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The adoption of nineteenth-century European sporting practices 

was a component in the ilustrados’ creation of a national identity. By 

highlighting the ilustrados’ participation in modernizing individual sports 

(e.g., gymnastics, fencing, and pistol shooting), the article shows how the 

adoption of foreign sports promised these young men from the Spanish 

Philippines an opportunity to stand on equal footing with their supposed 

betters. The constant training of the body was treated as a tool to maintain 

health, a weapon against vices, and an avenue to achieve excellence in a 

modern cultural space associated with ideals of masculinity and civilization.
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T
he ilustrados—those nineteenth-century natives from the 
Spanish Philippines who were both educated and progressive, 
literally “enlightened”—were relegated to a nonessential 
role within nationalist historical narratives for most of the 
twentieth century.1 Much of what we knew about them was 

centered around their political activities as propagandists in Europe—the 
classic texts on this topic remain, to this day, the Jesuit John Schumacher’s 
works.2 However, a recent trend among scholars in the twenty-first century 
has been to revisit the lives of the ilustrados beyond what previous authors like 
Schumacher had written. Resil Mojares (2006) has narrated in rigorous detail 
the genealogy of ideas in nineteenth-century Filipino nationalist thought, 
and Megan Thomas’s (2012) narrative has contextualized their intellectual 
achievements within the parameters of European academic history. There 
also exist works that seek to humanize these historical characters, who all 
too often feel larger than life in Philippine national consciousness. Ambeth 
Ocampo has been doing this humanizing of our heroes since he began 
writing about José Rizal,3 while Alfredo Roces (2006) has recently made an 
effort to package his narration of ilustrado lives within such a framework. 

However, although some scholars have narrated the everyday lives of 
these propagandists, injecting some color into the hagiographies of our 
pantheon of heroes, Raquel Reyes (2008, xix–xx) has observed that there 
continues to be a need to link the political work of the ilustrados to their effort 
of “fostering a new national identity,” their “delineation of a distinctively 
Filipino model of social behavior.”

 
Yet there remains a need to understand how dueling, sexual 
affairs, attention to clothing and appearance, the appeal to reason, 
the insistence on politeness, cleanliness and a healthy physique 
contributed to the imagining of a national identity. Racist colonial 
ideology and the identities it imposed, for example, animated a range 
of reactions amongst the propagandists who sought to resist and 
combat its emasculating effects through displays of manliness. To 
charges of puerility, cowardice, effeminacy, savagery, laziness, filth 
and barbarism, they vigorously responded with exhibitions of manly 
courage and honor, meticulous sartorial styles and intellectual 
achievement. (ibid., xxi)

Reyes’s work focuses on how “sexuality was central to the shaping of a social 
and national identity” (ibid.), with the conviction that sexuality, as observed 
in the daily behavior of these young men, was “crucial to the propagandists’ 
creation of a Filipino national consciousness and their understanding 
of modernity” (ibid.). She argues that these historical characters not only 
crafted “a specific nationalist vocabulary” in “a self-conscious effort to speak 
a common heritage and a common language,” but also portrayed this unique 
Filipino identity through their personal habits and activities (ibid.). Thus, 
although in the narrow political sense the propaganda movement must be 
understood as a failure, in the broader long-term view these ilustrados left 
“an intellectual and cultural legacy that helped shape Philippine society 
throughout the next century” (ibid.).

This study builds upon Reyes’s investigation into the daily lives of 
the ilustrados. In her analysis of ilustrado sexuality Reyes touches briefly 
on the sports they played, contextualizing these physical activities within 
their communal conception of a virile, heroic, dynamic, and modern male 
masculinity. This understanding can be informed further by situating 
such activities within the history of sports in nineteenth-century Europe. 
On the following pages, I detail some of the cultural forces that shaped 
ilustrado sporting activities—such as gymnastics, fencing, pistol shooting, 
and weightlifting—and the values that modern European society associated 
with their practice. Within such a framework, I further explore how these 
sports served as “an activity associated with the cultivation of patriotic 
honor” (ibid.), which ilustrado masculinity found so attractive. Adding to her 
insights, I argue that a showcase of skill in these sports not only projected an 
image of masculinity and modernity through the building of a healthy, virile, 
male body, but also showcased character traits essential to the ideal image of 
a civilized European man. Being good at these individual sports was proof of 
self-control, the discipline to practice constantly, and the ability to persevere 
under hardships—all characteristics that delineated the civilized man from 
the savage barbarian.

Sports afforded ilustrados like Rizal and the Luna brothers a means 
to defend Filipino honor, but it did so beyond mere posturing or image 
building. Excellence in sports became an active and dynamic form of 
counterdiscourse, given the then prevailing assumption that no savage 
or barbarian was expected to have the necessary traits to become good at 
them. One’s skill with a blade or physical strength at the gymnasium built a 
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reputation that was hard for witnesses to ignore, especially among those who 
felt the bitter taste of defeat at the hands of their colonial subjects.

Growth and Institutionalization of Sports: 
Physical Health, Gymnastics, and Gymnasia
Associating physical activity with personal health was not a novel idea for the 
nineteenth-century educated colonial subjects. In 1884 Leonor Valenzuela, 
one of Rizal’s lady friends in Manila, took morning walks to alleviate her 
sickness (Cecilio 1963). In a letter addressed to Rizal in October 1883 
Mariano Catigbac (1963) attributed the persistent health of “country folk” 
in the face of a cholera outbreak to exercise, the “first prescription” in his 
words, which they possessed given that they were “necessarily compelled to 
work for their daily bread.” Physical activities were also done for leisure—
Rizal hiked regularly around Calamba with his Spanish escort during his 
brief return to the Philippines from 1887 to 1888 (Guerrero 2010, 185). 

In Europe Rizal also maintained his physical and mental well-being 
through constant exercise. In 1890 he wrote Marcelo H. Del Pilar that his 
personal preparations for his death were not symptomatic of failing health 
or sadness. His melancholic thoughts arrived despite his body being “very 
strong” and with “no ailments whatsoever” (Rizal 1963b). Neither was he 
feeling sad nor was he grieving because “[e]very other day I do gymnastic 
exercises and practice fencing and shooting” (ibid.).

The ubiquity of exercise in Rizal’s (1964a) daily routine is best articulated 
in a letter to his family during the 1889 Paris Exhibition:

My daily life in Paris is spent in the following manner: one or two hours 
in the gymnasium and in fencing, three or four in the library, the rest I 
use up in writing and visiting friends. This is not followed on the days 
when I go to the Exposition and at those times only two hours at night 
are left for the gymnasium and fencing. Thus I keep up my health. My 
brothers-in-law and my nephews should not forget to practice with the 
bars and the cane. Every other night, from 8:00 to 11:00, we meet in a 
café where we play chess.

The letter provides us insights beyond Rizal’s daily workout routine. There 
is, for example, an implication that Rizal’s family had access to the same 
facilities he frequented or equipment he utilized in Europe. Such access can 

be attributed to the gymnasium that Rizal (1961) established in Calamba, 
a deed he enthusiastically related to Blumentritt in October 1887. What is 
more striking, however, is the regularity of the ilustrados’ engagement with 
physical exercise during their stay in Europe. The letter and others like it 
written by Rizal in Paris, Brussels, Heidelberg, and Berlin or by the Luna 
brothers in Madrid and Barcelona speak of a pervasive preoccupation with 
one’s physique not just among the youth from the Philippines but also in 
European society itself. It is a preoccupation pursued through the practice of 
modernizing sporting activities like gymnastics, fencing, weightlifting, and 
pistol shooting.

The ilustrados lived in Europe during a time of great social 
transformations. In the context of sports, patterns of play were shifting 
along the lines of social class, and ideals of masculinity were undergoing 
constant change. Physical leisure activities at the turn of the century were 
transitioning from the realm of aesthetics and form to the progressive ideals 
of performance, function, and standardization:

[I]n parts of the bourgeoisie, [the ideal sportsman] changed from 
having been the “elegant man”—which in turn was based on the 
standards of aristocratic exercises—to being “the fast man.” Concepts 
such as grace, style and perfection of form, which had been central 
ideas in the Northern European nobleman’s dance, fencing and horse 
riding, became much less important in male bourgeois culture. (Bonde 
2009, 1315)

The stereotypical masculine ideal of the “elegant man” can be traced 
back to the beginning of the century, when the physical activities that would 
eventually evolve into modern sports were undertaken at one’s leisure. 
Horseback riding, hunting, sailing, fencing, dancing, and other pastimes 
were available only to those with enough downtime to both learn and 
participate in them. In early modern Europe leisure time was generally a 
privilege of the nobility. However, with the Industrial Revolution and the 
birth of the middle class, more people gained access to leisure time, and this 
new class of individuals adopted activities that suited their own sociocultural 
contexts.4 Progressive ideals that focused on the mastery of the self also 
influenced the transition from barbaric acts of violence to civil arenas of 
competition among equals. In this way an aristocrat’s hunting trip, ballroom 
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dance, or honor duel slowly transformed into a businessman’s cycling race, 
football match, or fencing bout.

However, the moral values that defined the “civilized” sportsman were all 
bourgeois in nature. The transition from elegance and grace to competitive 
speed and function was a fixation separate from the cultural undercurrent of 
the working class. Wage laborers in industrial urban centers tended to focus 
on physical activities that expressed raw power instead of speed: “Working-
class men were not much drawn to the time sports, favoring instead power 
sports such as weightlifting, wrestling and boxing, in which the ideal was the 
strong man, and where the experience of sweat, close bodily contact and 
direct physical struggle, man against man, was central” (ibid.).

The working men of industrial Europe played sports that mirrored their 
daily lives—hard manual labor begot sports expressing power, full of sweat, 
and often mixed with bloody violence: “Because of the sweat, bodily contact, 
brute strength, courage and violence, power sports differed from other 
sports culture” (ibid., 1326–27). These early sporting activities inherited 
none of the aristocratic elegance found in bourgeois speed sports and were 
instead an “expression of an independent class culture” (ibid., 1318). These 
activities were largely dominated by “men from occupations requiring 
physical strength . . . they were ‘strong bricklayers, muscular blacksmiths 
and mechanics, energetic carpenters’” (ibid.)—a trend most observable in 
Northern and Central European countries.

Such a divide in sporting culture would not last, however. As the 
twentieth century dawned on the horizon, bourgeois sportsmen slowly 
gravitated toward activities with powerful, sweat-producing movements like 
weightlifting, due in no small measure to the desire of cultivating a strong 
and healthy body. There was also a growing fascination among working-class 
sportsmen with faster and more precise sports like football (ibid.). In this 
transitional context of the period we must understand the sports activities 
of the ilustrados, for it was a time when Allen Guttmann’s (2004) classic 
characteristics of modern sports were not yet fully crystallized.5 For instance, 
the propagandists in Europe engaged in a kind of fencing that was being 
disassociated from the world of the noble gentleman as it was slowly being 
democratized for a wider participation in society; yet fencing was also not as 
rigidly standardized and governed as the sports we know today.

The athletic ethos of the ilustrados was naturally bourgeois, straddling 
the line between aristocratic leisurely elegance and violent working-class 

competitiveness. Engaging in sports provided them an opportunity to defend 
their honor both through cultivating a reputation of masculine excellence 
and by directly challenging their detractors in friendly competition. Their 
gymnastics, fencing, and pistol shooting were already modernizing but not 
yet fully modern.

It should be noted that these practices were quickly adopted by young 
ilustrado men from the colony because physical activity itself—although 
not yet fully conceptualized as physical education—had slowly become 
institutionalized in European (and European-style) schools across the 
nineteenth century. It was done primarily through the introduction of 
gymnastics in the curriculum. In the 1800s the word “gymnastics” was an 
umbrella term for “all systematic movement aimed at developing the human 
body,” including rowing and fencing (Hadas 2007, 166). However, while the 
popularity of rowing and fencing grew slowly as competitive sports in their 
own right, by the middle of the century gymnastics had evolved into “the 
focus of the middle-class citizen’s way of life” (ibid.).

Practiced mainly by children in schools, gymnastics was meant to 
“establish and maintain health by purposeful work” (ibid.). Driven by 
principles of “endurance, strength, dexterity, and physical beauty” (ibid.), 
gymnastics instilled at a young age the value of self-discipline, both in 
mind and body. Any competition in gymnastics was against the self, 
emphasizing the ability for self-denial and thus self-control. From 1850 
onward, practitioners of  these early modern sports equated  such activities to 
“moral training” (Bonde 2009, 1318) for the new generation of ruling male 
elite. While academic subjects reinforced one’s intellectual capabilities, a 
man’s athleticism was believed essential to developing “qualities such as 
courage, endurance, decisiveness, and self-control” (ibid.). By the end of the 
nineteenth century, these values soon became part of an ideal masculinity in 
Europe, one of the hallmarks of modern civilization.

Rizal’s (1964b) own experience of practicing gymnastics during his 
student days at the Jesuit-run Ateneo Municipal in the 1870s also spoke of 
how quickly it was institutionalized in Spanish education. This widespread 
practice meant that as children educated in this new sports culture grew 
into adulthood they found a need for accessible spaces in which to continue 
their exercise habits. Such venues were aplenty in late–nineteenth-century 
Europe because “several major cities, including Barcelona, Madrid, Torino, 
and Paris, began to offer access to private gymnastic halls. The founders of 
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the gymnasia thought of gymnastics as a method of physical culture and a 
way to improve hygiene” (Pujadas 2012, 1966).

These halls also offered novel possibilities for social activity and the 
building of relationships (ibid.). Spacious and accessible, “they included 
a closed room with conditioning equipment such as parallel bars, weights, 
steps, knotted ropes, rings and columns, and an area for floor exercises or for 
the practice of other disciplines, such as fencing” (ibid.).6 Rizal would visit 
these places to practice weightlifting or to exercise his ability with the parallel 
bars. Antonio Luna also frequented such places to hone his fencing skills.

However, despite the many transformations in sports culture extant at 
the turn of the century, sports at the time was meant to develop a primarily 
masculine ideal. All the values and principles equated with athleticism were 
understood as naturally male. The working man’s valuation of power and 
strength stood in stark contrast to the perceived helplessness of the softer 
or gentler sex. For the bourgeoisie, self-mastery, through the twin tenets 
of discipline and denial, was a form of masculinity standing opposite the 
stereotyped hysteria of the emotional woman. Feminist readings of sports 
history have observed that “sport was ‘in some ways portrayed as a hostile 
cultural space for boys to grow up in,’” which in modern times has grown into 
a “hypercompetitive, hierarchically organized” cultural structure (Bonde 
2009, 1318). Yet paradoxically, even sports as brutal as boxing provided men 
a socially acceptable venue to express emotions and the selfsame base urges 
that they worked to deny. Sports provided one of the few avenues for frequent 
male bodily contact and where intimate relationships between men could 
be forged. Camaraderie and brotherhood formed through shared physical 
and mental hardships were the epitome of the ideal male friendship (ibid.).

This Europe was where the ilustrados lived. They formed friendships, 
wrote polemics, had bitter quarrels, grew hungry, romanced women, and 
played sports within this sociocultural backdrop. Within this context of 
social transformation, elite male values, and the nobility of the competitive 
spirit, history must situate the athletic activities of the men who formed the 
Propaganda Movement.

From Friendly Fencing to Deadly Duels
Although they were no strangers to gymnastics and fencing, thanks to their 
exposure to Spanish education in the Philippines, the ilustrados would have 
found themselves in a different world of physical activities and sportsmanlike 

conduct when they moved to live in the cosmopolitan cities of late–
nineteenth-century Europe. More people in Europe than in the homeland 
practiced early sports, e.g., gymnastics, pistol shooting, fencing, rowing, and 
others; thus the values and ideals attached to such activities would have been 
easily felt and adopted by the general population. 

Reyes (2008, 98) argues, “For the Filipinos, fencing captured the essence 
of aristocratic gentlemanly values—of civilized sportsmanship and chivalry. 
It became an activity associated with the cultivation of patriotic honor . . . the 
fencing jousts and pistol-shooting competitions had become battle exercises 
that prepared young men to fight.” Reyes depicts Filipino interest in fencing 
as an adaptation of the practices and values of the European noble gentleman 
of an earlier era—which, as gauged from their letters, did seem to be the 
case. However, Reyes also situates their sporting activities within la culture 
physique (literally “the physical culture” but also understood as “physical 
training”), “the popular modern body-building movement that served 
the bourgeois republican aim to re-invigorate the degenerate fin de siècle 
Frenchman” (ibid., 97). This duality of values from both noble traditions 
and modern bourgeois preoccupations serves to highlight the transitional 
nature of nineteenth-century European sports.

While gymnastics defined a man’s qualities against himself instead of 
another, the more competitive (and combative) sports—namely, fencing and 
pistol shooting—emerged from the tradition of duels between gentlemen. 
Previously confined to feuds among the aristocracy, who regarded them as 
both formal and private affairs, dueling with gun or blade had morphed into 
proper leisure activities by the time the ilustrados started landing on Spanish 
soil in the 1880s.

Although originally fought in defense of a nobleman’s personal or 
family honor, duels became a socially acceptable outlet for the masculine 
urge for conflict, creating a means to satisfy man’s violent tendencies in an 
increasingly civilized and rationalized world. In this context, fencing—and to 
an extent pistol shooting—provided merely an illusion of a duel, “expressing 
gentlemanly conduct and elevated virility” without posing (much) threat of 
mortal danger (Hadas 2007, 164–65). In fencing especially,

masculine honour became civilized into masculine posture, indicating 
that an inheritable, traditional, morally embedded activity gradually 
transforms into a self-controlled modern social institution. While the 
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aim of dueling was to take satisfaction for a stain on masculine pride 
via the annihilation or wounding of the adversary, revenge is replaced 
by an almost wholly stylized presentation in fencing. (Bonde 2009, 
1318)

The popularity of these early sports was due to certain characteristics 
associated with the world’s modernization. First was the decrease in risk 
compared with earlier aristocratic engagements like hunting or sailing. The 
violence of combat had also become merely symbolic. The smaller degree of 
risk meant more time for practice; skills were gained through self-discipline, 
tolerance of monotony, and the ability to suppress immediate needs (Hadas 
2007, 165–66). Second, these sports had a low degree of standardization. 
Temporal or spatial parameters were not fixed: fencing bouts could last 
minutes or hours, held within fencing halls or outdoors like the nobleman’s 
duels of old. A legacy of this characteristic survives in the varied weapons or 
events in modern fencing, shooting, and gymnastics competitions. Third, 
these sports possessed nonetheless a great potential for standardization. 
Organized groups could agree among themselves on the rules regarding 
strikes, blade types, lengths of bouts, and others. These rules stand in stark 
contrast to the traditional leisure activities of the aristocracy.

The third and final point above showcases these sports’ potential 
for progressing into more measured and universal forms. The idea of 
measurement is closely tied to the idea of setting records. The ability to 
compare objectively against one’s past self or other practitioners of a sport 
drew the attention of progressive thinkers across industrialized European 
society. In fact, as they engaged in the civilized form of the less tasteful duels, 
the ilustrados’ practice and success in fencing and pistol shooting provided 
their community—and therefore their race and political mission—valuable 
pedigree in the eyes of the Spaniards who bore witness to their skills.

This contextualization of sports perhaps provides a different reading of 
the (in)famous affair involving the could-have-been duel between Antonio 
Luna and Celso Mir Deas. In brief, the Spanish reactionary journalist 
Mir Deas mistook Juan Luna, the famous painter, to be the author of 
“Impresiones Madrileñas de un filipino,” which appeared in La Solidaridad 
in 1889, written by Juan Luna’s younger brother Antonio Luna (1996) under 
the nom de plume Taga-ilog. Deas then proceeded to unleash a barrage of 
racist remarks against Juan Luna and his fellow natives, which led to Antonio 

taking a train from Madrid to Barcelona in order to challenge the offending 
Spaniard to a duel. Antonio found his man at a café, insulted him in public, 
and offered his challenge, one that Deas decided to ignore. The Filipino 
colony in Spain took this event as a moral victory for their country and, with 
the assistance of the liberal press in Barcelona, established their reputation as 
honorable and courageous men in the eyes of their so-called betters. Antonio 
Luna’s public challenge to duel, in Reyes’s (2008, 93) words, “put on display 
his courage and mettle” and “vindicated the collective male honor of the 
Filipino community in Madrid.”

Yet, while Reyes (ibid., 92) describes the success of Luna’s claim 
to “heterosexual, virile masculinity” in the way he “duels for the sake of 
honor, not of his own but of the Filipino ilustrado community in Europe,” 
hers and other narratives of the event tend not to question Deas’s reasons 
for avoiding Luna’s challenge. The transitional nature of the sport at this 
time may shed some light. Far from projecting an image of modernity, it 
was also possible that for some observers—not least of which Mir Deas 
himself—Antonio Luna’s immediate demand for violent satisfaction for his 
stained honor could have been taken as a sign of backward savagery. At the 
forefront of modernization in sports was the idea of replacing real violence 
with symbolism and the subjugation of one’s base urges for conflict to one’s 
calm rational mind. From this perspective it was Deas who responded to 
the challenge with a degree of modern civilized sophistication suited to a 
man of his standing. Such a point of view would not have been alien to the 
ilustrados, even within the capital of the Spanish empire, since an ilustrado 
like Ceferino de Leon (1963) was frank with Rizal regarding his opinion on 
honor duels:

As you portray the German students as bellicose on one hand and on 
the other good and amiable and as their favorite sport is the duel with 
offensive weapons from which they come out with scars on their faces, 
frankly I would not want to see you one day with the traces of those 
semi-barbaric sports as you describe to me in your letter. 

But duels were not the only means by which ilustrados in general and 
Antonio Luna in particular managed to showcase their skill at arms against 
Spanish adversaries. A series of letters between Valentin Ventura, Rizal, 
and Luna reveal that members of the Filipino colony in Madrid had gotten 
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themselves involved with a series of fencing matches against a group of 
Spaniards, some of whom were quite notable if Luna’s bragging is to be 
believed. Rizal began hearing rumors of duels in Madrid while he was away 
in Brussels, rumors that in April 1890 Ventura (1963a) confirmed in a letter 
with the following lines of gossip: “With reference to the duel, do you know 
who of the Madrid suyas (Filipinos) almost challenged a Madrid aristocrat 
to a duel? So that you may be informed I enclose two clippings from El 
Imparcial which speaks of the matter.” 

Rizal then received confirmation straight from Antonio Luna (1963) 
himself, who detailed the events in a longer letter:

Who gave you the news about our Peninsular battles? Truly we have 
had an admirable luck this time. Gomez received an apology and a 
letter from the Count of Asmir. They believe that Gomez is a shooter 
who kills flies with shots. Captain Urbina also gave Garcia all kinds 
of apologies in writing after having received a thrashing. In short 
we cannot ask for more. The affair turned out to the satisfaction of 
everyone and we have been convinced there was much idle talk but 
little action.

But this will not go on as it is and not all will be equal. As it seems 
that a kind of hospitality has already been declared between them and 
us, we must prepare for the future. Someone may get an undeserved 
punishment and we must not be caught unprepared.

In the Carbonel and Sans Hall are four Filipinos: Ponce, Galicano, 
Puatu, and I. Llorente and Zouave and Lete who, according to him, is a 
born shooter but who does not even know how to guard. They shoot in 
the military center where no one knows anything.

Luna (ibid.) also seemed to have felt the need to practice more than most, 
given his less than stellar performance in his match:

I have had a terrible anxiety . . . as I knew the consequences to one who 
does not know how to handle a saber or a foil. . . . Thus, I suffered as 
much as, or more than, the interested parties. But the question was 
resolved in a manner most favorable to our fellow countrymen.

I will start my saber lessons as soon as I can. 

The bout turned out to be fairly good. In the first match I made a very 
violent attack, for we did not tally. The second turned out well. With the 
first, we were equal. I had some advantage over the second. I changed 
completely. I hardly moved and the blows I tried to deal were the 
straight blow and the thrust. The press took notice.

The letter opens several things for comment. First is the favorable result 
for the ilustrados (if Luna’s very words are to be believed) that went beyond 
a defense of honor. It is unclear how the entire affair even started. Who 
the primary antagonists were remains a mystery outside of Luna’s perhaps 
biased narrative of apologies being given his fellow countrymen. Unlike the 
Mir Deas affair, however, we find here Spanish and Filipino skills at arms 
meeting in a controlled environment, the outcome of which seems to have 
pushed Filipinos to practice even more with the promise of more matches 
to come. Second is the example of Antonio Luna, champion of the native 
cause during the Mir Deas affair, admitting his own poor showing at the 
clash. However, it is clear from Luna’s words that he is ready to frame such 
a loss as part of a masculine journey of redemption, all too familiar to those 
immersed in common athletic machismo. Third is the mention of the press, 
which Ventura also confirms with the clippings he sent Rizal and which also 
provides another axis for the projection of the favorable native reputation 
reinforced by the event. Most importantly, in my view, is the opportunity to 
finally use the skills that they had been practicing in a modernizing sport, 
which allowed for the possibility of a next match regardless of the outcome. 
Such an opportunity is important since it provides more occasion for self-
improvement, a refinement of a skill that, in the context of modern sports, 
also stands as the refinement of oneself.

Simply practicing fencing was not enough for the man serious with 
his craft. Fencing, as a combat sport slowly modernizing into the twentieth 
century, required competition. Being engaged in an activity just like everyone 
else allowed the ilustrados to project themselves as genuine members of 
civilized European society. However, in the competitive world of modern 
sports one’s engagement could not be worthwhile without a showcase of the 
skills developed through regular practice. This showcase entailed crossing 
blades with someone else, even in practice, and the outcome of each 
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clash clearly delineated the victors from the vanquished in a statement of 
masculine supremacy more convincing than any printed rhetoric. Such a 
victory for the ilustrados went beyond the points garnered at the fencing 
bouts or the shooting range because the high degrees of skill required to best 
an opponent convincingly were believed to be available only to those with 
the ability to constantly practice and progress in the sport—an ability that 
itself required traits that were highly valued in civilized European society.

Pistol Shooting and Self-Mastery
The value ilustrados gave the virtue of self-mastery was perhaps most 
observable in their praise of Rizal’s pistol practice.

Rizal had a reputation for being an excellent marksman. He pursued 
his pistol practice with as much diligence as he did almost everything else, 
and the effort he put into his skills showcased all the hallmarks of the ideal 
sportsman: diligence, discipline, self-control, physical stamina, and mental 
endurance. José Alejandrino (1949, 9) would later reminisce that Rizal’s skill 
at arms was “another evidence of his will-power” and that “He was addicted 
to pistol practice and every month he allotted a certain sum for the purchase 
of cartridges, figuring out beforehand the number of cartridges which he 
could spare daily. During all the time that I lived with him [in Ghent] I 
never saw him fire a single bullet in excess of what he had allotted for his 
daily practice.” His pistols were so integrated into Rizal’s daily routine that 
Alejandrino (ibid., 2) observed Rizal using his free time to craft a wooden 
box for his pieces, a manual task the national hero seemed to have found as 
useful as his practice of binding his own books. 

Alejandrino was not the only one who noticed Rizal’s skill at arms. In 
the same letter to Rizal quoted earlier, Ventura (1963a) wrote:

I am glad to learn that you are in good health and that every day you 
are making progress in your target practice.

The [target] card you sent me is beautiful, showing that you have 
control of your pulse, for although you have not hit many times the 
bullseye, all the holes are on one side of the card. I do not know at what 
distance you hit the card, because if you have done it at twenty-five 
paces I will not be the one to challenge you to a pistol duel.

Ventura praised Rizal’s full control over his own body. When added to 
Alejandrino’s own observations, the feat painted a picture of Rizal as a 
reserved objective sportsman who projected an aura of full control over his 
physical and mental faculties. His daily practice also implied the possession 
of an impressive skill in handling a deadly weapon. By exuding so many of 
the ideal masculine values of that era, Rizal was both an intellectual and 
an athletic role model to his peers, a paragon of the civilized dignity that a 
native could achieve in a European world.

Rizal (1963c) himself seemed to have been aware of his reputation and 
was quite invested in cultivating it, as seen in a letter he wrote Antonio Luna 
in July 1890:

Here I continue working and studying. I go to the clinic, I read, I write, 
I go to the gymnasium and the fencing hall. As to shooting, with this I 
am sending you a card board with ten bullet holes. The board is seven 
and a half meters away from me. At a distance of twenty-five meters 
I put 20 shots inside a board 20 centimeters high and 2 centimeters 
wide. I go slowly, but through perseverance, I will be able to shoot fairly 
well and I will supplement with my will the few qualities of a shooter 
that nature has given me.

The overall tone of the letter suggested an atmosphere of intense preparation. 
Rizal took care to narrate his long practice sessions and explain in detail his 
skills as a marksman to Luna, Ventura, and others. Perhaps such humble 
boasting was his attempt to show off his worth to others who had already 
crossed swords with the Spanish.

Rizal at this time was staying in Brussels in his bid to publish El 
filibusterismo. As all the excitement of the deadly duels, fierce fencing 
bouts, and feats of marksmanship travelled to him from Madrid, Rizal could 
have felt more keenly his separation from the rest of the ilustrado colony. 
Perhaps the highly competitive Rizal was anxious to join his comrades 
in these outbursts of masculine energy that showcased their strength at 
arms. One can only speculate. In any case, competitive fencing and pistol 
shooting served to highlight the physicality that was part and parcel of the 
reputation the ilustrados were building for themselves: They were not only 
educated citizens of Spain, and their fearlessness was observed not only in 
their polemical speeches and writings, but they also proved again and again 
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that they were virile athletic men with great skill in the civilized combat of 
modernizing European sports. These men were not mere indios (natives) 
to be trifled with. It was important, then, that such a reputation was to be 
protected, even from their own countrymen.

Vice Versus Virtue: Moral Reformation 
through Competitive Excellence
The confidence, courage, and virility Reyes (2008) talks about were not 
developed by the ilustrados overnight. Their correspondences with each 
other throughout the year 1890 spoke of regular visits to the gymnasium or 
each other’s houses for fencing and pistol practice. After all, practitioners 
did not obtain the values and virtues associated with modernizing sports 
by simply trying the activity with friends. Such desirable characteristics 
were internalized through sheer force of habit. “Male individual corporeal 
confidence and the possession of courage and virility, the propagandists 
widely agreed, expressed itself in a robust physicality, European male attire, 
facial hair, displays of manliness within public life, in sports such as fencing 
and pistol practice, in sexual affairs with women” (ibid., xxvii). 

Habits, of course, had to be maintained, in order for the reputations 
born from them to survive the test of time. Thus was the frivolity of his 
fellow ilustrados a cause for concern to Rizal (1963a), who in 1889 wrote to 
Baldomero Roxas that “the Filipino youth at the capital city [Madrid] think 
only of amusing themselves and it is not because they lack either ability or talent 
. . . but because they have too much money.” Given Rizal’s own reputation for 
diligence and self-control, he was asked to lead them through his example, 
especially because “precisely at present moments, when we are engaged in 
a struggle, it is necessary to redouble our efforts” (ibid.). Juan Luna (1963a) 
wrote that a reputation as gamblers was “a real calamity to Filipino fathers.” 
Ventura (1963b) added to the dire diagnosis of the situation, telling Rizal that

It seems that in the Philippines it is believed that our fellow 
countrymen in Madrid do nothing else but gamble. As you have some 
influence on our youth, please write some of them telling them to 
devote themselves to something more useful and to understand that 
what they are doing is not only prejudicial to themselves but also to 
our other fellow countrymen, for many fathers would like to send their 
sons abroad if it were not for the bad name they have earned in Madrid.

A series of letters between the Luna brothers and Rizal reveals how 
they decided to address this problem by convincing their fellow youth from 
the Philippines to take up fencing. Rizal’s (1963c) conviction that the field 
of sports was “something more serious and noble than the game of cards” 
to which the youth could devote themselves was fully highlighted when 
he quoted Marco Espada, renowned fencing instructor, who said that “the 
handling of a weapon gives moral strength to the individual, making him 
potent and moderate.” Rizal’s stand on this matter was not surprising for he 
saw sports as an educational tool for moral education. From his perspective, 
the virtues that one could internalize through long hours of practicing 
a physical skill provided the most utility in the formation of a unique 
national identity that all natives could be proud of. Through sports, they 
had a chance not only to overcome the strength and skill of the colonizer 
in open competition but also to rise above their own shortcomings, 
which were no less to blame for the abysmal state of affairs in the country  
(Rizal 1913). 

However, the Lunas saw fencing and pistol shooting differently. For 
them it was clear that sports also served as an opportunity to physically best 
their opponents in a manner accepted within the parameters of modern 
European civilization. Through these activities they were able to assert 
their masculinity at the expense of their opponents’—or, at least, in clear 
comparison to their opponents. Reputation, the perception of others, 
marked the utility of sports for them. Juan Luna (1963b) expressed this view 
very clearly in a letter he sent Rizal upon a visit to Madrid in 1890:

I spent the month of June in Madrid: I saw almost the entire Filipino 
colony; all as before, some are studious and others, gamblers and 
loafers. The good thing is that all of them have taken up fencing 
through the influence of Antonio [Luna], and the Filipinos now enjoy 
the fame of being brave and strong in the handling of weapons. 

The painter posited the idea again when he suggested the organizing of more 
competitions: “Tell me what you know about the Filipino duels in Madrid. 
It seems that they are behaving with dignity. A contest of ‘chino’ marksmen in 
Madrid in the course of the year would not be bad, for example, so that we 
would be respected and the kastilas de entremes (farcical Spaniards) would 
know us better” (Luna’s letter to Rizal, 26 May 1890, cited in Reyes 2008, 98).
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So rich were the possibilities of using the sport to support the 
Propagandists’ struggle that Juan Luna (1963c) imagined the practice of 
fencing among “the Filipino youth” as a breeding ground for “ready fighters.” 
The elder Luna’s idea was not without merit, of course. Sports had been 
used by other countries to provide soldiers with regular physical activities, 
which fostered both teamwork and competitiveness.7 

The Promise of Foreign Sports
Early modern sports, therefore, was an aspect of European culture that the 
ilustrados wholeheartedly adopted due to the promises of civilization and 
modernity that were attached to their daily physical practice. As Vicente 
Rafael (2006, 5) says about the ilustrados’ relationship to the foreign:

If the foreign can be regarded as a medium for forging nationalism, 
could we not regard it then as a kind of technology? . . . Expanding and 
contracting the world . . . technological developments in the latter period 
of Spanish rule brought the promise of the colony’s transformation. 
They circulated the expectation of society becoming other than what 
it had been, becoming, that is, modern in its proximity to events in the 
metropole and the rest of the “civilized” world. In this way, the complex 
of technological developments, we might say, embodied the promise 
of the foreign, or more precisely, of the becoming foreign associated 
with the experience of modernity. 

In Rafael’s analysis of nationalism, Castilian is perceived as a foreign 
technological element appropriated by the nationalist ilustrados. A “force of 
communication with which to address those at the top of the colonial world,” 
the language also “allowed them to communicate among themselves, thereby 
enabling them to go beyond their linguistic and geographical differences” 
(ibid., xvii).

Within Rafael’s framework, sports, much like the Castilian language, 
also served as a tool for nation building. It was of foreign origin, learned by 
the ilustrados through European educational institutions. It was also a means 
of communication, allowing these young men to project their understanding 
of modern European masculinity to the colonial metropole and among 
themselves. The unique power of sports, however, rested on its ability to 

project into reality—through concrete action—the values and virtues of 
European masculinity that ilustrados desired for themselves.

Also, if in “using the foreign, Filipinos are able to withstand its full 
force” (ibid., 3), then perhaps we can observe in the ilustrados something 
akin to what Lou Antolihao (2017) has observed in the Filipino elites of the 
American period: the adoption of American sports because of its twofold 
promise of providing modernity for the country and a means to navigate the 
new colonial power relation. Once the social engineering through sports was 
wrested from the control of the foreigners, Filipino nationalists in the early 
twentieth century found themselves with a unique opportunity to engineer 
the nation.

For the ilustrados, the promise of the foreign in sports was also “felt as the 
coming of a power with which to absorb and domesticate the otherness that 
lies at the foundation of the nation” (Rafael 2006, 4). This absorption and 
domestication of the foreign is seen in the way fencing and pistol shooting 
were used as a projection of the Filipinos’ bravery, honor, and strength. 
The Mir Deas affair in Barcelona and the fencing bouts in Madrid were an 
actualization of inherited notions of bravery and honor—they allowed the 
ilustrados to move beyond words and project their newly found masculine 
identity into action. They were also a means for Filipinos to combat both 
internal and external opposition, ranging from their personal vices to the 
racists who constantly demeaned them.

The domestication of these sports is seen in how the ilustrados brought 
them home to the Philippines to help create a healthy and vigorous nation. 
While Juan Luna’s dreams of a nation of ready fighters might have ended 
with its articulation in his letter, Antonio Luna did succeed in establishing 
a fencing school, the “Sala de Armas,” at Calle Alix in Sampaloc (Ocampo 
1997, 34). Rizal (1961) also detailed in an 1887 letter to Blumentritt how he 
established a gymnasium in Calamba:

I give vacation to my patients and my gymnasium pupils and I write 
to engage in mental conversation for a few hours with my friend. 
May I tell you that I have popularized here physical exercises so that 
the gamblers, instead of going to the cockpit or sitting down at the 
panguingue [card game] table would come to the gymnasium to watch 
the exercises or join them. Through this means also some ailments 
were cured.
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Here we see Rizal using sports for moral education in the same manner that 
he hoped it would achieve with his fellow ilustrado comrades in Europe. 
Building the gymnasium was a deed that was even foreshadowed in the Noli 
me tángere. In the novel, the school Ibarra begins constructing in San Diego 
is supposed to include a gymnasium, an open space for games, and a “track 
for running races and jumping in the open air” (Rizal 2006, 237). Rizal’s 
dedication to teach sports as part of his effort to educate his fellow Filipinos 
morally ensured that his students in Dapitan were also strong in mind and 
body through a curriculum that involved weightlifting and swimming (Del 
Carmen 1982, 166–67).

This strategic use of sports could have been the origin of a social 
engineering project of forming a militant Filipino population, had the 
Propagandists won the tide of history. They would have been decades ahead of 
American sportsmen who introduced this idea to Asia in the twentieth century. 

Conclusion
When the ilustrados sailed to Europe, they engaged in a modernizing world 
of sports, and they quickly learned how to play to win. In this article I have 
argued that the ilustrados’ engagement in early sports not only projected 
an image of masculinity and modernity through the building of a healthy, 
virile, male body, but it also showcased character traits essential to the ideal 
image of a civilized European man. Being good at these individual sports 
was proof of self-control, discipline, and perseverance under hardships—all 
characteristics that delineated the civilized man from the savage barbarian. 
Ilustrado sporting activities, such as gymnastics, fencing, pistol shooting, and 
weightlifting, became a means for cultivating patriotic fervor.

The ilustrados used sports in their defense of the honor of the self and 
community; they took advantage of its promise of physical training and moral 
education and deployed it as a deterrent against gambling and frivolity. 
Sports helped them internalize and project valued European virtues—all 
for the sake of building the nation. The ilustrados’ excellence in gymnastics 
and their skill-at-arms in fencing and pistol shooting gave them a uniquely 
masculine and physical identity they could be proud to call their own. They 
saw in sports a tool to help emancipate Filipinos from the yoke of a racist and 
unjust colonial rule, and they seemed convinced that the time and effort they 
devoted to becoming good at these activities were productive and fruitful. 
Sports provided an example of the foreign that was used to create the national.

Notes
This article was first written in 2016 and has undergone multiple revisions. An early version 
was presented at the “Bridging Worlds, Illumining the Archive: An International Conference in 
Honor of Professor Resil B. Mojares,” held on 30–31 July 2018 at Novotel Manila, Quezon City, 
organized by this journal. I would like to thank Dr. Olivia Habana of the Ateneo de Manila 
Department of History, without whose support this article—originally written as a requirement for 
her class—would not have found its way into these pages. Thank you also to the staff and editors 
of the journal, especially to Dr. Angelli Tugado, who encouraged me through every step of the 
publication process.

1	 Twentieth-century nationalist histories have tended to marginalize—or even demonize—the 

ilustrados as an entire class of traitors to the national cause (Constantino 1969; Agoncillo 1996).

2	 Two of Schumacher’s books that may be considered canon in the literature of ilustrado nationalism 

are his collection of essays on Filipino nationalism (Schumacher 1996) and his in-depth narrative 

of the political activities of the ilustrado propagandists in Spain (Schumacher 1997).

3	 Examples from Ambeth Ocampo’s wide corpus of works include his collections of essays on 

Aguinaldo (Ocampo 1993), the Lunas (Ocampo 1997), and of course Rizal (Ocampo 2012).

4	 Wray Vamplew (2015) provides a more nuanced take on this transitional period of sports in British 

history by showcasing the possession of leisure time by the very rich and the very poor. For much 

of the Industrial Revolution, attitudes toward sports by the booming middle class were far from 

positive. Interestingly, however, this attitude did not affect negatively the participation of the rich 

and the poor in their own respective leisure activities. Vamplew (ibid., 341–42) writes: “What their 

workers did in this free time was of concern to many industrial and commercial employers, since 

certain leisure activities could be detrimental to productivity: injuries from violent sports could 

keep workers away from their desks or machines; excessive drinking could result in absenteeism 

and hangovers; and gambling could undermine the work ethic. . . . Employers thus supported the 

more general middle-class move to impose its own morality on a society in which the aristocracy 

and working class were united in their drunkenness, profaneness, sexual indulgence, gambling and 

love of cruel sports. The traditional way of life was to be discredited and the importance of work 

upgraded: the idle rich and the idle poor were both to be condemned. . . . The real contribution of 

industrialization to the development of sport lay in the increased incomes and increased leisure 

time that productivity brought: despite some precursors in particular trades, this was a product of 

the late rather than even the mid-nineteenth century and certainly not before then. . . . By this time, 

the middle-class attitude towards sport had changed and they now accepted that, if appropriately 

controlled, it could be a force for good in creating healthier citizens, rejuvenating labour and 

building character.” 

5	 Allen Guttmann’s (2004) classification for modern sports rests on his observation of seven 

categories present in them: secularism, equality of opportunity to compete, specialization of roles, 

rationalization, bureaucratic organization, quantification, and the quest for records. According to 

him, sports became modern once their transition from physical activities of ritualized symbolism 

to contemporary practices preoccupied with record setting and record keeping had been fully 

realized.

6	 Small bathrooms and dressing rooms were also typical in such gymnastic halls.
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7	 Although the British were the first to institutionalize sports in their military training, the Americans 

are commonly remembered today for using sports as a form of rest and recreation during ongoing 

military campaigns.
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