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This article explores José Rizal’s Noli me tángere as a site and source of 

rumination on clothing’s historical significance in the Philippines in the late 

nineteenth century. The characters in the novel represented various social 

types, whose clothes contribute to our knowledge of nineteenth-century 

men’s and women’s clothing and to the role clothes played in colonial 

power relationships, status competition among natives, and gender politics. 

Clothes suggested a period of ferment when colonial divides were being 

blurred in part by intermarriages and upward social mobility. Through 

clothing, the novel also showed how female body parts were sexualized and 

subjected to the male gaze. 
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T
he purpose of this article is to offer a historical analysis of 
clothing and gender in José Rizal’s Noli me tángere. It seeks 
to answer how the references to clothing that Rizal made 
reflected gender relations during that period. To understand 
Rizal’s perspective on gender, I turn to the clothes worn and 

used by different characters in the novel and to how they discussed clothing. 
In other words, what was the meaning of the clothes with which Rizal 
chose to garb his characters, and how were clothes discussed in relation 
to the social and cultural constructions of masculinity and femininity? To 
understand the clothed characters, I turn to Rizal’s own experiences with 
clothing as glimpsed through his letters. His correspondences provide 
insights on what the role or value of clothing was for him; what he knew 
about textiles; what his ideas were on the link between clothes and gender 
roles, self-presentation, mental health, and so on.

This article has two main parts. The first establishes the role of clothing 
in fiction as well as the link between the Noli and the colonial, clothing, 
social, and gender contexts of Rizal’s time. The second part discusses 
clothing in the novel from the perspective of gender issues, in particular, the 
agency of women and masculinity. 

Clothes in History and in Fiction
Scholars have long studied the historical connection between fashion 
and gender issues. In Fashion, George Simmel (1957, 551) considers the 
social and gendered aspect of clothing, which he says provides women 
“sufficient vent” to compensate for being denied status based on professional 
attainment, especially in societies where education and the traditional 
avenues of power—church, politics, and law1—favor men over women. 
Joanne Entwistle (2000, 141–43) points out that clothing is one way by 
which gender is constructed culturally. Asserting that clothing is used to 
create gender distinction, Ruth Rubinstein (1995, 83) also notes that “men 
wear class-conscious attire that reflects their standing in the wider social 
sphere,” while women’s attires are meant to render them “attractive to men.” 
Philippe Perrot’s (1994) Fashioning the Bourgeoisie: A History of Clothing in 
the Nineteenth Century discusses gendered differences in fashion specifically 
in the chapters on “The Imperatives of Propriety” and “Invisible Clothing.”

Apart from clothing in history, another type of scholarly investigation 
has focused on clothing in literature, emphasizing that works of fiction have 

long used clothing to introduce, identify, and distinguish characters. In the 
absence of visual images in literature, what is worth examining is how the 
author of a novel creates gender distinctions through descriptions of clothing 
and even provides insights into the hierarchy and seductive principles that 
govern male and female clothing habits.

An analysis of gender and clothing in a work of historical fiction requires 
looking at how Ma. Katherine Stubbs (1998) contextualized clothing in 
the novels of Anzia Yezierska. Stubbs analyzed the relationship between 
Yezierska’s background and experience as a Russian Jewish immigrant in 
America and the different functions of clothes for men and women in her 
novels. Stubbs pointed out that in Yezierska’s (1999) novel Salome of the 
Tenements, first published in 1923, Sonya, a Jew who borrows clothes to 
pursue a man, reflects the fears and perceptions of late–nineteenth-century 
American society. The affluent feared young working women, who were 
viewed as sexually and morally loose for dressing above their station in order 
to ensnare men from a higher social class. 

French historian Daniel Roche (1996, 409) argues that newspapers, 
periodicals, fashion magazines as well as works of fiction all provide evidence 
of the culture of clothing. The value of studying the role of clothes in fiction 
or imagined clothes on invented people cannot be discounted especially 
because literary works often mirror social realities (cf. Arcilla 2011, 113). 
In particular, Roche’s (1996, 403) insights address how to analyze clothing 
in fiction using the lens of gender. For instance, he notes how the culture 
of frivolity is often linked to the feminine and how clothes can be both an 
instrument of modesty as well as a tool for seduction. Analyzing clothes in 
the novel helps present the social artifices of the age, invites critiques of 
colonial dressing, and provides insights on gendered differences in matters 
of propriety. However, such a thematic reading of a work of fiction is not 
without its challenges, among them interpreting personal clothing in the 
context of the collective, identifying sartorial signs of a society of which year 
or decade, dating entire ensembles vis-à-vis dating individual garment pieces, 
and the like. Roche (ibid., 406) also argues that “what matters is to perceive 
the typical response which the novelist seeks to produce in the reader, and 
to understand the gulfs created between actual practices and fictional acts, 
that is, how an unreal object can have a far from imaginary projection on 
reality.” This implies that the deployment of clothing as a narrative device 
does not always mirror social realities, for at times this strategy depends on 
the response the novelist hopes to generate from the readers. 
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Thus, Roche (ibid., 406, 403) underscores that there is no “need to specify 
precise margins to our enquiry,” and we must accept that there is a “lack of 
any simple and straightforward way of interpreting the clothes themselves.” 
Instead, studying clothing in a novel boils down to an appreciation of 
how “images of society are revealed through the manipulation of clothing 
symbolics in the practices described and transformed by the literarity of the 
novel” (ibid., 403).

Sartorially Deciphering Noli me tángere
In the over 130 years since Noli me tángere was written, there have been 
many scholarly studies on the novel, such as those by Nick Joaquin (2017), 
Caroline Hau (2011, 2016, 2017), and Ambeth Ocampo (1990, 2012), all 
of which have attested to the wide range of viewpoints from which the novel 
can be seen. In Why Counting Counts, Benedict Anderson (2008) has made 
us aware of the importance of counting the racial and political terms used in 
the novel to better understand Rizal’s political awareness. In the perceptive 
and lucid Understanding the Noli and the “Vulgar Mesticillo’s Novel,” José 
Arcilla (1988b, 2011) has looked at the symbolic value of the characters’ 
names. Although many excellent analyses of the Noli have appeared, there 
has been no thorough attempt to read it by looking at its sartorial aspects. 
Thus, this study seeks to probe deeper into how Rizal “dressed” his message.

This study, therefore, attempts to fill in the knowledge gap by exploring 
the meanings behind the characters’ clothing and appearance using an 
interdisciplinary framework anchored in historical, gender, and literary 
studies. This study reads the sartorial details in Noli me tángere vis-à-vis 
the history of clothing and gender relations in the nineteenth-century 
Philippines, which can be reconstructed using primary documents such as 
Rizal’s correspondences, contemporaneous travel accounts and periodicals, 
and other texts. By following this approach, this study examines how Rizal 
gendered his characters in the Noli through clothing. It is based on the 
premise that what the characters wore were not just details that enhanced 
dramatic content but also connoted their masculinity or femininity as 
well as their status in society. In showing the superficiality of colonial 
society through his commentary on the physical appearances and material 
possessions of characters in the novel, Rizal invited readers to infer the traits 
of the characters based not just on their thoughts and actions but also on 
their external attributes, such as skin color and clothes. Clearly, he was 

conscious of the social meanings behind clothing habits in the late Spanish 
colonial era.

The repeated mention of clothing materials such as silk, guingón 
(dungaree) as well as piña and jusi (also categorized as tejidos transparentes 
or transparent fabrics) throughout the Noli shows that Rizal was cognizant 
of the different kinds of textiles as well as the varying qualities and strengths 
of clothing materials. He was aware of the specific uses of certain materials 
(e.g., what types of cloth were for upper or lower garments) and the social 
meanings of certain color combinations (e.g., how prostitutes often used 
yellow or green lower garments and blue upper garments). In his letters 
written to his family from Dapitan, Zamboanga, where he had been exiled, 
Rizal (1959, 444, 496) sent sinamay to his sisters or requested for specific 
fabrics like dimity (for clothes for himself), cañamo (hemp, for the clothes of 
his nephews), and percale “of good color” (which his girlfriend could make 
into skirts). At some point, he even made a “small business” selling cloth 
for pants, prompting him to request his family to send him more “cloth like 
that quality or better” (ibid., 472). It is also worth noting that Rizal knew the 
gender dimensions of cloths and clothing. The cloth he needed for his pants 
was not necessarily the type of cloth his girlfriend needed for her skirt; good 
color for women’s skirt might be ill-suited for men’s lower garments; cañamo 
might be appropriate for clothes of nephews but not of nieces.

To understand why Rizal clothed his characters the way he did, it is 
important to study Rizal’s objectives for writing the Noli. Conceived to be 
an examination of racism, friar abuses, and legal and social inequalities in 
the colony during his time, the novel was meant to awaken readers to the 
colonial society’s ills, many of which he experienced growing up (Rizal 
2011b, 321). Rizal explained that the Noli contained “things that nobody in 
our country has spoken of until the present. . . . I have described the social 
condition, the life there, our beliefs, our hopes, our desires, our complaints, 
our sorrows . . . The incidents I relate are all true and they happened.”2 He 
understood that literature could be a powerful propaganda tool: “I wrote the 
Noli me tángere to stir the patriotism of my countrymen,” he wrote to fellow 
ilustrado Marcelo del Pilar in 1888 (ibid., 252).

The Noli being a social novel,3 it is not surprising that the scenes and 
characters in the novel paralleled many of the happenings and people in 
real life (ibid., 60), something that Rizal’s contemporaries noted, such as 
in Antonio Regidor’s letter of 23 May 1887 to Rizal (ibid., 110–11). Thus, 
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this study requires not only a close reading of a work of fiction but also a 
historical reconstruction of the social context in which Rizal wrote. The 
latter entails analyzing Rizal’s values and mindset as he expressed himself 
through his letters at around the time he wrote his novels, i.e., from the 
1880s to the 1890s. In so doing, I draw parallelisms between the “inner 
world” the characters inhabited and the “outer world” of Rizal. Rizal’s 
dissection of colonial society’s malaise was apparent in the way he depicted 
artificiality and superficiality as he commented on things, homes, clothes, 
and appearances in the novel. Rizal invited readers to infer qualities from 
the characters’ thoughts, actions, physical appearance (e.g., skin color and 
clothing) as well as dialogues, reactions, and interactions with the other 
characters.

However, one must also note that, because the novel satirized the colony’s 
pitiful condition,4 it is important to be mindful of Rizal’s exaggerations and 
half-truths. For example, a minor character, Andong, a coconut pruner and 
servant, was brought to the capital and shot by the guardia civil, only because 
he had a new pair of underpants (nuevos calzones) (Rizal 2011c, 630–31). 
Capitana Tinchang expressed trepidation over the possibility of arrest for 
her possession of The Times, which she claimed she only used to “wrap up 
soaps and old clothes” (ibid., 644–45). Regardless of the political and social 
positions they seemed to be enjoying, both rich and poor Filipinos were not 
spared from the fear and arbitrary arrests that Rizal sought to highlight by 
exaggerating death or detainments made simply because of a new pair of 
underpants or possession of a single, European newspaper. The concerns of 
the novel’s characters paralleled those of Rizal and the other reformists, who 
were writing to each other about the arrests, the burning of prohibited books, 
and people’s avoidance of the Noli as consequences of its publication.

Moreover, reading the Noli in its original Spanish5 is imperative because 
translations tend to leave out details about clothing. For instance, Charles 
E. Derbyshire’s English translation (Rizal 1912) used the phrase “native 
costume” to denote what Rizal itemized in the original text as la saya de 
seda y la camisa de piña (silk skirt and piña camisa) (Rizal 2011c, 466–67). 
Similarly, Derbyshire’s translation described Don Santiago de los Santos, 
more popularly known as Capitán Tiago, as in “full dress,” while the original 
Spanish text stated only that he was de frac (in frock coat). Also, translators 
tended to mention ensembles rather than identify their individual parts. For 
example, the term traje de mestiza, which appeared in the Noli, must be 

understood as a sum of three separate elements: camisa, pañuelo, and saya 
suelta.6

Noli me tángere, Clothing, and the Colonial Context
A subversive novel (Joaquin 2017, 67) that relies heavily on irony and parody 
(Arcilla 2011, 116), Noli me tángere follows a cast of characters living in the 
last quarter of the nineteenth-century Philippines under Spanish colonial 
administration.7 Set in both cosmopolitan Manila and the town of San Diego, 
described as “a kind of Rome in a scale of nipa and bamboo” (Rizal 1912, 76, 
77–78), the Noli provided a critical sociopolitical history of the Philippines 
under Spain. That era, marked for its economic prosperity, the rise of an 
educated native elite8 alongside the arrival of a new breed of opportunistic, 
rather than heroic, peninsulars (Joaquin 2017, 6), was muddled with various 
social ills from censorships and abuses by the friars and the Guardia Civil to 
various forms of racial prejudices.

The story revolved around the young Crisostomo Ibarra,9 who, after 
seven years of study in Europe, comes back to the Philippines to reunite with 
his betrothed, the beautiful heiress, Maria Clara de los Santos. It opened with 
scenes of a welcome party for the returning Ibarra: “like an electric shock, 
the announcement ran through the world of parasites, bores and hangers-on. 
Some looked at once for shoe-polish, others for buttons and cravats” (Rizal 
2011c, 4). Such events in the Noli were “full of pretense and empty show . . . 
loud and meaningless and have all the air of putting up appearances.”10

Ibarra soon discovered the circumstances of his father’s death. Don 
Rafael Ibarra, once the richest man in the province in “whose veins yet 
flowed the generous blood of Spain,” was so envied and hated that enemies 
rose up against him from different directions, including curates and other 
Spaniards. A Spanish lieutenant explained to Ibarra that “everything served 
as an accusation, even the fact that he, a descendant of peninsulars, wore a 
camisa” (ibid., 44). From the perspective of Spaniards, a peninsular in camisa, 
even of Rafael’s standing, was problematic and viewed as a form of social 
disobedience or, worse, as an act of subversion, especially at a time when 
cultural resistance or cultural nationalism found expressions in clothing. 
Clothing oneself, after all, is both an act of differentiation and a form of 
cooperation (Perrot 1994, 8; Simmel 1957, 543). A camisa on a peninsular 
set Rafael apart from fellow Spaniards and insinuated his alignment with 
those seeking reforms, demonstrating what Jennifer Craik (1994, 23, 29) and 
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Jukka Gronow (1993, 91) noted about clothing’s subversive qualities and 
revolutionary nature.

In the Noli, as well as in its sequel, El Filibusterismo, Rizal (1891) 
developed some of the characters’ identities through various social markers, 
such as gender, race, class, age, and occupation (or the lack thereof), and 
enhanced them with descriptions of clothing and appearance. In depicting 
people scrambling for clothes and related items before a social event, 
Rizal exemplified the representative and social function of clothing and 
appearance while bringing to light their link with the social competition 
of the age (Roche 1996, 402; Gronow 1993, 89, 95). The characters were 
conscious of the image they projected through the clothes and accessories 
they wore. For example, Capitán Tiago’s frequent use of a frock coat reflected 
how he did “not consider himself an indio [native]” (Rizal 2011c, 308–10). 
Many wanted to befriend this man perspiring under his frock coat, including 
Capitán Tinong, whose imperious wife, Capitana Tinchang, insisted that 
they should befriend Tiago because they ought to have friends only among 
the wealthy (ibid., 638).

Writing in 1875 about the Philippine population at large, Dutch colonial 
administrator from nearby Java, J. A. B. Wiselius (2016, 14) commented on 
how “one should not take the apparent civilized behavior too seriously. What 
one sees are the customs and behavior of emancipated children, cosseted 
by an unwise government that gives importance to outward appearances 
and spoiled by a crowd of ignorant clergymen.”11 Sharing similar views with 
Wiselius, Rizal hoped, through his novels, to show his own people that they 
had become too susceptible to colonialism’s corrupting influence, which 
made them value outward appearances. For example, walking around the 
dusty and unpaved streets of Manila in a silk gown with a train to “impress 
the provincials and make them realize what a distance intervened between 
them and her sacred person” (Rizal 2011c, 516–17), the Noli described 
Doña Victorina as one who got upset when people looked away rather than 
admired her luxurious costume (su lujoso traje).

Rizal (1912, 326–27) created and clothed the character of Victorina, an 
“andalusized” native said to be more Spanish than Augustina of Saragossa, 
to show his own people that they had developed prejudices similar to those 
of their colonizers. Before her marriage to Don Tiburcio, a lame peninsular 
posing as a physician, she was dressed in the “native costume” common 
in the late–nineteenth-century Philippines, which Rizal described as a silk 

skirt with piña camisa (la saya de seda y la camisa de piña).12 Victorina 
shunned many of her native suitors in hopes of marrying a Spaniard or a 
European, who she thought belonged to a higher rank in society. After her 
marriage, she cast off her native attire and started dressing in traje europeo or 
European-style garments (Rizal 2011c, 466–67). To complement her attire, 
she replaced the simple Filipino coiffure of chignon with false frizzes (fig. 
1). Characterizing what Roche (1996, 424) termed as “colonialism of dress,” 
referring to how the colonized recognized and adopted the superiority of 
Western forms of clothing, Doña Victorina’s transition from being single to 
married led not only to changes in her clothing but to the total hispanization 
of her ways, a new status reflected in her sarcastic question to her peninsular 
husband, “we are Indians, perhaps?” (Rizal 1912, 367).

Colonial Power Differentials in Clothing
The nineteenth-century Manila that Rizal (2011c, 82) described in the 
Noli consisted of every class of people (toda clase de personas)—Europeans, 
Chinese, natives—the three main groups which he pointed out to be each 

Fig. 1. Don Tiburcio and Doña Victorina de Espadaña: 

Juan Luna’s illustration for Noli me tángere

Source: Rizal 1933
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attired “in his own peculiar costume.” The three racial groups that swarmed 
the streets in the novel’s fiestas dressed in their respective styles: the European 
style or traje europeo, the costumes of the country or traje del país (“vestido 
como los naturales del país” as Rizal [2011c, 296–97] wrote in the original), 
and the Chinese style. Each of these three styles also had variations based 
on gender.

The traje del país that native men wore during Rizal’s time consisted 
of a baro or camisa, which was made distinctive by the use of sheer or 
transparent fabric (tejidos transparentes), loosely referred to at various times 
in the novel’s English translation as gauze. Wealthier men tended to use 
jusi and piña on special occasions and sinamay on ordinary days. Capitán 
Tinong, who was described as “dressed in the fashion of the natives of the 
country, with diamond studs in his shirt-bosom” (vestido como los naturales 
del país, con botones de brillantes en la pechera), was distinguished from 
Tiago, who was repeatedly described as dressed in Western frock (ibid., 26). 
Disparities in clothing between Tinong and Tiago, both members of the 
local political elite (principalía), showed the expansion of men’s wardrobe 
in the late nineteenth century to accommodate both Philippine and Western 
styles and their variations in terms of textile quality, embroidery, and overall 
workmanship.13 

Traje europeo also varied depending on work and occasion. Officials 
and employees of the province, usually men, were revealed in the novel 
to be “recognizable by their European garments” (ibid., 300–301). In the 
novel, characters exhibiting power were recognizable because of their 
preference for this kind of style, as personified by Capitán Tiago (ibid., 54), 
the archetype of the Spanish-speaking patrician politician, a former town 
chief (gobernadorcillo) and one of the wealthiest landlords in Binondo (Rizal 
1912, 43–44).

Gobernadorcillos in the Philippines were identifiable by their frock 
coats and high hats—impractical to wear in a tropical climate but potent 
symbols of political affiliation—and by their tasseled cane, another 
“emblem of their office” (ibid., 130). In the Noli, nothing was said about 
the type of shirt worn under the frock coat, although the upper garments 
of nineteenth-century gobernadorcillos were commonly made up of sheer 
baro, layered with a frock coat. Álvarez (1887, 308), the governor (alcalde) 
of the Bicol provinces, discussed how the frock was as indispensable for the 
gobernadorcillo as the top hat, cane, and ruffled shirt. He also mentioned that 

the first order of business of an elected gobernadorcillo was to be outfitted 
in a frock coat by the sastre municipal, a tailor experienced in the types and 
weight of fabrics, cut, and dimensions involved in making customized frock 
coats appropriate for the gobernadorcillos of Manila. Gobernadorcillos often 
bought frock coats for themselves, while top hats were usually bequeathed by 
preceding gobernadorcillos, and shirts and canes were typically presented by 
constituents, all of which were conditional upon assumption of office (ibid.). 

In the Noli, Tiago did often wear trajes de etiqueta or the official attire 
of the gobernadorcillo. And to further highlight the link between political 
power and clothing through Tiago’s character, Rizal (2011c, 8–9) described 
him as one who wanted to immortalize himself in a large, oil painting that 
the author described thus:

 
Allá hay un grande retrato al óleo de un hombre bonito, de frac, tieso, 
recto, simétrico como el bastón de borlas que lleva entre sus rígodos 
dedos cubiertos de anillos; el retrato parece decir: mirad cuánto llevo 
puesto y qué serio estoy!

Here [in the sala], hanging on the wall is an oil-painting of a handsome 
man in full dress, rigid, erect, straight as the tasseled cane he holds in 
his stiff, ring-covered fingers—the whole seeming to say, “Ahem, see 
how well dressed and how dignified I am!” (Rizal 1912, 4)

Note that Derbyshire’s translation of Rizal’s “de frac” as “in full dress”14 is 
a composite of several elements that formed the trajes de etiqueta (Álvarez 
1887, 308).

Other colonial officials were also recognizable through their clothing, 
including the gala attire (vestida de gran gala) of officers and the uniforms 
of members of meritorious corps (uniforme del benemérito cuerpo), both of 
which were distinct from civilian clothes (de paisano) (Rizal 2011c, 328–29, 
504–5). The Noli also showed these differences in various parts of the novel.

In a church scene, Rizal depicted a Spanish alcalde wearing a vestida 
de gran gala, displaying the cordon of Carlos III, with four or five other 
decorations (ibid., 328–29). For a Spanish alcalde, whose status in colonial 
society was beyond question, an abundance of cordons worn as accessories 
across the chest in addition to the four or five decorations he was already 
wearing would have been unnecessary; nonetheless, they served as “barrier 
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and standard” that revealed his superior position (Perrot 1994, 129). 
However, Rizal used the said scene to ridicule the official as “the people did 
not recognize him, they thought he was a civil guard dressed as a comedian” 
(Rizal 2011c, 328–29).

Rizal’s ironic take on officials’ attire could also be seen in how he 
described members of the Guardia Civil. In describing a Sunday cockfight, 
he depicted them as neither dressed “in the uniform of that meritorious 
corps” nor in “civilian costume”: 

Members of the Civil Guard move about in the crowd. They are not 
dressed in the uniform of the meritorious corps, but neither are they 
in civilian costume (de paisano). Trousers of guingón with a red stripe, 
a camisa stained blue from the faded blouse (camisa manchada de 
azul de la blusa desteñida), and a service cap, make up their costume, 
in keeping with their deportment (he aquí el disfraz en armonía con 
su comportamiento); they make bets and keep watch, they raise 
disturbances and talk of keeping the peace. (ibid., 504–5)

When Rizal enumerated the composition of their attire in relation to their 
misleading functions, he used the Spanish term disfraz, which translates to 
either costume or disguise. Although their guingón15 trousers and service caps 
were commonly part of military or naval uniforms at that time, their stained 
camisas were unbefitting as uniform of a “meritorious corps.” Rizal’s use of 
the word disfraz must be considered further in relation to another chapter, in 
which Padre Salvi requested the alferez for cuatro guardias disfrazados (ibid., 
586–87), which Derbyshire translated as four guards in plain clothes (Rizal 
1912, 416). Military uniforms were traditionally associated with authority 
and were used to invoke both intimidation and order. Specific requests for 
guards in plain clothes adjured both discretion and disguise. Rizal’s use of 
disfraz and disfrazados to denote disguise must be viewed in the context of 
the Guardia Civil’s role of being somewhere in between raising disturbances 
and keeping the peace. Their “anonymous” clothing enabled the Guardia 
Civil to mask or conceal their ambiguous functions on cockfight Sundays.

It was also through his description of scenes in cockpits in the Noli 
that Rizal was able to distinguish the powerful from the powerless through 
clothing: “Some go very well-dressed (muy bien vestidos), surrounded and 
followed by the partisans of their champions; others who are dirty (sucios) 

and bear the imprint of vice on their squalid features anxiously follow the 
movements of the rich to note the bets” (Rizal 2011c, 502–3). 

In the novel, it was the well-dressed who commanded the attention 
of the poor and who the crowd emulated and envied. Crisostomo Ibarra, 
despite being in mourning clothes (vestido de riguroso luto, traje de luto, 
or traje negro) throughout the novel, was featured on the front page of a 
reputable newspaper in Manila with the words “Imitate him!” (Rizal 1912, 
210–21). In one provincial fiesta in San Diego, as younger Manila boys 
observed him from afar, they carefully studied the fine details that made this 
Filipino Spaniard worthy of being imitated. As a handsome young brown 
mestizo (Hau 2011, 21) whose appearance often created a stir, Ibarra was 
both envied and accepted as a member of a set or group (Simmel 1957, 
548). In scrutinizing how his cravat was tied, what type of collar he was 
sporting, and how many buttons his overcoat or vest had (Rizal 1912, 208–
10), the younger boys were observing how to blend in and at the same time 
stand out through one’s clothes. Simmel (1957, 551, 558) considered these 
boys’ behavior to exhibit tendencies toward imitation and distinction as two 
countertendencies that might relieve imitators of responsibility for their 
tastes and clothing choices. 

But, as satires often use humor and exaggeration at the expense of the 
pretentious or ambitious, those who are well-dressed can also be depicted 
as poseurs. Doña Victorina, who “disturbs the peace of all the quiet 
neighborhoods with her gowns, which fitted her marvelously ill,” embodies 
the parodied well-dressed (Rizal 2011c, 466). Through her character, 
Rizal shrewdly signifies the opposition between well- and badly dressed, 
demonstrating his repertoire of sartorial observations, ideas, and indicators 
to distinguish the wealthy from the upstart. 

In this regard, Capitana Tinchang represents an interesting character 
study. Comments about Capitana Tinchang such as her being “stingy but 
always covered in diamonds and like a walking showcase to attract attention 
instead of buying a fashion plate or paying a dressmaker,” imply her financial 
capacity to afford diamonds (ibid., 646). Her thrift, however, denied her of 
clothes with customized fit that the countless costureras and sastres from 
Paco and Tondo could have executed easily for her (Un Solteron 1877, 
5–6). Mention of fashion plates typically found in both local and imported 
women’s magazines of that time conveys that illustrations of current fashion 
in clothes, along with embroidery patterns and features of fashionable 
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women, play a role in propagating images or stereotypes of chic women of 
Tinchang’s class. Furthermore, her overloading herself with diamonds to the 
point of looking like a walking showcase reveals hierarchies in individual 
acquisition of symbols (e.g., of wealth, class, and so on) and the varied ways 
of displaying wealth; it also provides additional insights on how clothing and 
adornments function. In Tinchang’s hierarchy, jewelry takes precedence 
over clothes, underscoring the ancillary function of dense jewelry: to divert 
attention away from ill-fitting clothes.

It was also rumored that Tinchang gave the captain general a ring worth 
₱1,000 as a Christmas gift, even if Christmas was still a month away (Rizal 
2011c, 646–47). Other characters suspected that, since no return favor was 
asked, she might be either preventing an investigation or confessing guilt. 
Tinchang’s acquisition preferences and deployment of prestige commodities 
suggested that jewelry could effect what clothes could not, i.e, to serve as 
contingency to meet extraordinary expenses (Pereira 1940, 78–79).

Clothing and Gender
Both traje europeo and traje del país had variants for men and women. In 
this section, I analyze the gender politics of clothing that the Noli articulated 
by focusing on the meanings underlying the attire of women characters in 
comparison with how women dressed themselves in the nineteenth-century 
Philippines.

Women in traje europeo typically would be portrayed in, depending 
on the occasion, close-fitting suits and loose, shirred, or bustle skirt. Unlike 
Philippine native women whose hair were characteristically tied in a 
chignon, the hair of women in traje europeo were often worn loose, frizzed, 
or covered with a hat. The attire of some Spanish women (vestidas de batas) 
were more of robes, which were rather inappropriate in social gatherings.16 
In the Noli women’s clothes, when combined with other markers like choice 
of words and actions, led the narrator to remark, almost in a mocking way, 
that “the men, like the women, showed in their faces their education and 
origin” (Rizal 2011c, 644–45).

Meanwhile, Doña Victorina’s mention of a corset, an element of 
traje europeo that she claimed to but did not actually wear, revealed the 
incoherence of her thoughts and appearance as well as the absurdity of her 
assertions, such as when she exclaimed to her husband, “If you weren’t lame 
you’d even step on my corset!” Then the narrator said, “And she did not wear 
any!” (ibid., 480).

A survey of ads that appeared in Manila Alegre in 1885 and 1886 showed 
that corsets and other articles of European apparel, which were unsuitable 
to the tropical climate, were indeed available in Manila.17 However, corsets 
were used mainly as part of evening wear, typically for formal balls that 
followed European dress codes.

Doña Victorina’s use of elements of the traje europeo—silk gowns; hats 
with huge, half-crushed parrots; and, professedly, corsets—during daytime 
to walk around the dusty streets of Escolta was incompatible with the 
nuanced associations that society women made between clothing, time of 
day, and location. A native woman in complicated sartorial arrangements in 
the middle of the day looked anxious to gain social prestige and would be 
oblivious to the subtle contrivances of vestimentary propriety. Overloading 
herself with symbols of race and class compensated for her lack of racial and 
social legitimacy. She was a parody substantially because her clothing and 
adornments were compensatory.

Notions of gendered clothing were also reflected in the novel through 
Rizal’s depiction of the traje del país. Examples of clothing terms specific 
to women were “garments of the daughters of the Philippines” (trajes de las 
hijas de filipinas) (Rizal 2011c, 48) and the mestiza gown (traje de mestiza) 
(ibid., 312–13, 725 n. 4). To understand the differences between the two, let 
us turn to Rizal’s own experience of attending a masquerade ball at a theater 
in Granada, Spain, where he identified women’s traje del país as made up 
of three or four elements: jusi camisa, piña pañuelo, and bright skirts, worn 
variably with or without tapis (overskirt). Writing to his parents and siblings 
from Madrid on 17 January 1883, Rizal observed:

Anoche hubo un baile de máscaras en la Alhambra y fuí en compañía 
de otros paisanos. Allí vimos (y llamaron la atención de todo el teatro) 
tres jóvenes vestidas elegantemente a la filipina: dos de saya suelta 
y una de tapis: aunque yo supongo que no los sabían llevar tan bien 
como las verdaderas hijas de Malate, Ermita, Sta. Cruz y Binondo, 
pues dos de ellas eran solamente las filipinas, no obstante esto nos 
parecieron divinas y elegantes. Iban arrastrando sus lucientes sayas 
de encarnado y blanco, amarillo y blanco, morado y blanco, camisas de 
jusi, y pañuelos de piña que todo el mundo se fijaba en ellas. Muchos 
sin duda alguna no comprendían que traje era aquel si era ruso o 
canadiense. (Rizal 1961, 82)
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There we saw (and these called the attention of all in the theater) three 
young women dressed elegantly in the Filipino way: one with tapis and 
the two without; although I suppose they did not know how to wear 
them as well as the real daughters of Malate, Ermita, Sta. Cruz and 
Binondo, for only two of them were Filipina, nevertheless they seemed 
to us divine and elegant. They went around dragging bright skirts, deep 
red and white, yellow and white, violet and white, jusi blouse and piña 
cloth neckwear, so that everybody was looking at them. Without any 
doubt whatever, many did not know what dress it was, whether it was 
Russian or Canadian. (Rizal 1959, 67)

Referring to the three women in the collective, Rizal commented on 
how women who dressed “in the Filipino way” looked elegant regardless 
of whether they were wearing any tapis or not. In saying that these women 
abroad, even if two of them were Filipina, “did not know how to wear them 
as well as the real daughters of Malate, Ermita, Sta. Cruz and Binondo,” he 
highlighted how distance from the Philippines removed those women from 
knowing the latest, nuanced ways of wearing the tapis, such as where and 
how to tie them or how long they should be relative to the saya, what indias 
and mestizas back home associated the tapis with, and so on. He also alluded 
to specific shopping districts where people could see what were available in 
the market and observe how the fashionable were dressed. Moreover, for 
reasons similar to why men dressed the “Filipino way” while in Spain, for 
occasions like masquerade balls or festivals, Filipinas distinguished festive 
from everyday clothes and traje del país from traje europeo. Rizal also 
called attention to the fact that, while people outside the Philippines were 
fascinated by the Filipino dress, they were generally not familiar with it, 
confusing it with Russian or Canadian.

The use or nonuse of tapis is central to questions of how the traje de 
mestiza is different from the traje de hijas de filipinas. The tapis can be 
seen as what Perrot (1994, 3) terms as a “secondary” marker that was used 
to address the growing homogeneity of clothing. Collectively, from 1850 
onward, local inhabitants, regardless of race and wealth, began to dress in 
similar styles (Coo 2019, 262–64 ). There seemed to be a common language, 
mainly among the rich and the poor and to a lesser extent among women 
from the different provinces, given that Manila stores opened branches in, 

for example, Iloilo (cf. fig. 2)—producing clothing styles that were made 
up of the same basic types of garments (baro, saya, and so on). Individually, 
however, people sought to distinguish themselves from others. On closer 
inspection, differences could be found in the quality of textile, workmanship, 
embellishments, and other secondary markers.

Vicente Barrántes (2010, 56) claimed that the tapis is the india’s 
distinctive piece of garment and that mestizas (most likely referring to 
Spanish mestizas) did not use them, “not even by accident or as a joke.” He 
added further that “no one knows what law or primitive custom transformed 
the tapis into the artificial border between the two races” (ibid.).18 In saying 
that mestizas did not use the tapis, Barrántes’s account suggested that the 
traje de mestiza was worn without the tapis and that the tapis served to 
demarcate between indias and mestizas. 

Figure 3 illustrates Barrántes’s point. In Manila Alegre (1886d, 4) a 
cartoon showing a woman wearing the tapis was assumed to be an india 
based on the label, pure coffee (café puro); the next woman, without a tapis, 
was assumed to be mestiza based on the label, coffee with milk (café con 
leche); a third woman in European clothing was deemed European based 
on the label, the other (lo otro). The cartoon reinforced Barrántes’s claim 
that mestizas did not wear the tapis and that the tapis distinguished indias 
from mestizas. 

Fig. 2. Textual advertisement of Bazaar La Puerta del Sol on its branches in Manila and Iloilo   

Source: Escobar 1885, 238
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Most likely, the mestiza in the above examples referred to the Spanish 
mestizas, who abandoned the tapis to distinguish themselves from the rest of 
the similarly garbed hijas de filipinas, a category that for Nick Joaquin (2017, 
2–3) could be understood after 1872 as referring to “native-born, irrespective 
of race.” Joaquin’s statement alluded to how the nineteenth century was a 
period of fluctuating racial categories. The replacement of the term indias 
with hijas de filipinas, which encompassed both Chinese mestizos and indios 
in the late nineteenth century, was reflected in the terms used for clothing. 
The tapis was one of the variable secondary markers that distinguished the 
traje de hijas de filipinas (indias and Chinese mestizas, with tapis) from the 
traje de mestizas (Spanish mestizas, without tapis).

The Noli showed the racial politics in wearing the tapis. In the novel, 
Maria Clara, who was raised as Tiago’s daughter, is a Spanish mestiza who 
wore the tapis, unlike Doña Consolacion, an india married to a peninsular 
who, in saya suelta, without the tapis, thought herself to be European.19 In 
wearing the tapis, Maria Clara was depicted as one of the hijas del país or 
hijas de filipinas (indias and Chinese mestizas), of the colonized majority, 
unlike Consolacion who, without the tapis, was shown to associate herself 

with Europeans and the colonizing minority. These two characters adopted 
an interesting reversal of clothing norms, which Rizal deftly used to highlight 
the complexity of their identities. 

Furthermore, Rizal employed the nuances in the use or nonuse 
of the tapis to call attention to layers of overskirt and additional layers of 
petticoats, underskirts, and/or linings worn on some special occasions such 
as parties, paseo, and the like. The tapis accorded Maria Clara an extra layer 
of modesty to show that she conformed to society’s conception of a proper 
woman. She stood in contrast to the boldly dressed, tapis-less Consolacion, 
who was described to be dressed like the concubines of soldiers (Rizal 2011c, 
426–27). Consolacion’s lack of layers and, at times, torn garments revealed 
another facet of her life: the tangent her life had taken as an abused wife in 
an interracial marriage.

Clearly, the novel deployed clothing as a marker of respectability, 
especially among women. Consolacion “had the appearance of what is 
known as the mistress of the soldiers (concubinas/querida de soldados)”; her 
ridiculous appearance might have diminished her husband’s status (ibid., 
426). In contrast, Maria Clara’s elegant attire and appearance were apparent. 
Described as beautiful and talented, well-versed in sewing and playing the 
piano, she was often the queen of the feast, dressed in mestiza gown, with 
cascades of diamonds around her neck. During a fiesta, the bright eyes of 
a collar of diamonds blinked out of the filmy piña draperies around her 
white and shapely neck. A bejeweled Maria Clara in mestiza gowns made 
of expensive piña textiles served to support Capitan Tiago’s claim that they 
were not indios20 and accentuated his wealth as seen in how he dressed his 
household well. And even when ill, her body was swathed with curtains of 
jusi and piña while her head was covered with handkerchief saturated in 
cologne. However, by the novel’s end, Maria Clara was described in “a gown 
all wet and torn, with tears and tales of horror begging man’s protection 
against the outrages of hypocrisy” (ibid., 706). Her altered appearance 
denoted her descent to madness.

Women’s Clothed Bodies and the Male Gaze
In the Noli, the female body was shown to be sexualized and subjected 
to the male gaze. Some women, therefore, covered their bodies or body 
parts to protect themselves from being gazed at. Aware of being watched, 
various female characters in the novel took measures to protect themselves Fig. 3. Cartoon depicting the classification of women according to whether or not they wore the tapis 

Source: Manila Alegre 1886, 4
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through the strategic use of clothes or by enlisting the assistance of their 
preferred male characters. For example, troubled by a curate who seemed 
to be watching her from afar, Maria Clara sought Ibarra’s help in arranging 
for the lurking curate not to be at next day’s picnic in the woods (ibid., 224). 
Through Capitana Ticá’s reminiscences of her earlier days—“I chose rather 
to let the borders of my skirt get wet than to uncover my feet, for I knew that 
in the thickets on the bank there were eyes watching us” (ibid., 234)—the 
novel identified the feet (or ankles in other societies) as among the female 
body parts that provoked men’s desire. 

The actions of Maria Clara and Capitana Ticá show that the novel’s 
female characters were aware of clothing as instruments of seduction and 
modesty. Women, therefore, used clothing not only to cover and avoid 
exposure of certain body parts to the natural elements but also to protect 
themselves from provoking male transgressions.

In letters to his family from Madrid on 13 February 1883, Rizal (1959, 
87) also made distinctions between women of virtue and innocence whose 
honor needed to be upheld in duels, maidens in danger of being dishonored 
and taken advantage of by libertines, and “those who have nothing as women 
besides the dress and if not, besides the sex.” 

Such an understanding of the connection between virtue and clothing 
was displayed by Rizal in the novel in which he made the queridas of the 
soldiery recognizable by their clothes. He described them as boldly dressed 
women without tapis, in yellow or green skirt paired with blue gauze camisa 
(saya amarilla y verde y camisa de gasa azul) (Rizal 2011c, 216). In one 
scene, they were in the soldier’s barracks, intimately resting their heads on 
the thighs of sewing soldiers, while reclining on benches, smoking and gazing 
wearily at the ceiling (ibid., 218–19). While the soldiers were engaged in 
productive endeavors like sewing, the queridas, with the exception of a few 
who were helping some of the men clean their ornaments and arms, were 
described as idle both in action and in stance. Even the poor madwoman, 
Sisa, who considered herself honored and respected until her children were 
accused of stealing money, had once looked at these boldly dressed women 
in vestidas escandalosamente (scandalous garments)—with compassion but 
“now, it seemed to her that she had fallen even a step lower than they in the 
social scale” (ibid., 214–15). 

Along with context, company, and crudeness, Rizal constructed the 
scandalous clothing of the prostituted by using bright color combinations, 

the lack of tapis, and the thinness of upper garments as markers (Manalo 
2011, 807). As Perrot (1994, 101) pointed out, the handling of colors 
required an even more refined skill as colors multiplied in number, thanks 
to new processes that enlivened the assortment of fabrics wildly. For 
Rubinstein (1995, 105), colors must convey a sense of harmony, and bright 
colored clothes made of cheap and flashy materials displayed the frivolity 
and lightness of prostitutes in nineteenth-century England. In pairing yellow 
or green skirt with blue gauze camisa, prostitutes in the Noli displayed the 
same disharmony, airiness, and unrefinement that characterized prostitutes 
in other societies.

Moreover, the suggestion that Consolacion was dressed indecently 
like a prostitute was validated when Victorina retorted to the Alferez, “train 
your woman better, buy her some decent clothes and if you haven’t got any 
money, rob the people, that’s what you’ve got soldiers for!” (Rizal 1912, 
368–69). Apart from decency, such lines also conveyed gender expectations, 
highlighting men’s responsibility to provide clothes for their wives.

Rizal (1887, 9) in the Noli introduced the married couple Tiburcio and 
Victorina as a mild-mannered, lame, old Spaniard leaning on the arm of an 
elderly Filipina, who was resplendent in frizzes, paint, and European gown 
(vestida a la europea). Outfitted with clothing from the best tailors of the 
city, Tiburcio was made less of a man by leaning, literally and figuratively, 
on his wife at a time when women were supposed to be dependent on 
their husband’s protection and support and wore the clothing of his rank 
(Rubinstein 1995, 92). Victorina’s expressions of superiority through angry 
remarks about buying trousers can also be viewed as resentment toward 
her husband’s dependency: “You’re not a man, it’s a waste of money to buy 
trousers for you! You must challenge him [the alferez] for pistol or sword” 
(Rizal 1912, 369–70).

In the late nineteenth century trousers distinguished men from 
women, carrying with it the weight of societal and marital expectations that 
provisions must come from supposedly dominant males. Sharing similar 
views of Tiburcio, Consolacion told him to “get out, you quack, you don’t 
wear the pants, you henpecked husband!” (Rizal 2011c, 520–21). The older, 
supposedly wiser Victorina also advised the younger Maria Clara never to 
marry a man who did not wear the trousers for “you expose yourself to insults, 
even from the dogs” (Rizal 1912, 371).21 Similarly, Tinchang remarked to 
her husband, Tinong, “that’s what you’re a man for and wear trousers and 
read El Diario de Manila!” (Rizal 2011c, 638).
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It should be mentioned that Rizal’s notion of virtue is based on the male 
gaze, and an engagement with a novel that reflected the masculine agenda 
as well as the chauvinism of colonial society is critical. Doña Victorina’s 
flamboyant, inappropriate clothes and attitude (in the way she chose and 
wore her clothes) portray the feminist antihero at a time when the admired 
feminine hero, Maria Clara, embodied arguably male-centric virtues of 
modesty, propriety, and others. The description of Victorina as masculine, 
who controls and provides for her husband, also goes against the idea of 
feminism as feminine.

Clothing and Intimations of Dissent
Rizal used sartorial practices to reveal intimations of native dissent against 
the Spanish overlords and fellow natives who classed themselves with the 
imperial rulers. For instance, the taking off of hats to show politeness and 
respect to women and other men of higher social rank was expected from 
men. Complaints by Doña Victorina and an unnamed friar provide clues on 
how refusal to doff one’s hat reflected the growing dissent among the local 
population. In lamenting that the indios did not take off their hats when they 
met her, Doña Victorina conveyed both her entitlement as a woman who 
perceived herself as belonging to a higher social rank and her trepidation 
over the indios’ rudeness and pride. Friars were particularly sensitive to this 
matter. In a diatribe against “proud Filipinos” (ibid., 344) who, from having 
studied in Manila or in Europe, greeted curates with a handshake instead 
of kissing the hand and said “Good day!” instead of taking off their hats 
(which they placed on the side of their heads in order not to ruffle their 
nicely combed hair), friars were shown to be concerned increasingly about 
the leveling effects of education, the value placed on appearance, and the 
Filipinos’ growing sense of dignity and pride. 

The use of hats depicted the unequal relationships not only between 
men and women, indios and Spaniards, and civilians and military but also 
between different kinds of indios and peninsular Spaniards. For instance, Don 
Tiburcio doffed his hat when he met the helmeted alferez, whom he viewed 
as the boss, the “equivalent of the King of Italy on the Quirinal.” Concerned 
not only about maintenance of rank but also the assertion of perceived status, 
Doña Victorina reprimanded her husband for the deference he showed to 
a fellow peninsular: “you ought not to shake hands with a mere alferez . . . 
he scarcely touched his helmet while you took off your hat. You don’t know 

how to maintain your rank” (Rizal 1912, 368). In the Noli, a church father 
threatened the local congregation during a sermon by telling them to bow 
reverently their heads and take off their hats, specifically, their salakot, upon 
meeting a priest on the street—or risk excommunication. Padre Damaso also 
exhorted the local boys attempting to establish a school and to speak Spanish 
by saying “do not try to shine in borrowed finery” (Rizal 2011c, 182).

A Spanish Franciscan priest used the analogy of “borrowed finery” 
to warn the locals against nakikipantay (to be equal with) at a time when 
wealthy, educated, and cultured Filipinos incorporated caps and clothing, 
words and deeds to their campaigns for equality. Stigmatizing sartorial 
modifications as suspicious and dangerous, clerics acknowledged the 
nervousness of the age, the disturbances to the colonial equilibrium, and the 
revolutionary tendencies glimpsed through fashion.

In 1889 Marcelo H. del Pilar urged Rizal to write to the women of 
Malolos, who had joined the male propagandists in their vehement clamor 
to make their countrymen realize that it was not right to be too obedient to 
every desire of those who posed as little gods (Rizal 2011b, 277, 281). Like 
the male ilustrados, these “girls [from Malolos] who belong to the select class 
of the town, respected for their good reputation and are the daughters of 
maginoos [gentlemen or ruling class]” were courageous, intelligent, and able 
to recognize the absurdity of kowtowing to these cassocked curates by kissing 
their hands while these women wore scapulars around their necks, girds 
around their waist, and rosaries wrapped around their hands.22 Although still 
wearing objects that professed their faith, it was apparent that the Filipino 
women to whom Rizal addressed his letter no longer belonged to the same 
generation of mothers he described as wearing large rosaries and scapulars 
soiled with use, whose excessive goodness, ignorance, and blind obedience 
to the orders of the fathers of the soul had caused the present enslavement of 
his compatriots (ibid., 280–83). In saying that the Filipino women no longer 
bowed their heads and bent their knees, Rizal presented the male ilustrado 
perception—and expectation—of women while simultaneously challenging 
them to rethink their roles and duties and the varied ways through which 
they expressed their piety, humility, and obedience not only in act but in 
clothing and adornments. 
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Conclusion
This article has explored the relationship between clothing and gender by 
treating the Noli me tángere as a site and source of rumination on clothing’s 
historical significance. It has shown that the novel contained descriptions of 
characters’ clothing that illumine the clothing culture in the late nineteenth 
century. In the Noli, Rizal educated his readers about the gaudy, abusive, 
pretentious society of the colonial era by developing a relatable storyline set 
within the context of Philippine history. Using literary elements of sarcasm, 
irony, comedy, and tragedy,23 the novel dealt with human ambitions and 
self-delusions, social politics and its brutality, and the betrayal of one’s own 
kind. One way by which the novel exposed the follies in human behavior 
was through clothes. 

The characters in the Noli represented various social types, whose 
clothes contributed to our knowledge of nineteenth-century men’s and 
women’s clothing and to our understanding of the role clothes played in 
marital relations, in socialization, and in social competition during the 
Spanish colonial times. Through representations of members of the native 
principalía such as Capitán Tiago and Capitán Tinong, one saw how 
dressing appropriately according to the occasion conveyed hierarchy and 
status; however, dressing ostentatiously, such as with rings on every finger 
and diamond accessories, went beyond mere propriety. 

Through the silk-clad, flamboyant, masculine Doña Victorina, Rizal 
portrayed the prototype of a strong, empowered woman who supported 
and clothed her husband. In contrast, through Maria Clara’s clothing and 
appearance, women’s mere decorative role in society was highlighted. 
Further clues to fluctuations in the colonial social order could be gleaned 
from the juxtapositions between the clothing choices of Maria Clara (with 
tapis) and Doña Consolacion (without tapis) and between the mixed-
race marriages and the ensuing fashion faux pas of Doñas Victorina and 
Consolacion. Doña Consolacion’s lack of tapis, Doña Victorina’s silk gowns, 
and Don Tiburcio’s custom-tailored attires, to name a few, provided hints 
that the nineteenth century was a period of ferment when the colonial 
divides were being blurred in part by intermarriages that led to upward social 
mobility or improvements in fortune or status.

The novel also bore witness to the problematization of female body parts. 
Exposure of ankles, which was problematized and elaborated on women but 
not on men, can be explained through views of women as objects of male 

heterosexual desire and as sources of carnal temptation (Craik 1994, 28; 
Rubinstein 1995, 104). The normative gaze was also revealed in the novel 
to be from the male point of view. Problematizing the exposure of ankles 
presented how clothes could be used as tools for both modesty and seduction 
and how women were able to redress inadvertent exposure.

It must also be remembered that the novel was a nationalist propaganda 
in literary form. In recording the cruelties and institutional inequalities 
through familiar spaces and faces, it externalized—and immortalized—
the disease, the social cancer. Social identities were parodied and shown to 
involve complex layering through manipulation of signifiers like clothing 
and accessories. Through the different clothed characters, Rizal offered 
a critical dramatization of identities. Class, aspiration, patriotism, and 
anticolonial virulence were framed in terms of individuals whose gender 
roles were recognized or questioned in relation to specific items of clothing.
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1	 On a similar vein, Nick Joaquin (2017, 69) underscored that “as a gentleman, manual labor was 

forbidden him; he could enter only the Army, the Church and the Government.”

2	 Rizal’s (2011b, 83–84) use of “there” indicates that he was writing from abroad (Spain). 

3	 In José M. Cecilio’s letter to Rizal, dated 23 May 1887, he described the Noli as a social novel (Rizal 

2011b, 115).

4	 In his letter to Rizal from Paris, dated 5 July 1888, Juan Luna asked when Rizal was going to write 

the second part of his beautiful satire (Rizal 2011b, 180; Ocampo 2012, 73; Arcilla 2011, 109; 

Sanchez 1988, 149).

5	 Arcilla (1988a, 183) reminds us that “Rizal wrote in nineteenth-century Spanish. Unless one is at 

home in that florid and romantic language, he is liable to miss the author’s intent.” 

6	 Based on the synthesis of the Notes to Charles E. Derbyshire’s English translation and Rizal’s 

(1912, 725 n. 4) own notes in the Berlin edition of the Noli, saya suelta was translated “as a heavy 

skirt with a long train . . . no doubt introduced by the Spaniards.” In chapter 39 of the novel, Doña 

Consolacion is wearing a saya suelta, translated in English by Derbyshire as a flowing skirt (Rizal 

1912, 302). 
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7	 The Noli me tángere (Touch Me Not) was written in Spanish when Rizal was 25 years old. It was 

published by a small press in Berlin in 1887 while its sequel, El Filibusterismo, was published 

in Ghent in 1891. Most bibliographies of the Noli date it to 1886, since the dedication is dated 

“Europe, 1886.” But based on Rizal’s correspondence with Evaristo Aguirre, who wrote him from 

Madrid on 10 March 1887, the book was still in the process of publication by February 1887 and 

first copies were set to be sent to the Philippines in March 1887 (Rizal 1930, 1:234–35; Anderson 

2008, 2; Ocampo 1990, 101; Arcilla 1988a, 184; Schumacher 1997, 92 n. 15). 

8	 With the rise of a “new educated class, the Philippines could no longer adhere to Spain without 

radical reforms, particularly freedom of the press and representation in the Cortes” (Schumacher 

1997, 219), and “every effort was made to eliminate all political difference between overseas and 

peninsular Spain” (ibid., 42). 

9	 In “Once more the Noli,” Arcilla (1988a, 184, 187) wrote Juan Crisostomo Eibarramendia, while in 

“The Vulgar Mesticillo’s Novel” he wrote Eibarramundi (Arcilla 2011, 109). Nick Joaquin (2017, 72) 

wrote that Eibarramendia reflects the family’s Basque origins and later descendants abbreviated 

it to Ibarra. The novel’s hero, Crisostomo, a fourth-generation Ibarra, a man of noble mind and 

speech, was said to have been named after Saint John Chrysostom, who was martyred in 389 

CE. The European-educated Crisostomo, born of a Spanish-mestizo father and an indio mother, is 

referred to by Caroline Hau (2011, 21) as the “prototypical ilustrado,” who upon his return from his 

studies abroad hoped to establish a school and marry his beloved Maria Clara. In Schumacher’s 

(1997, 84) Propaganda Movement, Crisostomo’s father was described as a wealthy creole, not a 

Spanish mestizo. Hau (2011, 21) pointed out that Rizal (1912, 15–16) introduced us to the brown 

mestizo, detailed in chapter 2 of the Noli, as having “faint traces of Spanish blood showing through 

a beautiful brown color.” 

10	 Annual high points like town fiestas accompanied by processions and street parades as well as 

daily street rituals like afternoon walks at the Luneta and the six o’clock Angelus all provided 

opportunities for people to display their fancy dresses and invite admiration (Arcilla 1988a, 191; 

Wendt 1998, 4–5).

11	 His use of the word children is particularly telling of how the Spaniards viewed the natives as 

lacking in maturity and therefore undeserving of equal status. This usage supports what Arcilla 

(2008, 43) pointed out that in the Spanish view: “until the Filipinos had been fully hispanized, they 

had to be tutored in a more mature and cultured life.”

12	 The Derbyshire translation used the term native costume (Rizal 2011c, 466–67). 

13	 Filipinos living in Europe would wear the traje del país as festive wear, depending on the occasion, 

distinguishing it from traje europeo as daily wear. Writing from Madrid on 30 December 1882, Rizal 

indicated that he would be wearing the camisa de gasa in a forthcoming carnival (Rizal 1961, 79). 

He added, “If only my horn salacot were here, I think they will be surprised” (Rizal 1959, 59).

14	 Derbyshire consistently translated Rizal’s de frac as full dress (Rizal 2011c, 8–9, 404–5).

15	 Guingón was a local variant of the dungaree fabric from India, a thick and coarse cotton cloth 

woven in the twill-textile pattern, typically dyed in blue. Named after Dongri, a village in Mumbai, 

dungarees had been used by Indians and the English since the 1600s. Twill-weave is a type 

of textile weave recognizable for its parallel lines. Denims and chinos are examples of fabrics 

produced from specifically this type of weave (Sawyer 1900, ch. 17).

16 	 Rizal gives an example of such women referred to here in his account of a plump woman (una 

señora gruesa), of marriageable age, presumably the daughter of a Spanish government employee, 

who attended a pretentious reception in Intramuros, wearing vestidas de bata (translated as loose 

gown) (Rizal 2011c, 644). 

17 	 In this survey I consulted many advertisements in various issues of the Manila Alegre but here I 

give a few specific examples: an advertisement of Los Catalanes, a tienda (store) that sold corsets 

and latest novelties from Paris, located at Escolta 9, is published in Manila Alegre 1885a, 1885b, 

1886b, 1886c. Corsets, along with other European clothing and related items such as guantes, 

mantillas, calzado francés were sold in Bazar la Puerta del Sol, an advertisement of which is 

found in Gonzalez y Fernandez 1875, 587–88; and in Bazar Oriental, according to an advertisement 

placed in Manila Alegre 1886a. 

18	 Barrántes was a member of the Royal Spanish Academy and the Royal Academy of History. He 

was civil governor and director of administration in the Philippines. Rizal (2011a, 337), in a letter 

to Ferdinand Blumentritt dated 6 March 1890, wrote: “Barrántes is so stupid and so ignorant that 

I believe one does not need to break his head to refute his arguments; recently he published The 

Tagalog Theater and committed phenomenal errors. I believe I am wasting my time and my work 

in correcting his enormous errors, and he is one of the Academicians! One of the historians! God 

help me! Truly I had a better idea of the Spanish Academicians. He is not only a fool but a malicious 

one.” 

19	 In another chapter, Maria Clara was in a traje de mestiza which, in the footnotes, made no reference 

to a tapis. A synthesis of Rizal’s and Derbyshire’s (1926) notes states that “the full dress of the 

Filipino women, consisting of the camisa, pañuelo, and saya suelta, the latter a heavy skirt with 

a long train. The name mestiza is not inappropriate, as well from its composition as its use, since 

the first two are distinctly native, antedating the conquest, while the saya suelta was no doubt 

introduced by the Spaniards” (Rizal 2011c, 725).

20	 Unbeknown to Capitan Tiago, the half-European Maria Clara takes after her biological father, 

which was later revealed in the novel as the Spanish priest, Padre Damaso (Joaquin 2017, 65; Hau 

2017). 

21	 By dogs, she was referring to those she deemed as beneath her (Rizal 1912, 368–71). 

22	 Maria Clara, for example, wore her rosary of blue beads like a bracelet (Rizal 2011c, 68–69). 

23	 Arcilla (2011, 116) pointed out that these literary devices were meant to “appeal to the emotions.” 
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