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S T E P H A N I E  C O O

Clothing the Colony: Nineteenth-Century 
Philippine Sartorial Culture, 1820–1896
Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2019. 550 pages.

Behind this pioneering work is the author’s passion for clothing, which 
was inspired by the Chinese-Filipino milieu of her childhood; she grew 
up accustomed to seeing textiles treated as esteemed betrothal gifts for the 
bride’s family. Clothing the Colony: Nineteenth-Century Philippine Sartorial 
Culture, 1820–1896 is based on Stephanie Coo’s doctoral dissertation in 
cultural history at the Université de Nice-Sophia Antipolis. Of the existing 
literature on race, class, and gender in the Spanish colonial Philippines, none 
has examined these aspects through clothing and fashion as comprehensively 
as this one. 

The first two of the six chapters provide the coordinates of colonial 
society: the class system and its dynamics, the combination of civilization 
and Catholicism that set colonial cultural standards, and the production 
and distribution of clothing. In the next chapters gender, class, and culture 
serve as the primary analytical categories. Inevitably race and occupation 
also come into play in varying degrees. In the chapter on women’s clothing 
(chapter 3), for example, a variety of groups are distinguishable, such as 
convent schoolgirls, children, mestizas, and workers. To frame and scrutinize 
the class structure in the Spanish colonial Philippines, the author turns 
to sociologists Georg Simmel and Thorstein Veblen and those who have 
interpreted them. To validate her findings, Coo draws parallelisms between 
fashion and clothing practices in the Philippines and in other Asian colonies. 
Through the lens of dress, the author succeeds in refracting colonial life into 
its structural components and showing their interaction through time.

Teasing out the mutual implications of gender, class, occupation, and 
race is complex. Understandably, it becomes necessary to repeat information 
from one chapter to another, although perhaps with more careful editing 
the author could have reduced the repetition. It seems that due to the 
sheer amount of information some passages are repeated inadvertently as 
footnotes and vice versa, and footnotes are duplicated in different parts of 
the book. Also, while secondary sources serve mostly to provide background 
information, some subsections could have benefited from works that are 
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more to the point: for example, those parts dealing with the educational 
system (145, 242–36).

Coo gathers more than a thousand sources, which she classifies into 
iconographic, material (actual pieces of clothing and textiles), and written. 
The resulting digital database is prodigious as may be gleaned from the 
texts and iconographic and sartorial material cited. For a book dealing with 
material culture and taking into account the limits of textual exposition, the 
magnanimous number of illustrations augments its vividness. The author 
systematizes the database not only by year and artist/author but also by the 
analytical categories used throughout the book: articles of clothing, gender, 
race, socioeconomic status, and occupation. Based on this body of sources, 
she observes that those sources dating from the 1820s became sufficiently 
substantial in number to make that decade a justifiable starting point of a 
study on clothing history. The terminal year of 1896 represents the historical 
watershed of the Philippine Revolution and eventual declaration of 
independence from Spain. From the corpus of sources that grew in number 
and in variety of genres roughly in the middle of the nineteenth century, 
coinciding with increasing prosperity, the author distinguishes significant 
changes in clothing style and practice after 1840. To help readers navigate 
the mass of sources, she takes pains to introduce the authors and artists 
whose works she cites. 

Coo declares a basic point of difference between Clothing the 
Colony and other works on Philippine clothing: “More than being just 
about clothes, this book is also about the wearers, clothes workers, and 
traders” (3). Chapter 2, which discusses clothing material and production, 
describes the interaction among those three sectors while focusing on the 
producers. Individuals, classified by their role in these processes, emerge 
from the anonymous mass of laborers, as the author draws them out of 
textual and iconographic sources. Although based on typecast portrayals, 
whether pictorial or literary, the sinamayeras (cloth sellers), bordadoras 
(embroiderers), tailors and seamstresses, and lavanderas (washerwomen) 
come to life: their work, social milieu, earning capacity, lifestyle, even their 
aspirations. The sinamayera becomes a three-dimensional historical figure 
as an entrepreneur and designer exercising influence on personal styles 
and fashion trends (77–81). Through a perceptive reading of contemporary 
sources, the author recreates the nineteenth-century clothing market and 
“shopping experience” in Manila and its environs (99–109). By determining 



the cost of labor, textiles, and apparel vis-à-vis the earning capacity of different 
socioeconomic groups, she provides an indicator of the economic value of 
dress, which later is related to its social value. Putting together analytically 
all these information makes this chapter by itself a noteworthy contribution 
to cultural and social history. 

Coo exhibits an extraordinary ability to weave different types of 
sources—a combination of literature, art, and journalism—into coherent 
narratives and characterizations and draw out imaginatively possible 
motivations, values, and attitudes that influence fashion choices and 
meanings of dress. She juxtaposes different types of sources to cross-check 
her interpretation. Her command of sartorial terms, technology, and 
culture as well as her personal engagement with fashion have prepared her 
to undertake this project. Thus, she ably traces the evolution of the style 
of different pieces of clothing and gives authoritative responses to oft-asked 
questions like the origin of the untucked shirt (baro) (213–14) and the 
so-called Maria Clara dress (155–56). Concerning the first, she points out 
the insufficiency of historical evidence that would make the baro traceable 
to any prehispanic garment. Instead, she proposes that it was a product of 
Indian influence given the resemblance of the baro to the kurta (a loose 
collarless shirt typically worn in South Asia) and clothing terms such as 
salaual/salawal and sayasaya (loose trousers). As regard the second, she 
differentiates between the traje de mestiza and the Maria Clara dress, which 
today are terms used interchangeably to refer to the baro’t saya and pañuelo 
ensemble. Certainly, the traje de mestiza preceded the Maria Clara dress, 
and neither did Rizal describe in detail Maria Clara’s dress in the Noli me 
tangere. Coo posits that naming the attire after the Rizalian heroine was 
meant to convey the image of the ideal Filipina. As to when the term began 
to be used and by whom is hitherto unknown.

Her dexterous use of Spanish terms and phrases drawn from primary 
sources contributes greatly to capturing the notion of civilization and 
sociocultural ambience in the nineteenth-century lowland Philippines. 
However, some corrections are in order. Gente de razón is better translated as 
hispanicized or hispanized than as “Hispanics.” The text of an advertisement from 
the periodical Manila Alegre (325) is attributed to the widow who figures in the 
advertisement when those remarks are actually made about her. Lastly, what 
is described as a “V-necked ‘cape’” of male students in Manila (237) is actually 
a beca, a band of cloth that signified institutional affiliation; it was worn on the 
shoulders and crossed on the breast, with the two ends hanging on the back. 
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Among Coo’s most important findings are the overarching, successive 
patterns of divergence and convergence in clothing from the first half of 
the nineteenth century to the second, when prosperity and European 
notions of civilization and modernization imbued the politics of clothing. 
Divergence in terms of regional differences in styles and usage and the 
urban–rural divide transitioned to convergence as provincial centers gained 
better access to the fashions in the colonial capital. The racial divisions 
(e.g., indio, mestizo, Spanish/European) of Philippine colonial society were 
blurred as other indicators of status grew in importance, especially education 
and professional activities in which convergence in clothing across races 
manifested the most. Men increasingly adopted Western clothes and styles 
particularly for professional settings. The book confirms the nationalist 
and at the same time internationalist significance of donning Western 
clothing, particularly by ilustrados, which other historians have already 
discussed. The trend of wearing dark colors in accordance with European 
conventions contrasted with the earlier preference of indios and mestizos 
for colorful attire (210–11). This convergence in fashion corroborates the 
multiracial composition of the nationalist movement and the germination of 
Filipino identity, which transcended mere geographical relatedness. Other 
nineteenth-century Filipino writers aside from Rizal who discoursed on 
gender, race, and culture, like Pedro Paterno and Isabelo de los Reyes, might 
afford further insight into the culture of clothing and appearance. 

Coo’s analysis of the continued use of native and hybrid textiles and styles 
of clothing, especially the baro and traje de mestiza (later called traje del país), 
is fresh and recognizes their ambivalent meanings corresponding to a variety 
of contexts—leisure, ritual, and, later in the century, nationalist. She observes 
that Philippine women across classes largely dressed in the native manner, 
in contrast to men’s wear, which had increasingly become Western and 
streamlined. She attributes women’s elaborate garments to their domesticity 
vis-à-vis men’s public roles; furthermore, “women’s bodies were expected to 
embody nationhood” (432). This assertion about women’s bodies remains to 
be substantiated even though it is an attractive assumption that dovetails with 
the ideal of motherhood prevalent in the nineteenth century.

When discussing the cultural values that governed the manner of dressing 
in the Spanish colonial Philippines, Coo correctly distinguishes between 
those cultural values that were brought by colonization and Christianization 



(e.g., notions of propriety and modesty) and those that were “instinctive” 
(297) such as hygiene. She does not let them remain abstract but illustrates 
their application in different areas of colonial life. She observes that women’s 
clothing, more than men’s, reflected the aforementioned values. This point 
deserves a deeper look to arrive at the reasons behind it beyond the convenient 
commonplace of religious or moral strictures. Further study would also cast 
light on how looks and demeanor were thought to be intrinsically linked to 
interiority.

The author has made good her intention to be inclusive, which 
differentiates her work from those that focus on clothing for special occasions 
and, in the same vein, on the elite. This choice of a comprehensive scope 
has led her to modify the racially based socioeconomic structure that other 
studies on Philippine clothing have used. In Coo’s analysis, the colonial 
hierarchy consisted mainly of two tiers (elite and common people), which 
intersected with racial categories and the colonizer–colonized dichotomy. 
Race, although not expunged, has diminished in importance. The author 
derives this structure from her conclusion that dress and fashion do not 
set fixed class boundaries but instead adjust to social purposes, economic 
factors, and moral and cultural values. The elite used fashion to emphasize 
class distinctions as well as to underscore their status among their peers, an 
attitude that drove fashion evolution. Those from the lower class invested in 
clothing beyond their means to give a good impression, aside from following 
the traditional thinking that special occasions demanded special attire.

This book shows the changing interconnectedness of gender, class, race, 
and status in the nineteenth-century Spanish Philippines from the standpoint 
of sartorial culture. Nonetheless, it recognizes the subjective dimensions of 
dress that group types cannot completely capture, as evinced by the dandy 
and individual preferences reflected in combinations and designs. It has 
been said in many ways that clothes make the person, but that is only because 
humanity has bestowed meaning on clothing and appearance.

Marya Svetlana T. Camacho
Department of History, University of Asia and the Pacific

<svetlana.camacho@uap.asia>
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