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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>

MICHAEL D. PANTE

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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City at the Margins contributes significantly to a multifaceted understanding
of how this early Southeast Asian experiment in planned spatial relocation
was once the upstart from the boondocks. The book details how Quezon City
foundered in its attempt to unseat Manila, at least part of the way, despite the
lofty ambitions of its powerful proponents and its technically well-informed
premises. The consistent portrayal of Quezon City as being on the geographic
edge between historic Manila and an insurgent hinterland, of being on the
verge of seizing the center but never quite attaining it, is the work’s strongest
characteristic, if only because the author masterfully builds up his case, from
a premise in the Introduction (that this reviewer initially found tenuous) to
a marshaling of dates, sums, events, and policy critiques halfway through
the book. A climax of sorts is then reached in, or rather crafted into, the
penultimate chapter, where Quezon City’s suburban qualities are depicted as
having constituted a crucially subversive element, inter alia, that fomented the
1986 EDSA Revolution. This event in turn toppled an authoritarian regime,
which itself had caused “major inversions in Quezon City’s sociospatial order”
(246), against which the city, personified, took its revenge.

Pante’s work, whose discursive core consists of all of five chapters, begins
with a review of the historic development of urbanism in the Philippines,
particularly of the capital region. It takes the reader back to the rurality of the
1930s when speculative land development set the stage for the emergence
of a new capital vis-a-vis the perceived beginnings of congestion and blight
in Manila. Thereafter, devoting a substantial portion of the second chapter
to the first president of the Philippine Commonwealth, his background,
political maneuvering, and detractors, was for Pante probably de rigueur,
as one can hardly find a history of this period from either older or newer
authors, which risks omitting Manuel L. Quezon’s political dynamism,
insistence, notoriety, bluster, and others. The third chapter, “Spectral
Spaces Beyond Balete Drive,” continues the story of the city that would be
formally declared a new capital in 1948, after the Japanese interregnum of
the Second World War, when selective infusions of funds set the tempo for
rebuilding and the purposeful relocation of anchor institutions, as mandated
cither by the national government (e.g., the transfer of the University of
the Philippines, despite insider resistance) or by private initiative (e.g., the
transfer of the Ateneo de Manila or the less-than-noble origin of Araneta
Center as a massive cockpit). Crucial subnarratives, such as the role of Louis
Croft in laying out roads and the enlargement of Quezon City at the expense
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of Caloocan’s partitioning, seem to be little-known details that have left
their unmistakable imprints on the present and continue to bedevil policy
makers. One benefit that the reader obtains after perusing these sections
is an appreciation for the global exposure of both American and Filipino
architects who shaped Quezon City as well as a realization that fragments
of territory may not have been mere chance oddities but are actually the
aftermath of machination and arm-twisting among the ruling elite. Building
logically on the foundation set in chapter 3, the fourth chapter, entitled
“Jeprox Ambiguity,” is, for this reviewer, the most novel section of the work
insofar as it systematically lays out the author’s fieldwork and analysis of the
housing projects in the nascent Quezon City. The weaving together of the
technical-cum-bureaucratic details of the passages and the stories of the
people on the ground stand on their own as an original work and cannot
be said to have similar versions in reports elsewhere. For this reason, they
collectively constitute a welcome resource for scholars in housing and urban
poor studies as well as for learners from other related fields. In the final
chapter, “I'he Submissive and Subversive Suburbs,” the author’s approach
seems to vary—one may suspect with some inadvertence —as Quezon City
is relegated to the role of background to revolution, literally, as well as to
the settings of novels that partake of global traditions of urban protest and
counterculture. The dramatis personae are well known here: the Marcoses,
Cory Aquino et al., and the spontaneous, suddenly heterogeneous Filipino
masa (masses) at EDSA, or the hardy students of the shortlived but
significant Diliman Commune. Nonetheless, the author remains spot-on
in emphasizing the social problems that have emerged in Quezon City,
especially as a space of contradictions where the need for social (and spatial)
justice has remained a pressing issue. He then goes on to relate the entirety
to similar planned-capital building attempts elsewhere in Southeast Asia as
he closes the book with a short chapter that summarizes the key patterns of
his research.

If there are any constructive criticisms that may be offered for
consideration in future editions of this work, the reviewer limits them to
the following three points: (1) the core arguments of the research sit on
an unusually broad base in chapter 1, “From Cattle Rustlers to Cabaret
Dancers”: did we really have to go through the genesis of human settlements
in the Philippines from the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries?
Since this book was based on a dissertation submitted to a foreign university,
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then we can surmise that it was probably a necessary preamble, which the
Filipino reader should take in stride; (2) there seem to be rashes of bias or
emotionally charged depictions in chapter 5, which break with the more
even tone that fellow scholars might be comfortable with—for example:
“Unfortunately, this building spree occluded Imelda’s twisted notion of
health care” (222) seems to be the author’s own statement. Regardless of his
political leanings, it may be more circumspect to rephrase wording of this
sort, especially since the person being criticized, who is still alive, may opt
for a chance at fair rebuttal; and (3) the attempts to establish a relationship
with Southeast Asian patterns at the very beginning and end of the book
are laudable but should not try too hard to establish symbolic kinship. For
example, Putrajaya and Naypyitaw seem credible recent comparisons, but
echoing McGee, or even Reed from the 1960s, may be a stretch —Mandalay,
for instance, was planned indigenously, as a capital-in-retreat after Rangoon
fell to the British (this reviewer having some knowledge gained by traveling
and living intermittently in Myanmar prior to its opening of borders in
the mid-2000s). All told, though, the book is still one of the better-written
histories of a Philippine city available to the general public at this time.

To conclude on an upbeat note, there is one more aspect that deserves
mention here, especially for an academic audience: the modest but highly
informative selection of maps of Quezon City adds to this book’s value. Even
if rendered only in black-and-white, the older maps such as those dating
back to 1918, 1932, and 1935 provide a rare glimpse of yet unurbanized
Metro Manila as well as the geopolitical or administrative subdivisions that
underlay a future metropolis. This feature does not even include the added
usefulness of customized cartographic sketches in almost all the chapters
that support arguments made in the text. These elements, at the very least,
make the research more accessible to a wider audience, while at the same
time they enhance its explanatory value for the more discerning scholar,
who would likely find that the entire book is a useful addition to his or her
personal collection of works in historiography and urban studies.

José Edgardo A. Gomez Jr.
School of Urban and Regional Planning, University of the Philippines
<jagomez@up.edu.ph>
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