform clothing came into asylums and 
industrial schools � rst re% ects the role society assigned to these socially mar-
ginalized resident students. � e � rst •ready- to- wearŽ clothing, almost a pre-
requisite for standardizing clothes, predated the introduction o� the sewing 
machine in 1846.$@ As early as the mid- 1830s, clothiers in cities such as Bos-
ton, Philadelphia, and New York sold men•s premade clothing that could be 
adjusted for size. A man, clothing manufacturers concluded, needed to pur-
chase clothing because he might not have a mother, wife, or sister to make 
his clothes for him, nor, again as a man, would he be inclined to deliberate 
over details o� style, since his goal was simply to perform his job. Men•s ready- 
made clothing, therefore, was thought o� as functional„it enabled men to 
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move about in public and perform their work or serve in the military while 
allowing them to be presentable and manly.$"

Although Catholic asylums and industrial boarding schools did not view 
their female charges as •menŽ they did consider •true femininityŽ to be a 
privilege o� race and class. Girls o� color and •uncivilizedŽ girls, although 
not masculine, were decidedly not feminine either. � eir race combined with 
their lack o� education and � nances distinguished them from white middle- 
class children. Manual labor, industrial and asylum school administrators be-
lieved, •civilizedŽ children and prepared them for their future employment.$#
Catholic or nonsectarian industrial schools did not attempt to educate the 
destitute o� the city or the children o� the reservations in order to provide 
them with social and economic mobility or to recast the working girls into 
ladies. Instead, school administrators determined that the function o� these 
students, whether girls or boys, would be to work, and they considered it the 
schools• responsibilit y to equip the social and economic outcasts with skills 
that would allow them to be manually productive.$$ At the Phoenix Indian
School, for example, the boys •worked and learned in a variety o� shops on 
campus (wagon making, shoemaking, harness making, blacksmithing, car-
pentry, tin working, cabinetmaking), as well  as in the school•s bakery and on 
its farm, which included a dairy. � e education o� girls focused on training 
for the household (sewing, cooking, and laundry). � e girls worked with the 
school•s doctor in providing care in the campus hospital and later in a tuber-
culosis sanitarium a mile from campus. For girls, caring for one•s doll (baby) 
was a way o�  introducing socialization skills and gender- role identi� cation 
at an early age.Ž$' Administrators at Catholic asylum and industrial schools
sought to convert children to or reinforce their Catholicism, but race and 
class, they believed, undermined the children•s eligibility for marrying well 
and becoming the patriarch or matron o� a middle- class home. � us Catho-
lic asylums and industrial schools sought to equip girls and boys for gender- 
and class- speci� c labor, but labor nonetheless. Again, the belie� in racial and 
economic determinism was not unique to Catholics. On the contrary, it was 
perhaps even more pronounced outside the church, but Catholics also as-
sisted in reproducing class and race oppression by dressing the children in 
•functional clothing.Ž

Photographs and descriptions o� free and parochial schools are silent on 
the issue o� uniforms in the mid- nineteenth century. �  is makes sense in that 
pastors and sisters would have likely been careful about adding any � nan-
cial burden to the parents. Children wore the clothing their parents provided 
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them with for attending school. Parochial schools, in fact, frequently failed to 
remain open in the mid- nineteenth century due to the inability o� native and 
immigrant Catholics to fund both the church and the school. Likewise, cre-
ating any distinguishing mark o� Catholicism on children who walked to and 
from school could ignite nativist antagonism, as seen with women religious. 
In the case o� St. Rose, a Catholic girls• school in British Guiana, the Ursulines 
required a dress code for day students, but it was not a dress beyond what 
young girls typically wore. Day girls dressed in •plain washing calicos, black 
stockings and soft house shoes,Ž which the children changed into upon their 
arrival at school. � e unique aspect o� the students• clothing was perhaps the 
apron to protect their dresses.$* Girls donned black aprons over their dresses 
during the day. And •for special occasions, such as the Exhibition and Prize- 
Giving, white dresses, stockings and shoes had to be worn.Ž$+ Aprons and 
house shoes could be left at school, and white dresses for graduations, once 
again, were not unique to Catholics. � erefore regarding uniforms, free and
parochial schools did not initially promote them. And caution due to stigma 
and cost rendered them an illogical choice for a socioeconomically diverse 
church.

For Americans, clothing was a symbol employed to express their indepen-
dence and freedom. � ose in America who did not or were assumed not to 
be able to enjoy the full freedoms the country o� ered were more likely to be 
found in prescribed dress„a European carryover when clothing classi� ed a 
person.$< For instance, sumptuary laws in colonial America restricted resi-
dents whose estates were valued under £200 from wearing any gold or silver 
lace, gold or silver buttons, and silk hoods or scarves.$= Slaves and inden-
tured servants often had their clothes given to them. And one o� the injus-
tices su� ered by the girls o� Lowell Mills was the enforcement o� a dress code 
that many Yankee daughters saw as a violation o�  their liberty.$> �  erefore,
although uniforms existed, society primarily reserved them for institution-
alized children, or classi� ed children, who did not always have access to pre-
sentable clothing and whom both Catholics and non- Catholics alike consid-
ered to need charity, discipline, and often a •useful education.Ž

� 	� � � ��	 � �	� � � ���	 
 � � � ����	 ��	 �����

�  e late nineteenth century witnessed a con% uence o� forces that promoted 
the adoption o� distinct uniforms primarily for girls in select Catholic schools. 
�  e decision o� the Catholic hierarchy to require Catholic education; increas-
ing opportunities for women in work, education, and athletics; and advance-
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ments in technology related to clothing production all contributed to a new 
interest in uniform dress. Although not a consistent requirement across all
Catholic schools for girls, uniforms nevertheless became a noticeable and a 
distinctly Catholic wardrobe item.

As we saw in Chapter 2, compromise plans could be found throughout 
the United States in the nineteenth century, but the Catholic Church did not 
always seek to make a compromise. Church leaders participated in conten-
tious exchanges about how public education should accommodate Catho-
lic children. Archbishop Francis Kenrick in Philadelphia and Bishop John 
Hughes in New York, most notably, attempted to remove Protestant features 
from the public education curriculum. Kenrick, for instance, wanted to re-
lieve Catholic children o� the requirement o� reading passages o� the King 
James Bible in school. In the case o�  New York, Hughes sought nothing less 
than to see all religious education omitted from the public schools and then 
let Catholics use their taxes to educate their own children. Other Catholic 
educational spokespersons such as Bishop Ireland in Minnesota and Father 
James Nilan o�  Poughkeepsie encouraged compromise plans with Catholic 
sisters teaching in public schools. Ultimately, many in the church, including 
the sisters, decided that the � ght was not worth the trouble.'@ �  e American 
hierarchy determined that the church and its teachings would be more con-
sistently sustained, and the faith o� Catholic children protected, through the 
creation o� a separate school system. Ideally, these schools would be sta� ed 
by women religious, who, through their prayerful and disciplined demeanor, 
would instill order and Catholic values in the lives o�  their pupils.' "

�  e bishops to varying degrees had encouraged pastors to create Catho-
lic schools and parishioners to send their children to these schools through-
out the nineteenth century, but in 1884 the recommendation to educate one•s 
child in a Catholic school became a mandate. At the same Plenary Council 
that ruled on Roman collars for priests, the bishops determined that each pas-
tor must provide a Catholic school (or Catholic education, in the case o� com-
promise plans) in his parish. Once the school was available, the church obli-
gated parents to send their children to it.'# In Detroit, •Bishop Borgess . . . as
early as 1877 instructed his priests to deny the sacraments to parents who sent 
their children to public schoolŽ unless they had a good reason, such as the 
Catholic school was prohibitively far or a non- Catholic father was adamantly 
opposed to Catholic schools.' $ �  e perceived quality o� education, while per-
haps a concern for the parents, was not considered a legitimate reason by 
the pastors. Religious education automatically assumed a place o� superiority 
in selecting a school. �  e �  ird Plenary Council•s decision was a partial step 
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toward reforming the heretofore piecemeal approach to Catholic education 
and its oversight. Rather than depending on the willingness and dedication 
o� women religious to open a private school or free school, bishops expected 
pastors to take responsibility for providing an education for the children o� 
their parish. Nuns and sisters, therefore, would not lead the development o� 
these new parochial schools. Instead they would be the •employeesŽ o� the 
pastors and bishops. Decentralization had characterized primary Catholic 
school education until the late nineteenth century, but as the bishops moved 
to make education the required work o� pastors, it began to become more 
rationally organized and systematic.

With the bishops demanding parochial schools, Catholics across the coun-
try experienced new expectations and dilemmas on the education front. Pas-
tors had to � nd orders o� women religious to sta�  their schools, and sis-
ters who may have had some choice in what activity or good works they 
devoted themselves to were more often than not called on to teach in paro-
chial schools. Parents who had sent their girls to select schools to board or
to free and/or day schools for Catholic education would have other options. 
And teaching orders that relied on the revenue from select schools would 
face competition and possibly depleted ranks for sta�  ng their own schools.''
In the case o� a parish school in Canandaigua, New York, Bishop Timon o�  
Rochester decided that the Sisters o�  Carondolet should close their select and 
free schools so that the parish school would thrive.'* Signi� cantly, in the de-
cade after the � ird Plenary Council, the number o� Catholic girls• academies 
in the United States dropped from 624 in 1890 to 609 in 1895.'+ �  e growing 
emphasis on parochial schools presented the sisters with a dilemma. I�  the 
sisters chose to maintain their academies, which were a wise economic in-
vestment, they would have to market their select schools di� erently from the 
parochial. Uniforms on the girls would ultimately assist women religious in 
cultivating •convent schoolŽ exclusivity.

While the hierarchy and the sisters were revising their approach to Catho-
lic education, other educational changes were under way beyond the church. 
One o� the most striking was the growing availability o� college education 
for women. A few equal- opportunity colleges such as Oberlin, Antioch, and 
the Universities o�  Iowa, Wisconsin, and Michigan were educating women in 
coeducational environments before 1871. However, colleges exclusively for 
women took their lead from Vassar College, which opened its doors in 1861.
Within three decades the educational options for young women increased 
rapidly: Smith and Wellesley (1875); Harvard Annex, later Radcli� e (1879); 
Bryn Mawr (1885); Mount Holyoke (1888); and Barnard (1889) joined Vas-
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sar in providing a college education exclusively for women.'< � e growth in 
higher education for women indicated society•s willingness to provide the 
necessary academic credentials women needed to enter professions or to con-
tinue on to graduate school. Access to higher education was a signi� cant step 
in expanding women•s rights and opportunities in the years before women 
won the vote.

�  e emancipation o� ered to women through college education raised the 
issue o� a new dress to mark the occasion. Before colleges opened their doors 
to young women, girls received an education •suitable to their sex,Ž and one 
that •embraced every useful and ornamental branchŽ appropriate for young 
women.'= Colleges such as Vassar, however, o� ered young women a curricu-
lum equivalent to the studies found at any men•s college. � e founder o� Vas-
sar, beer baron Matthew Vassar, considered signaling the liberation o�  the 
scholar with a distinguishing costume. He consulted Sarah Josepha Hale, edi-
tor o�  Godey•s Lady•s Book and a champion o� higher education for women, onk
the issue. In response to Vassar•s query about a possible •student costume, 
perhaps along the lines o�  the Bloomer suit, which would blur distinctions 
between richer and poorer students,Ž Hale objected.' > Taking a view decidedly 
di�  erent from that o� the Catholic educators, she discouraged the distinct 
out� t, asking, •Would it be well to enforce an equality o� personal appearance 
. . . which cannot be found in life?Ž*@ She also thought the out� t was ridicu-
lous and might harm the college•s reputation. Instead, she counseled mere
simplicity. Since the education was no longer ornamental and sex speci� c, so 
too the female students should not become ocular curiosities.*"

Vassar College did, however, adopt uniforms in the 1860s for physical 
education, another curricular innovation that promoted women•s equalit y 
and improved health through exercise.*# From physical education the young 
women eventually moved on to organized sports. Women•s basketball  be-
came a popular game in the 1890s, as were bicycling, baseball, and rowing. 
Students at Wellesley even designed their own uniforms for their many crew 
teams. Uniforms for athletic teams, while still feminine, nevertheless incor-
porated masculine sensibilities such as team camaraderie, discipline, and 
greater functionality.*$

As opportunities for young women expanded in education, Catholics had 
to determine whether these educational opportunities would attract Catholic 
girls and, i� so, i� they would help or harm Catholic girls• religious identity. 
�  ere was litt le disagreement that schools like Vassar were the wrong col-
leges for Catholic girls. A priest wrote to the editors o� American Ecclesiastical
Review in 1900 asking how he should handle Catholic parents who send their 
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daughters to Vassar College. He lamented, •Apart from the evils or dangers 
o� association with companions o� every shade o� belie� or unbelief, and o� 
every variety o� moral sensitiveness, there exists for these girls the obliga-
tion o� regular participation in non- Catholic forms o� divine worship.Ž*'  �  e
priest wondered whether •their presence as pupils in such an institution con-
stitute[d] grave peril at least for the faith o� these young people.Ž Should he, 
the priest asked, deny the parents the sacraments until they relent?** �  e re-
spondent recommended •prudentŽ leadership instead. Once again, pastors 
had to be careful about o� ending wealthy Catholic families and potential con-
tributors to the church. Likewise, in cases where parents chose not to send 
their children to the Catholic school, Pope Leo XIII forbade the punishment 
o� withholding sacraments. Nevertheless, some clergy found this method 
both acceptable and e� ective.*+ �  e church had to keep in mind that Catholic 
girls and their families might be looking for the same opportunities in higher 
education, athletics, and eventually jobs that their upper- class non- Catholic 
peers enjoyed.

Considering internal pressure coming from the rapid expansion o� paro-
chial schools for the earlier school years and the lure o� non- Catholic col-
lege education on the latter end o�  the educational spectrum, Catholic aca-
demies found a schooling niche with the help o� their uniforms. Convent 
school girls, simply by appearance, could distinguish themselves from other 
everyday Catholics. Likewise, these privileged girls could enjoy an expanded 
curriculum as well and therefore enjoy at least a portion o� the •liberation 
o�  the scholarŽ while making a vestmentary statement about their •quali� ed 
brandŽ o� female emancipation. Girls in uniform would share the opportuni-
ties o� education and ideally direct their heightened intellect toward proper 
womanly pursuits as well as defense o� the Catholic faith.*< Eventually these 
preexisting academies would provide the •unobtrusivenessŽ that was so con-
venient when women religious decided either to add college courses to their 
academies• curriculums or to turn their academies into Catholic colleges for 
women without drawing the attention o� church leaders.*=

A � nal in% uence contributing to more uniformity in Catholic girls• cloth-
ing was simply that it was possible. Men•s apparel, with its simple lines, made 
a relatively quick transition to ready- made production. � e demand for uni-
forms during the Civil War accelerated tailors• willingness to adopt mass 
manufacturing for menswear. Women•s clothing was far more detailed, how-
ever, and its delicate fabrics did not lend themselves to manipulation by a 
sewing machine. Likewise, male tailors, who made the transition to ready- 
made � rst, did not initially make women•s clothing. Dresses were the pur-



School Uniforms�{ 9 7

view o� the dressmakers, who often employed seamstresses to complete their 
sewing tasks.*>

While the technology necessary to produce ready- made was available in the 
United States, and men had demonstrated the convenience and presentable-
ness o� ready- made clothes for decades, it was the e� orts o� clothing de-
signers and reformers that completed the shift to making clothing that was 
more e�  cient and suited to the purposes o� females. � is •rational clothingŽ 
could be ready- made, and the •new womanŽ who had to appear fresh and neat 
each day for work or college could wear a simple shirtwaist blouse and a dark 
skirt. Inexpensive simple blouses could be changed each day, while the skirt 
remained the same. It was the nearest female out� t to a man•s suit, and it re-
% ected women•s interest in enjoying similar or in some cases the same oppor-
tunities in education, employment, and society as men. Inspired by the popu-
lar illustrator Charles Dana and his Gibson Girl, young women embraced 
a •uniformishŽ look with their shirtwaist, dark skirt, and jacket. � erefore, 
women•s and girls• fashions gravitated toward both practicality and ready- 
made as the nineteenth century drew to a close.+@


� 	�	����� •���!Ž ��� �
������ ���� �

By the 1880s, students attending Maryville, a school run by the Society o�  the 
Sacred Heart, wore •long black cashmere uniforms with black alpaca aprons 
and white collars.Ž A decade later, the Maryville uniform had shifted to a 
•black wool skirt, wit h a black and white checked gingham blouse.Ž+" �  e 
Sisters o�  Charity opened Mount St. Vincent on- the- Hudson in 1847 with no 
mention o� a uniform, but they adopted one by the late nineteenth century. 
Girls wore the required combination o� dark dresses and removable white col-
lars. �  e Sisters o�  Charity likewise instructed girls to bring six linen collars,
•a black reception dress, and two dresses o� dark woolen texture, one winter 
balmoral; for summer: three dresses o� thin material, (one black); and a dark 
reception dress, one summer balmoral; three black aprons, (silk or alpaca);
for all pupils over nine years o� age; and six white aprons as high in the neck as 
their dress, for all pupils under nine years.Ž+# For the distribution day or end-
of- the- year ceremonies, Mount St. Vincent•s speci� ed, •a white French Lawn, 
or pure white Swiss Suit, plainly and neatly made, with high neck and long 
sleeves. No lace or ribbon trimmings, or train, allowed. One pair white hose;
one white corset cover, with high neck and hal� sleeves; white kid gloves, 
black boots; black ribbon for hair; all jewelry, except brooch and ear- rings 
prohibited.Ž+$ Notably, the Sisters o� Charity asked families to provide several 
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dresses for the year„the sisters no longer seemed to be accommodating non- 
tuition- paying students. � e children from working- class families now had 
the parochial schools, and the private academies could focus on promoting a 
greater sense o�  Catholic exclusivity and school identity. And i�  the sisters cul-
tivated a few vocations in the process o� educating their girls, then that was 
all the better for the sisters.

�  e Sisters o� St. Joseph in Philadelphia mandated a more exacting uni-
form by the late 1890s as well. Rather than the •mazarine blue, in the win-
ter and the pink delaine, with white body and black silk basque, in summerŽ 
required in 1864, Mount St. Joseph adopted identical black shirtwaists and 
black skirts (see � g. 9).+' � e brochure for students included a front and
back postcard picture o� the uniform as well as a sample o� the fabric the 
dressmaker should use. � e instructions stated, •Two dresses o� Black Serge-
Waist, three plaits front and three back, each two inches wide„Collar, three 
and a hal� inches wide.„Cu� , three and a hal� inches wide„Belt, two inches 
wide„Skirt, per fectly plain gathered into band.Ž � e instructions went on to 

Figure 9. Mount St. Joseph•s uniform, 1899.
Courtesy o� the Sisters o� St. Joseph Archive, 
Philadelphia, Pa.
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say, •Please follow Model and Sample o� Material exactly, otherwise Uniform 
must be returned for alterations.Ž+* �  e beheaded black dress in the photo-
graph rendered the model •facelessŽ; there was no individuality, which was 
one o� the goals o� the religious habit. Nevertheless, the tightly drawn waist 
and leg- of- mutton sleeves anchored the uniform in late- nineteenth- century 
contemporary fashion.

   Mount St. Joseph also provided instructions for the distribution or gradua-
tion attire:

White Serge Dress made exactly like Model. White kid gloves. White silk 
gloves for children 12 years o� age and under. One yard o� black velvet for 
hair, 2 inches wide. Plain black shoes or ties; black stockings

White Skirts, Aprons or Cu� s, are not to be worn; however white aprons 
are allowed to children under ten years o� age.

No Jewelry allowed except plain breast pin, small  ear rings, and watch with 
black guard, no chain.

Concerned over the girls• and families• desire for extravagant display at 
graduation, the sisters included a warning for the distribution garments: Vio-
lators risked forfeiting •Honors and Premiums.Ž

Mount St. Joseph•s instructions reveal a signi� cant consideration regard-
ing uniformity.++ It was a challenge to obtain ready- made women•s clothing 
at the turn o� the century, and therefore the more uniformity a school wanted, 
the more precise the directions would have to be„to the point o�  plait mea-
surements, fabric swatches, and designations about what could be worn at 
a speci� c age. In the near future many academies would turn to selling the 
desired uniform at the school or identifying a speci� c shop that made the 
uniform they had in mind. Greater uniformity re% ected the discipline that 
women religious sought to display on the outside and cultivate on the inside.
Likewise, the uniform normalized the idea o� a single dress style such as the 
solitary habit worn by the women religious.

Finally, another compelling consideration for a more overt commitment 
to a school uniform was the elevation o� sisters to women religious. Where 
sisters, historically, were often public, activist, and diocesan, Pope Leo XIII
invited them to •improve,Ž so to speak, their canonical status and become 
o�  cially •religious.Ž � e details o� religious life were di� erent from those o� 
lay life, and exactness o� behavior was certainly more closely associated with 
religious life. Nuns recited the Divine O�  ce each day, wore veils that indi-
cated their status as choir or lay, always traveled in pairs, removed themselves 
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from public access, and might have several other rules, depending on the 
order. � at this religious •promotionŽ might transfer over to the pupils o� the 
convent schools and elevate the students seems reasonable. � e days o� dis-
guising the habit were coming to an end; Rome elevated sisters to the level o� 
nuns; and the girls in the care o� the sisters would be the ladies o� society or 
the members o� the sisters• orders. Distinct uniforms encouraged an esprit de 
corps among the girls and linked the students to the religious status o� their 
teachers. �  e Sinsinawa Dominicans even included the students in their rule. 
•Nothing should be allowed the children,Ž explained the sisters• constitution, 
•either in their clothing or the furniture o� their apartments, which savors 
o� the spirit o� the world, but they must be formed to all virtue and modesty 
such as should reign in convents and among religious women, whose minds 
should be wholly turned away from secular vanity.Ž+< While the rule was spe-
ci� c to the Dominicans, it nonetheless could inform and, from the sisters• 
perspective, should permeate the values and culture o�  the school. Ultimately, 
although uniforms certainly disciplined the bodies o� Catholic school girls 
and supported the view that girls had a weakness for vanity, the sisters never-
theless distinguished their students and o� ered the girls a sense o� exclusive-
ness and even shared status with their religious educators.

	
��� ��� � � � �: ��	 �	�	� �� �� �� � � 

 �� ��	 � ���� �� � �	

�  e model o�  the Catholic convent schools o� ered both a problem and a 
solution for pastors who needed to both exert control over their parishioners 
and establish parochial schools. Father Carroll, a member o�  the Holy Cross 
Fathers from South Bend, Indiana, complained in his article •Equalizing o� 
ParishionersŽ that •our convent- educated girls who return to their parish 
after four or � ve years• absence at a fashionable Sisters• boarding school, will 
be found among those who prefer to be alone and therefore o� the select. It 
will be hard work to break down the snobbery o� caste, this pride o� posi-
tion, this unmannered aristocracy o� wealth.Ž+= A class o� elite young women 
in a patriarchal organization, the parish, could certainly present a challenge 
to the pastor, but i� one segment o�  Catholic students could be presented as 
•select,Ž could borrowing some o� the sisters• exclusive strategies render the 
same e� ect for Catholics students more broadly?

Rather than being discouraged at the girls• elitist behavior, another pas-
tor adopted their •selectŽ approach. An anonymous pastor wrote an article 
for the Ecclesiastical Review in 1919 explaining his parish•s •come back.Ž Trans-
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ferred from a thriving suburban parish, this pastor found himsel� in a city 
parish he called St. Clotille•s for anonymity. It was a run- down parish with few 
organizations, little lay participation, and a failing school. Parishioners fre-
quently tried to avoid going to mass there and attended other nearby Catholic 
churches instead. � e unnamed pastor successfully turned the parish around, 
however. He started various guilds for men, women, boys, and girls o� vari-
ous age groups in the parish. He assigned the Holy Name Society to look out 
for the delinquent boys and recruited the best seamstresses to make beautiful 
Gothic vestments and •exact dalmaticsŽ to beautify the liturgy. �  is pastor, 
like Father Carroll o� South Bend, identi� ed girls as the challenge to parish 
identity. He explained, •No matter what the parish there is sure to be foolish 
social distinctions, based sometimes on a mere formality, but, at that, it must 
be recognized. . . . A number o� girls o�  the parish o�  St. Clotille had been 
doing social work outside the parish and within the parish, in non- Catholic 
organizations.Ž+> •Doing social workŽ was likely code for working with non- 
Catholic organizations, such as settlement houses, that o� ered women op-
portunities to work outside the home. Assessing his obstacles and resources, 
the pastor o�  St. Clotille•s decided to address the presumable class and educa-
tional distinctions among the girls and also form an organization for them. 
Rather than a sodality, which was a popular devotional organization in many 
Catholic parishes, he preferred the medieval system o� guilds. He assigned 
the young women •visitation o� the sick, the making o� clothing for children 
. . . securing o� positions for the unemployed, and in short . . . doling out o� 
counsel and need.Ž<@ After � nding an especially well- trained and active young 
woman, he decided to pay her as a social worker for his parish.<"

�  e achievement the pastor was most proud of, however, was his school. 
He acquired an unused public school building, doubled the number o�  sisters
to teach, and put the students in uniforms. Shifting to the nickname •Miracle 
Parish,Ž he wrote,

Now the novelty o� the Miracle Parish begins in the school. It was evident 
that in a parish where children come from the poor and the rich, there 
would always be the problem o� competition in dress. Uniforms are bad for 
certain institutions because great uniformity in life already exists. But for 
other institutions, like a parish school, they are exceedingly good, because 
they give a needed uniformity which is helpful for the general unity that 
ought to be in every school. So the boys went into military uniforms and 
the girls in attractive, simple dresses which are called Peter �  ompsons. 
�  e children manifested great pride in their uniforms both on account o� 
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the novelty o� the departure and its attractiveness. Besides, it gave a � ne 
sense o� democracy to the youngsters to � nd that they were all dressed 
alike, and that no one knew who was poor or who was rich.<#

In addition, he found that the uniform curtailed misbehavior. He noted that 
•boys . . . from the Fifth Grade up, form a Junior Holy Name Society. �  ey are, 
o� course, a military organization and, fortunately, they always have had, as 
their director, a priest who had been a soldier or who, at least, had received a 
military training. �  e sense o� discipline brought about by a uniform and the 
natural respect that goes with it has almost put out o� use the word discipline. 
�  e pride in the school, as typi� ed in the uniform, has often stayed the im-
pulse toward roughness and lawlessness.Ž �  e pastor went on to claim that 
in three years there had only been two •serious infractions o� discipline that 
had to be dealt with.Ž<$ In 1919 the pastor o�  St. Clotille•s identi� ed the exis-
tence o� uniforms for students as a novel innovation. In a way it was. � e Peter 
�  ompson suit he adopted for girls had been popular as a •children•s wearŽ 
style for well over a decade, but the idea o� requiring it and exerting control 
over family clothing prerogatives was new, and so was the interpretation the 
pastor placed on the uniform. A century earlier, those whose freedom was 
curtailed wore uniforms. In 1919, uniforms had come to represent freedom.

Belle Case La Follette, wife o� Senator Robert M. La Follette, championed 
the Peter � ompson suit, among other simple styles for women. A su� rag-
ist and an attorney, La Follette saw the bene� ts utilitarian dress would bring 
to women as they ventured into newly open occupations. In a 1911 article, La 
Follette explained,

Tight � tting clothes call attention to form and sex, make corsets •indes-
pensibleŽ and maternity dreaded. . . . Today women•s occupations, no less
than men•s, call for dress that gives free use o� the body. It has always 
seemed to me that a modi� cation o�  the dress o�  young girls might be 
adapted to the use o� all womankind. It would not require any radical 
change nor con% ict with conventional ideas. � e middy blouse and skirt, 
the Peter �  ompson suit, the one- piece waist with skirt, allow variety and 
give good line with freedom o� action for all usual employment. . . . Girls 
permitted to adapt their dress to their work and their play will  grow up 
stronger in body, contented with their sex, and better balanced emotion-
ally. And though they fall into conventional faults as they reach young lady-
dom, certain ideas will  stay by them in selecting their own and their daugh-
ters• clothes. � is will have cumulative e� ect on succeeding generations. 
Progress in dress, as in politics is slow. We must have faith.<'
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While La Follette was more concerned with functionality o� dress for work 
than with modesty, she clearly overlapped with Catholics in associating women 
with •conventional faultsŽ and voicing support for limiting women•s attire.

A 1919 article in the Lewiston Daily o� Maine identi� ed regional support 
for adopting the Peter � ompson as the standard girls• uniform. •Practically 
all the girls• preparatory schools in Maine are backing a movement to curb 
school girls• needless extravagance in dress, by the adoption o� a uniform 
costume, the so- called •Peter � ompson• suit being most favored. � e plan 
was � rst advocated by President C. P. Quimby o� Westbrook Seminary and is 
gaining favor everywhere. Eventually, Maine school heads believe, some such 
dress as the •Peter � ompson• will be worn uniformly by all the school girls o� 
New England.Ž Uniforms on women and certainly on men had become a com-
mon sight during World War I, and women•s contributions to the war e� ort 
conveyed their interest in civic engagement as Congress debated the su� rage 
amendment. Once World War I was over, as well as the battle for women•s vot-
ing rights, women did not need uniformish clothing to be taken seriously or 
to assuage fears o� liberation, and the trend dissipated. Catholics, however, 
were ambivalent about the •New Woman,Ž her unchecked freedom, and her 
voting rights. � erefore, while reserved fashions such as the Peter � omp-
son faded in interest among the general populace, Catholic school adminis-
trators saw a trend worth retaining. As the pastor at St. Clotille•s suggested, 
uniforms symbolized the limits o� democracy, as in a prison or workhouse, 
but uniforms promoted bene� cial outcomes as well, such as strengthening 
collective identity. In the coming years, uniforms would catch on quickly in 
Catholic schools as a way to mute class di� erences as well as to unify, elevate, 
and control Catholic girls in particular.

�  e Peter � ompson suit was a type o� sailor suit for girls. A 1915 article in 
theHonolulu Star- Bulletin described the out� t in detail. •As you know, the •Peter 
�  ompson• suits have been the synonym for good taste in dress for girls from 
14…18 years old for many years,Ž the author explained. •Most o� the schools 
in the States for girls o� this age who use a uniform, use this style or a varia-
tion o� it. It is simple, comfortable and gives a well- dressed appearance. It is 
a one- piece sailor- suit, waist and skirt united by a common belt, wide sailor 
collar and cu� s o�  contrasting color with several rows o�  narrow tape. Simple 
skirts which may be gathered, plaited or plain, but never tight or skimpy.Ž<*
Interestingly, the Punahou mothers contemplated a uniform for the school, 
but in the end, they did not adopt it„t he mothers only discussed the merits 
o� this simple style. �  ey did note, however, that a related style, the middy 
blouse and skirt, was less appealing to teenage girls because the waist was 
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not gathered at all. � is middy blouse and skirt, which dropped straight and 
loosely over the waist, was another style adopted by the Catholic schools.

Children•s clothing designers based the middy (sometimes spelled •mid-
dieŽ) on the midshipman•s blouse worn by American sailors during the 
Spanish- American War and the Philippine- American War. � is foray into ex-
pansionism, with the help o� the U.S. Navy, popularized ready- made sailor or 
•middyŽ blouses. Easy to manufacture because o� its simple and boxy design, 
what once had been a garment reserved for men or girls• physical education 
classes, the middy blouse, became a standard feature in both required and 
optional school clothing for girls.

Girl Scouts continued to advance the popularity o� the middy blouse. A 
carryover from Great Britain, the Girl Scouts organization came to the United 
States in 1912 and quickly became known for its wholesome all- female ac-
tivities and service work. What made the Scouts identi� able, however, was 
their uniform, which was originally a hand- sewn blue middy blouse. Later, in 
1914, the blue blouse was replaced by a manufactured khaki middy blouse.<+
Despite the Scouts• lack o� direct association with Catholicism, the church 
surprisingly embraced the organization. In a mass celebrated for the Catho-
lic Girl Scouts at St. Patrick•s Cathedral, Cardinal Hayes extolled the virtues
o� modesty found among the Girl Scouts. •� ere is a modern tendency to be 
bold and forward,Ž he lamented, •but you will not � nd that among the Girl 
Scouts who follow the code o� their organization.Ž<<�  e Girl Scouts organi-
zation may have disagreed with Cardinal Hayes; nevertheless, by the 1920s the 
functionality o� the basic middy blouse had caught on and served as the •� rst 
phaseŽ o� Catholic uniforms for little girls.

� �	 ���	 � � �
� � ���
� 
�� �� � �	�
� ��� �� ��

Holy Child Jesus, a parochial grade school in Richmond Hills, New York, had 
all � rst- grade girls in middy blouses and ties by 1924. A few years later, par-
ishes in Philadelphia began to adopt the middy blouses for girls as well. St. 
Peter•s Church informed its parishioners in July 1927 that it had •come to the 
conclusion that uniformity o� dress is a desideratum in our school. �  is obtains 
in many schools o�  the diocese. Your hearty co- operation is needed to bring 
about this desired e� ect.Ž<=�  e next month•s issue o� the Parish Calendar once r
again returned to the issue o� school uniforms. Under the title •� e School 
Girls,Ž the author wrote, •As stated last month, we wish our school girls to 
be dressed uniformly. When school reopens, we shall make known what kind 
o� •uniform• is desired. Mothers and Fathers, we are deeply interested in the 
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proper training o� your children. Will you not co- operate with us in a measure 
which looks to the best interest o� your children, and which, by the way, will 
save you money?Ž<> Parents might have been wary o� the new requirement,
but the author attempted to satisfy any doubts by pointing out the � nancial 
bene� ts.

St. Edward•s Parish Monthly Calendar published a similar announcement, but 
in the form o� a directive. � e pastor stated, •Following a custom inaugu-
rated several years ago, all girls from the fourth to the eighth grade, will be 
attired in the regulation middy blouse and skirt. Absolutely no exception 
will be made to this ruling. � e uniform will be found far more economical 
than any other form o� dress. � e uniform may be purchased at the school 
at wholesale cost.Ž=@ �  e pastor o� St. Peter•s felt the need to remind parish-
ioners again in September that his goal was to adopt a uniform. He wrote, 
•We again wish to inform parents not to purchase any extra clothes for their 
girls who are to attend our school. We intend to do what so many others in 
di� erent cities are doing and which has everywhere met with approval o�  both 
parents and pupils, namely, we intend to have our children uniformly dressed 
in white middy blouses and blue skirt (Each class will  have its own color tie). 
We know that the plan will  meet your approval and cut down clothing ex-
penses.Ž=" �  ere would not be any dialogue about this decision. �  e pastor 
contended that the uniform had •everywhere met with approval,Ž and there-
fore it did not need to be debated.

�  e accessibility o�  ready- made clothing reduced the price o�  clothes, but 
it also increased the variety. Girls from fourth through eighth grade would 
likely be on their way to developing an attraction to the assortment o� a� ord-
able styles. �  us the pastor at St. Edward•s had concerns about •extra clothesŽ 
or all those new clothes he could not control. Nevertheless, he o� ered a less 
damning rationale for the uniform, which was that it would ultimately be 
less expensive for the parents. Catholic educators drew children closer to the 
world o� the clergy and religious who likewise sacri� ced consumer pleasure 
for the greater goal o� expressing spiritual values and religious a�  liation. 
Just like the religious habits and clericals, uniforms would be material aids to 
control the students while they ideally inspired respect and admiration from 
onlookers.

�  e contention that uniforms were a money- saving proposition was not 
universally accepted, however. While Catholic schools used budgeting as an 
argument for uniform adoption, the dioceses recognized that for some fami-
lies it could be an added expense. � e superintendent o� Catholic schools in 
Philadelphia, Father Edward M. Reilly, forbade the policy o� •forcing children



106 }�School Uniforms

to abide by a uniform dress code when it proved an additional expense for 
parents.Ž=# George Bendinger, founder o� Bendinger Brothers, a Philadelphia-
based uniform company, estimated that at the end o� World War II only about 
40 percent o� Catholic grade- school girls in Philadelphia dressed in uniforms, 
while all private and diocesan high school girls wore them.=$ � e students pic-
tured in � gure 10 are entering their parochial school on 2 September 1944.
None o� the children, even the girls farther back in the line, are wearing uni-
forms. In the distance, however, one can make out the faint image o� three 
high- school- age girls walking side by side. � ese girls appear to be uniformly 
dressed. Diocesan high schools were controlled by the bishop or cardinal 
and his superintendent o� schools, but pastors oversaw grade schools. � ese 
priests, along with the order o�  sisters who taught in the schools, decided 
whether uniforms would be required, and they were not supposed to man-
date uniforms i� expense was an issue. However, in all likelihood, a uniform 
could be •foundŽ for a needy girl i� the pastor and principal were inclined to 
adopt a dress code.

   Parochial schools had begun to be the primary feeders o� diocesan or cen-

Figure 10. Children entering parochial school, 1944. Courtesy o� Special Collections
Research Center, Temple University Libraries, Philadelphia, Pa.
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