Figure 3. Reading Letters from Home (LPE 1904d)

Figure 4. Cloth Weaving (LPE 1904d)
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and sentimental, as opposed to photos of men in action (i.e. holding
bows and arrows, or in the process of butchering a dog). It also implies
womanliness and the promise of civilization, to be provided by America,
as suggested by the presence of two American flags in the background.
It paints a peaceful and tranquil scenario, representing people that
have leisure time to read letters from home. In Figure 3, this image
of tranquility was presented while the Philippine-American War was
still raging in the Philippines and the image of the literate Visayan
women implied the initial “success” of America’s civilizing mission in
the Philippines, as though Filipinos did not know how to read and
write prior to their arrival.

In Souvenir Visayan Village (1904), Visayan women were depicted
primarily as weavers of jusi and pizia, which were considered as two
of the most beautiful fabrics of the Archipelago, emphasizing one of
the gender roles of women as textile weavers (Figure 4). In Body Parts
of Empire: Visual Abjection, Filipino Images, and the American Empire,
Balce (2017) analyzed a similar photograph of young Filipinas entitled
“Class in Embroidery” wherein she noted that “the women in front
seem quite content and intent at their embroidery, looking down at
what they’re doing instead of at the camera. Such outward interest in
home decorative arts bodes well for the American colonial effort, as
it indicates a psychology among the women that does not discount
a hopeful domestic future for them” (Balce, 2017, 83). Similarly, the
woman in Figure 4 can be seen engrossed in her weaving, concentrating
on her work instead of looking at the camera. Such a portrayal of
intense focus on domestic work suits well with the American gender
ideology of women strictly purposed for domestic work.

Figure 5 shows the Moro women serenading their datu. In this
photo as well as in other photos of the Moro people in the fair,emphasis
was placed on the supremacy of the Moro men, especially the datu, over
their women. Women were shown in this photo in one of the typical
gender roles of women as entertainers, for in patriarchal societies,
political leadership was held by men while women could only perform
minor roles. The polygamous nature of marriage was also emphasized
in Figure 6, in which a datu is shown beside “his favorite wife.” This
suggests the subservient status of women wherein men could have
many wives but the same privilege was denied to women. However,
if we take into consideration the position of women in Islam based
on their holy book, the Qurin, as well as the Aadith, or the collection
of traditions containing sayings of the prophet Muhammad, women
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Figure 6. Datu Facundo and his Favorite Wife (Newell 1904)
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held an important status in society. However, the role of women in
Islam gradually diminished after the death of the prophet Muhammad
when women’s involvement in public discourse became more obscured
(Hasyim 2006).

Some photographs of indigenous men and women at the fair
reflected women’s inferior status in society. In Figure 7, one can see
that all were men with the exception of the individual in the farthest
right. Her positioning at the periphery is very suggestive of the idea
that hunting is a man’s work, and her being a woman seemed to be
deliberately obscured from the photo. While it can be interpreted as
a step forward in the portrayal of women in photos and may indicate
women’s equal status with men, her positioning at the farthest right
instead of the middle and the fact that her face was covered by
another’s arm (whether intentional or not) while the faces of her
male companions in the photo were shown or only partly covered is
suggestive of the intent to obscure her presence in the photograph.
Same goes with the message one would infer from Figure 8, which
presents Igorot men and women, with the Igorot warriors at the center
and the women almost upstaged by the men. As mentioned earlier,
while it is true that fighting was a man’s job in Igorot society, this does
not necessarily mean that women were subordinate to men because
women held important roles such as taking care of production and
managing the households while their husbands were away. Positioning
women at the back or at the periphery in the photograph does not
reflect the high regard given to women in society.

PHOTOGRAPHY AS A MEANS TO PROPAGATE
RACIAL AND GENDER PREJUDICE

Through photography, an object or a glimpse becomes part of reality
and a substitute for that which then passes away; it can replace or
even invent an experience and a memory (Gilbert 2009). Exoticizing
the natives from the Philippines by taking photos of them eating with
their bare hands, holding bows and arrows, clearing the field, and other
elements of daily life seemed to be the purpose of these photographs.
Portraying the natives as savages would convince the American people
(especially the anti-imperialists) that Filipinos needed to be civilized
and would therefore justify American imperialism. In fact, this type of

colonialist photography was already in place in the Philippines as early
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Figure 7. Crack Archers of the Negrito Village (Newell 1904)

Figure 8. Igorots from the Philippines (LPE 1904b)
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as 1890 through the initiative of Worcester, the colonial government’s
Secretary of the Interior and head of the Bureau of Non-Christian
Tribes. Figure 9 (a close-up of an individual) and Figure 10 (a photo
of a group of women looking straight into the camera) were part of
Worcester’s collection. This portrait-type photography was meant to
exoticize the circumstances (Gilbert 2009). For Nerissa Balce (2017),
Worcester’s photographs of Filipino women codify his and the
empire’s power.

But how do we compare the depiction of women in colonial
photographs to their actual status in society during the early part of
the twentieth century? If we take a look at women’s place in ancient
Philippine society, we could say that they were in a better position in
terms of rights and privileges, holding religious powers as babaylanes
or catalones (Salazar 1999). Their status started to change when the
Spaniards colonized the Philippines and imposed Catholicism, placing
them in a subordinate position by subjecting them to patriarchy.
But some notable women proved their worth by going against the
gendered status quo imposed by the Spaniards. Examples of women
who stood for their rights include: the cigarreras’ protest against
inhumane conditions in tobacco factories in 1816 (Camagay 1995);
the struggle of the twenty women of Malolos to open a night school
where they would learn the Spanish language among other subjects
in 1888 (Tiongson 2004); and the active participation of women
in the revolutionary movement to fight for independence in 1896
(Rodriguez-Tatel 1998). Indeed, the portrayal of women in colonial
photographs during the early part of the twentieth century obviously
rendered the courage and struggles of the abovementioned women
invisible.

Looking at how women were represented in the photographs, one
could conclude that they were depicted as savages alongside the men
from their ethnic groups (except for the Visayan women, who were
depicted for their religiosity and domesticity). Using intersectional
feminism as a lens, it can be deduced that aside from being portrayed
as savages, they were also shown as being inferior to savages because
they were women, for in intersectional feminism, it is important to
look into a woman’s multiple identities at a given time and analyze her
discrimination based on the intersection of these identities (Crenshaw
1989). By depicting them as belonging not only to an inferior race but
also to an inferior gender, the American gender ideology of women’s
subordinate position in society was propagated. Adding ethnicity to
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Figure 9. Benguet Igorot Woman (U-M Library Digital Collections 1900-1901)

Figure 10. Group of Tiruray Women (U-M Library Digital Collections 1900-1901)
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the picture worsens their representation suggesting that some women
were more inferior than others by virtue of belonging to a particular
ethnic group. Using gender as a lens, one could see the intersection
of race, gender, and ethnicity at play with regards to the images of
women at the 1904 St. Louis Exposition. The gendered ideology
espoused by American imperialists clearly depicted the feminized
view of the Philippines wherein the female image was used to convey
the “Filipinos’ unfitness for political independence” (Halili 2006), as
well as the gender ideology which places women at a subordinate
status in society. Indeed, colonial photographs of Filipino women are
more than Orientalist souvenirs or commodified “visual scapes” kept
by American photographers to remember their visit to the Philippines
(Balce 2017). They served as instruments in propagating American
racial prejudice as well as gender stereotypes at a time when American
imperialism had to be justified and legitimized.

NOTES

1 The research for this essay was funded by the Center for Southeast Asian Studies,
University of Michigan, USA through the University Library Fellowship. A version of
this essay was awarded the 1st Virginia Benitez Licuanan Award for History Writing
by the Ateneo Library of Women’s Writing.
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