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R O N A L D  K .  E D G E R T O N

American Datu: John J. Pershing and 
Counterinsurgency Warfare in the 
Muslim Philippines, 1899–1913
Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2020. 376 pages.

Over the past decade there has been a steady stream of scholarship exploring 
the remarkably prescient lessons of American empire in the Philippines 
and its parallels with twenty-first-century America. These connections are 
particularly distinct on the peripheries of the colony where imperialists were 
able to innovate and experiment with colonial policy in more manageable 
and direct ways. Ronald Edgerton’s recent book, American Datu: John J. 
Pershing and Counterinsurgency Warfare in the Muslim Philippines, 1899–
1913, is a welcome examination of this type of colonial experimentation 
and its relevance more than a century later. Edgerton is currently emeritus 
professor of history at the University of Northern Colorado. He is a former 
Peace Corps volunteer and Fulbright scholar in the Philippines. Edgerton 
is also the author of People of the Middle Ground: A Century of Conflict 
and Accommodation in Central Mindanao, 1880s–1980s (Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 2009) as well as of numerous articles on the southern 
Philippines.

Edgerton centers his study on the Philippines’s Muslim South during 
its fourteen years of military colonial rule. During this period, he argues, 
American military officials witnessed “the emergence and development of 
a new strategy in the war that pitted Americans against Philippine Moros,” 
which he terms Progressive Counterinsurgency (5). The key architect of this 
new military science was Capt. John J. Pershing. Edgerton traces Pershing’s 
rise to military prominence, his campaigns against Moro insurgents, the 
cultivation and maintenance of local relationships, and his attempts at 
cultural competency. However, while Pershing is certainly the hub around 
which Edgerton’s analysis circulates, American Datu offers much more than 
the title indicates. This book includes lengthy and in-depth biographical 
accounts of Leonard Wood, Tasker Bliss, Hugh Scott, and other military 
officials in the semiautonomous American military zone in the southern 
Philippines known as Moro Province. Edgerton’s approach is much more 
a story of shifting policy and strategy than a biography of any particular 
individual. Nevertheless, Pershing is certainly the continuous thread binding 



Edgerton’s analysis together. It presents the reader with an interesting and 
innovative approach to the military’s developing policy of Progressive 
Counterinsurgency in Moro Province.

The book is organized into ten chapters. The first nine chapters carefully 
track Pershing’s early career, his tenure in Moro Province, the development 
of Progressive Counterinsurgency as a strategy to both co-opt and conquer 
the Moros, and the subsequent interpretations of this policy under various 
military leaders in the southern Philippines. The tenth chapter then offers 
a limited comparative analysis of Pershing’s counterinsurgency strategies 
within the context of twenty-first-century asymmetrical warfare in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Edgerton structures the book as both a history of military rule 
in Moro Province and a subtle policy proscription for the United States’ 
current era of fourth-generation warfare, in which Pershing’s strategies of 
sociocultural intel, diplomacy, cultural competence, selective blunt force 
violence, and demarcated roles for civilian and military governance could 
be of great benefit.

One of the great strengths of this book is its accessibility. Edgerton writes 
in clear, engaging prose without neglecting the requisite historiography and 
theoretical context. His accounts of various military campaigns are fast paced 
and full of interesting details. For example, his description of Pershing’s Lake 
Lanao campaigns in chapter 2 includes meticulous explanations of terrain, 
weather, foliage, Moro fortifications, and local villages. His writing gives a 
rich sense of time and place—and even intimacy with his historical subjects. 
The book takes on issues of slavery, polygamy, sovereignty, and colonial 
collaboration without digressing into opaque theoretical conversations that 
would have been incomprehensible to the historical subjects he analyzes. 
Edgerton maintains a sort of interesting kinship with the historical actors 
that animate his work. In this sense, American Datu is an appropriate read 
for graduate students, undergraduate courses, and even the average reader 
curious about American empire in the southern Philippines.

Edgerton concludes his work with a comparative analysis of early–
twentieth-century Progressive Counterinsurgency and recent American 
military campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan. The comparison is intriguing 
but at the same time hampered by subtly mixed messages in the analysis. 
Edgerton admits that the “differences between American–Muslim conflicts 
today and the American–Moro struggle of 1899–1913 are so numerous 
that the two discourage comparison” (244). “[P]erhaps,” he continues, 
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“conditions 110 years ago differed so much from the challenges faced by 
today’s American counterinsurgents that we should not conclude anything” 
(265). Nevertheless, Edgerton also suggests that “we can draw at least a few 
modest inferences from the first sustained American military encounter 
with Islamic fighters a century ago,” ultimately concluding that Pershing’s 
policies in the Moro Province were groundbreaking and effective and that 
current military strategists in the Middle East need “to arrive at the same 
understanding” (265–66). This latter claim is one of the book’s most valuable 
contributions. Edgerton’s research stands as a valuable resource for current 
counterinsurgency studies across a variety of institutions and contexts. This 
point, however, is understated by the author. By circumscribing his policy 
proscriptions, Edgerton somewhat blunts their impact. This book is certainly 
recommended for military strategists, policy makers, and anyone interested 
in using the past to inform the present.

In sum, American Datu is a well-written, informative, and engaging 
book. Edgerton successfully brings history to life with fast-paced narratives, 
complex historical actors, and interesting analysis. This book is an essential 
read for anyone interested in the American empire in the Philippines, 
counterinsurgency studies, Moro history, or the Progressive Era. It also 
stands as an invitation for further research into a critically important, but 
underrepresented, period in both American and Philippine history.

Michael C. Hawkins
Department of History, Creighton University

<michaelhawkins@creighton.edu>

M I C H A E L  D .  P A N T E

A Capital City at the Margins: 
Quezon City and Urbanization in the 
Twentieth-Century Philippines
Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 2019. 367 pages.

One may find it difficult to find Filipinos of a younger generation who have 
grown up regarding Quezon City as a marginal place. Moreover, neither the 
present Quezon City local government nor its rivals seem to construe this 
massive and wealthy urban territory as peripheral—anything but. It is for this 
reason that Michael D. Pante’s historiographical tour de force, A Capital 
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