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Imperial Roots of the American Research University 

Rowena Azada-Palacios 

Ateneo de Manila University and the University of Edinburgh 

 
I’m not a historian; I’m a philosopher of education. But I want to thank Steve and Oli for 

inviting me to be part of this panel, in which I’ll be presenting the historical part of a larger 

research project.  

My larger project aims to complicate the critiques of ‘internationalization’ within higher 

education, which are currently based on a bifurcation between a neoliberal critique of 

internationalization and its so-called ‘civic’ alternative. In my project, I draw on historical case 

studies from the Philippines and the United States to uncover the imperial logics of university 

internationalization that don’t fit this bifurcated frame. 

One part of this project looks at the history of the American research university through 

imperial and inter-imperial lenses, rather than through the national and international lenses 

that dominate the literature. //// To do this, I focus on two university leaders, David Prescott 

Barrows and Elmer Drew Merrill, who both served the Philippine Insular Government early in 

their careers before assuming leadership roles at the University of California during the 

interwar period.  

======= 

On Monday, 27th June 1921, David Prescott Barrows, president of the University of 

California (UC) at Berkeley, was feeling pensive. It was his 48th  birthday. ‘The 48 years have 

gone fast’, he wrote in his private journal. ‘Some great changes in this country and in the world 

have occurred… Our country is moving steadily and critically toward greater tasks abroad…. As 

long as America proceeds with just purpose, I want to accompany its advance, lead its 

vanguards….’1  

Almost exactly six years later, Barrows’ UC colleague, Dean of Agriculture Elmer Drew 

Merrill, was writing about a new botanical garden that he had been tapped to direct. He 

envisioned the institute as one that covered ‘world botany’ rather than devoting ‘its energies to 

a study of strictly local problems’. The garden, he said, ‘in due time should take its place among 

the great institutions of its kind in the world’.
2
 ////// These two excerpts offer a glimpse of two 

men who were recognising the growing global power of the US alongside its shift from 

westward territorial expansion to overseas imperialism. The previous generation of university 

leaders had only aimed not to be left behind, trying to play catch-up to the best among their 

European counterparts. In contrast, Barrows and Merrill took for granted that the US and its 

academic institutions had global roles to play. 

1. Recruitment to a Contested Philippines and Early Views on Empire  

These two globally-minded university leaders both came from humble, what some 

might even call ‘parochial’ beginnings, especially when contrasted with their cosmopolitan 

university predecessors who had been trained in Europe. Barrows was a child of a ranching 
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family that moved from Chicago to California when he was five, and he returned briefly to 

Chicago only to complete his doctoral studies. In August 1900, as US forces were brutally 

expanding its occupation of the Philippine archipelago,3 he was selected to be the first 

American city superintendent of Manila schools. In late 1901, he was tapped to head the newly-

formed Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes.4. A few days later, the Bureau of Agriculture was 

established,5 which is how Merrill ended up on Philippine soil. Born in Maine to a family of 

‘limited means’,6 Merrill and his twin brother were the first in their family to finish high school. 

Merrill studied for his bachelor’s degree at Maine State College.7 The Spanish-American War 

broke out during Merrill’s senior year, directly impacting his cohort. Over 30 students 

volunteered for the infantry, including his brother.8 After earning his master’s degree in Maine,9 

Merrill moved to Washington, DC, to work for the US Department of Agriculture. It was from 

this post that he was recruited to work as a botanist for the Philippine Bureau of Agriculture. He 

sailed for Manila in early 1902 along with other new appointees to the bureau.10 On the way, 

they stopped at Ceylon and Singapore, briefly visiting the botanical gardens there.11  

2. Knowledge for Empire, Empire for Knowledge: Barrows’ and Merrill’s Philippine 
Careers  

Barrows’ Evolving Views in the Philippines. Prior studies describe Barrows,12 as 

Kenton J. Clymer calls him, a ‘humanitarian imperialist’.13 These accounts, though, have tended 

to present Barrows’ views in a static way. I argue that his personal encounters with Filipinos 

altered his view of them, which in turn subtly changed his understanding of the imperial role of 

the US.   

Shortly after becoming chief of the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes, Barrows issued an 

ethnological questionnaire for volunteer field workers to use. 14  Field ethnographers were to 

gather information that could serve the racial categorisation and social control of the people, as 

well as allow the colonial government to exploit their labour and knowledge of natural 

resources.15 They were asked to take anthropometric — including head and nasal — 

measurements,16 note the power dynamics within each community, identify their industries 

and trading practices, and enumerate the plant products they used. The questions included: 

‘Are they warlike and troublesome? If so, how can they best be controlled?’ and ‘Are there 

practical ways in which the Government could or should improve their condition?’17  

Barrows himself undertook frequent field investigations throughout his stay in the 

Philippines. He was interested in the question of how Filipinos should be racially categorized. 

And throughout his stay in the Philippines, he argued that Filipinos were incapable of self-

government. But his ideas about the extent to which race caused this presumed incapacity 

changed over time. He considered some of the local researchers who worked for his bureau to 

be ‘Filipino gentlemen’, whose work revealed ‘an aptitude this class of scientific investigation’, 

and Barrows took pains to address these men as ‘Señor’ in his reports.18 Meanwhile, in the field, 

he had come to realise that the ‘differences which separate many tribes [were] not so much of 

race as of cultivation’. Thus, towards the end of his tenure as bureau chief, he concluded that 

‘with the exception of the Negrito’, all of the people of the Philippines, ‘representing the whole 

scale of culture from savagery to civilization’, belonged to a single ‘tropical island race’.19    
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If Filipinos’ supposed incapacity for self-governance was a function of culture rather 

than race, then the antidote for this incapacity was ‘cultivation’. However, notwithstanding his 

newfound respect for the intellectual capacities of the ‘gentlemen’ researchers in his bureau, he 

did not think that Filipinos could attain this on their own.20 The arguments he gave to support 

this claim changed over time. Initially, he attributed it to a lack of political capacity even among 

the most ‘civilized’ Filipinos, contrasting them with Native Americans. Later, after Philippine 

independence became a topic of US public debate again in the run-up to the 1904 US election, 

Barrows changed his argument. It was not merely that even the most ‘civilised’ Filipinos were 

incapable of leading Filipinos’ self-cultivation, it was rather that they themselves, as a social 

class, were an impediment to democracy, who subjected the rest of the population to their 

‘intellectual and economic’ ‘dominance and control’.  At the same time, he also dismissed 

continued anti-American attacks from among these ‘humble’ rural folk as the work of ‘ladrones’ 

or bandits.21 He did not see such anti-American sentiment as evidence that Philippine 

nationalism cut across all socioeconomic classes; instead, he attributed it to the ‘ignorance and 

poverty of the race’ concentrated in these rural ‘centers of ignorance’.22  

Thus, through a logical sleight of hand, Barrows reaffirmed the need for the US 

occupation of the Philippines to ‘fit the race for participation in self-government’.23  He believed 

this would be accomplished expanding and improving the existing Insular public school 

system.
24

 Under his leadership as General Superintendent of Education, the curriculum was 

heavy on moral and civic education. Teachers were to organise children into civics ‘clubs’. 

Eventually, the curriculum came to include twice-a-week civics lessons.25  The kind of ‘self-

government’ that Barrows envisioned for the Philippines, however, was one that reinforced its 

dependency on the US. Until the end of his Philippine career, Barrows retained his view that 

social engineering ought to be the main aim of education. At the same time, ‘moral and 

political leadership’ for him required an acknowledgement of American supremacism. Barrows 

retained both of these views — the political function of education and American supremacism 

— until he became president of UC. 

Merrill’s Induction into Inter-Imperial Science. Merrill was 25 years old when he 

started working at the newly established insular Department of Agriculture in the Philippines 

in April 1902. Over his next twenty-two years as an expatriate government scientist, his work 

shifted from learning from other Anglo-European colonies to building institutions that would 

usher the United States into a position of leadership within the inter-imperial colonial 

periphery: He built what would become one of the largest herbaria in Asia, helped establish 

what would become one of the leading scientific journals of the tropical world, and led a bureau 

that scientific institutes in other Anglo-European colonies would later emulate.26  

Shortly after landing in Manila, Merrill reported for duty at a building that was still 

‘without a chair or table, much less a botanical publication or a botanical specimen’,27 a far cry 

from the well-equipped botanical facilities he had seen at Ceylon and Singapore only days 

before. Although botanical work had been done in Spanish colonial Philippines by Filipinos, 

Spanish, and visiting foreign naturalists,28 most of the government-owned specimens and 

publications had been lost or destroyed either in an 1897 fire or during the battles in Manila.29 

Merrill set to work rebuilding the government’s botanical collection. In August of that year, he 
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was permitted to undertake a three-month-long trip to the ’s Lands Plantentuin, the botanical 

gardens in Dutch-controlled Buitenzorg, Java (now the city of Bogor in Indonesia).30 On his way 

back from the Dutch East Indies, he stopped by the Singapore botanical gardens again.  

Merrill’s first year in the Philippines, then, initiated him into a more global 

understanding of botanical work. When Merrill had still been in the US, he had published all 

his research findings in systematic botany for an American audience, such as the journal of the 

New England Botanical Club. The Philippines gave him a broader temporal and spatial 

perspective about his scientific field, in three ways. First, as his 1903 report on the history of 

botanical work in the Philippines shows, he began to situate his botanical work within the 

history of empire, connecting his work to the pre-American colonial history of the Philippines. 

Despite the often-dismissive tone with which he wrote about Spanish-era botanical research, he 

nonetheless built extensively on this earlier work.31 Secondly, through his visits to the 

peripheries of Anglo-European empire, Merrill was inducted into approaches to colonial botany 

that had, since the nineteenth century, been growing increasingly regional rather than limited 

by colonial borders.32 Finally, his exposure to the inter-imperial networks of botanical work — 

including those first established by his Spanish predecessors in the colony — bolstered his faith 

in Anglo-European empire’s global scientific project: the inter-imperial pursuit of universal 

knowledge.  

The tension between the economic and non-economic value of the field became a sore 

point for Merrill. When he had set sail for the Philippines in February 1902, he had left a nation 

trying to maximise the economic benefits of its new colonial acquisition.33 It frustrated Merrill 

that the US government did not yet appear to recognise the country’s potential to participate in 

the inter-imperial project of building global universal knowledge, as he felt that the science 

policy in the colony was focused primarily on economic exploitation. In his 1902 year-end 

report, in a bid for more funding, he contrasted the approach  to botanical knowledge that was 

being taken by the American government with those of other empires. He argued that England 

and Holland, in the early years of their colonial acquisitions, had already recognised that ‘an 

accurate knowledge of the flora of the country’ was ‘the first essential for future successful 

agricultural and forestry work in the colony’, and they therefore prioritised the aim ‘to study 

and classify the flora of these several colonies’ over inquiries into ‘economic, agricultural, and 

forestry problems’.34  Merrill found an additional source of frustration in the botanical science 

community in the United States. He initiated correspondence  about his work with colleagues 

based in the botanical gardens and herbaria in the US.35  

However, Merrill considered American botanists to have been mostly ‘too busily 

engaged on their own local problems’.36 Fortunately for Merrill, he soon found more 

enthusiastic collaborators among his  counterparts in the European imperial metropoles, where 

projects to publish flora of colonial possessions had revitalised the field of systematic botany.37 

Over the course of his career in the Philippines, he exchanged correspondence and specimens 

with botanical institutions in London, Berlin, Paris, and Madrid,38 ultimately establishing a 

global professional network of botanists that he would maintain throughout his career.39 No 

doubt, these exchanges helped Merrill to recognise the inter-imperial interest in his work. 

Possibly partly due to the recognition of a more international audience of the scientific work 

being done in the Philippines, and possibly partly owing to his desire to build a more extensive 
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scientific library, Merrill considered the existing form of publications by the government 

laboratories — free government bulletins — to be insufficient. On his suggestion, the bureau 

commenced the publication of a serial journal,40 the Philippine Journal of Science, in 1906.  

Imperial Science as Metropolitan Science Amidst Rising Philippine Nationalism. 

In his first decade as a colonial scientist, Merrill’s vision of universal science as an inter-imperial 

project was aligned with US government policy towards the Philippines insofar as they were 

both extractivist. Merrill saw the natural resources of the Philippines as material with which the 

Anglo-European imperial metropole could advance knowledge of the world, whereas the US 

government saw those resources as material that the US economy could exploit. However, his 

second decade in the Philippines saw these interests becoming disentangled from each other, as 

the clamour for Philippine self-governance grew.  ///// In 1912, Manuel L. Quezon, one of the 

two non-voting Philippine representatives to the US House of Representatives, drafted the first 

version of a Philippine independence bill. In 1913, Democrat Woodrow Wilson won the US 

presidential election. In the Philippines, resentment about the US’ continued colonial rule was 

rife among Filipino academics and professionals working in institutions run by the insular 

government. The anti-imperialist momentum of the period culminated in the passage in 1916 of 

the Philippine Autonomy Act (the Jones Law), which created an all-Filipino legislature. ///// 

Reports by then director Alvin Cox show evidence of mounting pressure across this period for 

the Bureau of Science to align its activities with Philippine rather than American interests. By 

1916, with the Jones Law in effect, Filipinisation was in full swing: the executive departments 

were reorganised, ministerial positions were reserved for Filipinos. The following year, for the 

first time, Cox’s direct superior was a Filipino, the new secretary of agriculture and natural 

resources, Galicano Apacible Antonio.41  

In Merrill’s first decade as chief botanist of the colony, he had been able to argue for the 

intertwinement of three sets of interests: the US’s epistemic interests within Anglo-European 

imperial science (in which Merrill was personally invested), US economic interests, and 

(indirectly) Philippine economic interests. In his early reports, he had argued that his 

theoretical botanical work was the foundation for advancing US economic interests in the 

colony, which in turn depended on Philippine economic development. This had made the 

Bureau of Science a suitable institutional site for his research. However, under new political 

conditions, these interests trifurcated, and the bureau was under pressure to frame its work in 

terms of its benefit to Filipinos. Because Merrill’s theoretical work on flora outside the colony 

did not clearly contribute to the Philippine economy, it was relegated to an after-office activity. 

An alternative route might have been for Merrill to justify his theoretical work to the bureau not 

for its economic value but for its epistemic value to the Philippines: as the country’s 

contribution to universal science. He had, after all, previously hoped for Manila to be a 

destination of choice for scientists from around the world. But two factors might have inhibited 

him from considering this. First, with talk of Philippine autonomy in the air, Merrill might have 

been starting to sense that his future in the Philippines as an American scientist was narrowing; 

a global scientific base in Manila did not look to be one in which he could still play a major part. 

But the second, more likely, possibility is that resurrecting his old argument for a global 

scientific basis in Manila would have required him to convince both the US and Philippine 

colonial governments that a Filipinised Bureau of Science was one that could and should engage 
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in science for science’s sake. In the mid-1910s, Merrill believed that Filipino scientists were 

concerned primarily with economic problems, and it would benefit them to focus on these 

more instrumental concerns rather than the concerns of pure science.42  

In 1919, Merrill found himself in a dispute with the (now-Filipinised) Philippine  

government, which ruled that he had been paid above the amount legally allowable for 

American staff members of the University of the Philippines. Merrill returned the excess pay, 

but his aggrievement was indicated in his decision to resign from the Philippine service 

altogether. The Bureau of Science wooed him back with a Cabinet-approved higher salary,43 and 

then made him the head of the bureau. He accepted the administrative role half-heartedly. In 

1923, he was invited by UC to become the new dean for its College of Agriculture. Merrill 

accepted, and sailed back to the US for good.   

During their tenures in the Philippines, both Barrows and Merrill witnessed and helped 

facilitate the US’s emergence as an imperial power. Both of them saw how the institutions of 

knowledge production and knowledge dissemination could be harnessed to increase and 

maintain this power. The lesson that Barrows learned from his Philippine years was that the 

US’s imperial power was dependent on a system of American supremacism, which the 

educational system could serve to strengthen and protect. What Merrill learned was that 

imperial power could be legitimised and grown through inter-imperial networks of knowledge 

production. Barrows and Merrill took these lessons with them to the University of California.   
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