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IAN MORLEY

City Planning, Social Progress, Colony, 
and Metropole: Expanding the Learning 
of U.S. History via Introducing the 1905 
City Plan for Manila, the Philippines

This study examines how the practice of early-twentieth century city planning in the 
Philippines, a colony, came to influence urban design in the United States. Focusing 

on the city of Manila, it offers the means by which instructors of both World History and 
American History can employ the colonial “built environment” in the classroom to enhance 
student learning and writing. This “metropole-colony-metropole” urban design approach 
has the benefit of exposing to student learners to a fundamental aspect of the cities in 
world history: they shape the civilizations (literally, “city-dwelling”) in which they live. 
This study offers a brief review of the importance of cities in world history, followed by 
a short discussion how this case study fits into that scholarship, which it is hoped, is of 
value to historians at all levels of instruction. It then offers classroom approaches, includ-
ing prompts for document use and guided discussion. While some of these may be more 
useful to post-secondary instructors, all are designed to employ this case study to enrich 
the teaching of world history and the American past.

Cities and the Subject of History

Eminent scholars of urban history and design have convincingly argued that both the 
accomplishments and shortcomings of civilizations are evident in their towns and cities.1 
As a result, the study of the character of past society necessitates viewing how urban places 
evolve in time and space to reflect their builder’s and inhabitant’s changing needs and 
intentions. In this intellectual context, changes in the urban form are viewed as reflecting 
the development of culture, aesthetics, politics, law, and economic conditions and aspira-
tions. What is more, as a result, most American scholars focus upon dynamics occurring 
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in the built environment within their nation’s territorial boundaries as an upshot of their 
intention to identify and explain national will and character. Examples of this approach 
are John Reps’ forceful account of the development of city planning during the colonial 
and postcolonial eras, and Robert Caro’s authoritative work on the changing face of New 
York City under the hand of Robert Moses.2 World historians, somewhat in contrast, often 
seek to study the evolution of cities as they experience global historical forces, for exam-
ple Greg Clark’s investigation of cities and international trade, Howard Spodek’s study of 
Ahmedabad, India, and Birgit Tremml-Werner’s examination of Manila’s relationship to the 
emergence of early-modern global economy.3 This study adds to this scholarship by posi-
tioning itself at the confluence of urban design and American colonialism in the Philippines.

Students of the Urban Environment

The academic study of History is broadly recognized as comprising a series of inquiries 
and discourses about the world at large.4 Historians acquire knowledge within their fields 
of study by gathering and interpreting primary and secondary sources.5 Consequently, 
the fundamental task of the historian is to collect and use source materials for the purpose 
of objectively explaining what life was like in earlier times and/or why events in the past 
occurred.6 When the urban environment comes under the magnifying glass of the histo-
rian, three principles should guide the historical analysis: first, the historian must view 
the urban form within the perspective of time; second, he or she must recognize how the 
evolution of human meaning and intention is embedded within the structural and spatial 
transitions of cities as they change across time; and third, as a result of the first two steps, the 
historian should clarify and specify how the built fabrics of a country contain and express 
advancements in national culture, art and aesthetics, politics, law, and economic growth.7 
This analytical framework produces readings and insights into the nature and growth of 
past civilizations. Can it, however, successfully be applied to cities beyond a nation’s terri-
torial borders? That is the question posed by this article, specifically in regard to the urban 
environment of colonies acquired by the United States after the Spanish-American War 
(1898) and what they reveal about U.S. history. Assuming this is a fruitful approach, how 
should students be expected to learn and write about the history of colonial cities, and how 
should teachers assess the learners’ manufacture of knowledge?
 When encouraging students to draw their own original conclusions about the urban 
design history of the United States, it is worthwhile for teachers to stress that city planning 
activities in the Philippines during the early-1900s influenced subsequent environmental 
design events in North America. Few students, if any, will know that the colony directly 
affected the metropole. For instance, following his visit to the Philippines in late-1904 and 
early-1905, the architect-planner Daniel H. Burnham (1846–1912) composed grand City 
Beautiful-style plans for San Francisco and Chicago.8 Published in September 1905 and July 
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1909, respectively, both projects9 demonstrated parallels with his 1905 scheme in Manila.10 
The comparison of the Manila Plan with the San Francisco and Chicago projects enables the 
influence of the colony to be identified. Going a step further, the early-twentieth century 
urban planning of San Francisco and Chicago can be seen to have influenced the planning 
of cities in other countries, e.g., Canberra, Australia (by Walter Burley Griffin in 1912—see 
Image 1).11 All four cities, Manila, Chicago, San Francisco, and Canberra, had connection 
to local waterways, the design of which can be traced to a common root. Likewise, it must 
be recognized that all four plans focused on erecting grandiose public buildings at the 
physical and symbolic heart of each settlement: grand views were to be established in the 
center of each city, with the dome of the Capitol and City Hall in Manila and Chicago not 
only terminating the axes of boulevards and public spaces, but also anchoring multiple 
connections to the natural landscape and hinterland.12

 In the context of a U.S. History course, discussion of the 1905 Manila Plan and Daniel 
Burnham’s professional brilliance will reveal that American societal progress was indeed shaped 
by the city planning process. It also shows that while a single person can compose a grand city 
plan, societal evolution inextricably interlinks the nature of the urban form with citizens’ 
lives. This is especially pertinent when thinking about topics such as public health. After 
all, as a tool of the state, urban planning grew in the United States during the late-1800s 
and early-1900s as a method to help tackle public sanitation and environmental pollution 

Image 1: American City Beautiful planning “Down Under”: The south-west-
wards view of Canberra, the Australian capital city, from Mount Ainslie. 
The vista includes the monumental planning axis marked by the Australian 
War Memorial, Anzac Parade, Lake Burley Griffin, and the Government 
House. Source: The author.
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problems in fast-growing industrial cities. Given that the history of disease is very much 
the history of cities,13 and vice versa, any narrative of the development of American civ-
ilization presented to students should not downplay the significance of the relationship 
between urban planning and public health.

Image 2: Burnham’s 1905 Report on Proposed Improvements at Manila, composed with 
assistance from Peirce Anderson, contained just two illustrations. One image, top, 
showed Manila’s new environmental layout while the other illustration, bottom, pre-
sented the layout of the “Ocean Boulevard” along the shoreline between Manila and 
the port town of Cavite to the south of the capital city. Source: Public Domain at https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BurnhamPlanOf-Manila.jpg and https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cavite_Boulevard_sketch_by_Burnham.jpg.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BurnhamPlanOf-Manila.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BurnhamPlanOf-Manila.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cavite_Boulevard_sketch_by_Burnham.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cavite_Boulevard_sketch_by_Burnham.jpg
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Teaching the Post-1898 American Urban Past:  
A Step-by-Step Pedagogy

As previously mentioned, to understand how the United States extended its urban forms 
beyond the North American continent one must acknowledge the events surrounding the 
Spanish-American War and the Treaty of Paris (signed December 10, 1898), which ceded 
the bulk of Spain’s overseas empire to America, including control of Puerto Rico, Guam, 
and the Philippines.14 This treaty, therefore, propelled America to the status of an imperial 
power.15 In exploring the impacts of American imperialism subsequent to 1898, it becomes 
apparent that colonial governance in the Philippines had several priorities. These included 
the enlargement of the public education system, the improvement of public health, eco-
nomic expansion, political reform, city planning, and the construction of roads, railways, 
ports, and public edifices.16 This side of colonial history is probably unknown to most U.S. 
history students, hence the question: how can they be educated about a topic such as colo-
nial city development in Manila, the Philippine capital city, so that new conclusions about 
the past disposition of American society can be formed? What primary sources should a 
teacher introduce? After all, textual study is a basic element of the apprentice historian’s 
training,17 and, factually speaking, American colonization endeavored to enact societal 
change/development in Southeast Asia by means of both education and example.18

 In view of these goals, a teacher can develop the knowledge19 of his or her students 
by constructing an uncomplicated taxonomy of forms of engagement and assessment. A 
teacher may begin the students’ learning process20 by asking them to define what “city” 
and “urban planning” mean with reference to U.S. history. They can then be asked in small 
groups, or as a class, to generate a timeline of city planning practice in the country after 
1776. In presenting this exercise an instructor swiftly concocts opportunity for students 
of different learning styles to demonstrate their general urban historical awareness. Sec-
ond, it allows the teacher to gauge the students’ grasp of past U.S. urban-related develop-
ments,21 and to detect their capacity to recognize any contextual influences. When asked a 
range of questions, the students can begin to more firmly appreciate the ties between, for 
example, the evolution of U.S. political power, the development of the national economy 
and culture, and the practice of urban design in the country. Third, this participatory exer-
cise encourages students to work together in forging a pooled information base so that 
subsequently, to cite Lendol Calder (2006), signature pedagogy22 around a core historical 
theme, i.e., the American Empire, can be constructed. Then again, at this early point in the 
learning process, a teacher may wish to explain to students how the establishment of the 
American Empire complicated the American political self-identity as a democratic nation. 
Struggles with the nation’s psyche in the years following 1898, given its newfound status 
as an imperial power, may require some explanation. Such discussion can, should time 
permit, be broadened to discuss aspects of built heritage and decoloniality in the light of 
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the emergence of contemporary social movements, e.g., Black Lives Matter. However, by 
broadly encouraging the students to acquire knowledge from each other during the early 
stage in the learning exercise, it acts as a bedrock for them to later on critically explore 
and explain how American city planning prior to the late-1800s affected architectural and 
spatial articulations in, for instance, Manila. Crucially too, to follow such an educational 
approach has other benefits: in getting the students to chronologically organize U.S. urban 
developments after 1776, it arouses them to ponder not just places and people/designers, 
but also different source types (e.g., maps, plans, photos, etc.); plus, in alliance with the 
aforementioned matter, on one hand, it permits the students to think about how different 
source types may be evaluated for their utility in the historical investigation of urban envi-
ronments and, on the other hand, as the Stanford History Education Group has shown, by 
assisting students to develop fundamental investigative thinking skills the learners can 
accrue abilities to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of particular source types.23 Evi-
dently, as students learn more about sources types, their uses, and how History as a subject 
works, they can gain greater self-confidence and an increased understanding of American 
civilization from previously unconsidered standpoints and themes.
 Once the city planning lineage task is complete the class can move onto debating 
its data and reevaluating pertinent contextual matters previously raised by the students. 
New questions should at this point be tendered by the teacher. They will stimulate stu-
dent reflection, advance ongoing discussions, and enhance management of the learning 
scaffold. Questions that can be asked include: “How might the layout of public buildings, 
spaces, and monuments convey the relationship between politics, idealism, power, wealth, 
and urban planning?”; “How can a capital city’s environmental character reflect the worl-
dview of a nation’s elites?”; and, “How does urban design legitimize who constructs it, 
who uses it, and who is excluded from it?”24 Of note, this thinking-verbal exercise helps to 
excavate an elemental idea of bygone urban design practice: irrespective of the time and 
place where a city plan is implemented, the laying of the urban place will have both a form 
and a meaning, and ultimately any meaning will be determined by the citizens who see, 
use, and interact with the newly-arranged built fabric. Some curve balls may be thrown 
to the students in order to test and elicit their critical thinking: “How might the develop-
ment of politics affect the definition of what ‘good city design’ is?”; “How might notions 
of public convenience, environmental beauty, and citizens’ well-being be amended once 
one governmental regime ends and another commences?”; and, “How might a country 
becoming an imperial power complicate its sense of political identity and destiny when its 
self-perception is historically rooted in its being a democratic nation? How do you think 
the United States’ conflicted identity as both an imperial and democratic power affected 
the city planning process in Manila?” Should students struggle to answer such questions, 
certain key texts can be suggested as an aid, e.g., James C. Scott’s Seeing Like a State (1998). 
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Such texts will acquaint learners with how a government can enact social change, e.g., in 
the capital city, where its physical environment can be utilized to mirror national values. 
Scott’s book also underscores the importance of having political clout, technological know-
how, and a robust legal framework for the state to make societal change happen. At this 
point in the learning pathway, the teacher can inform learners that following the signing 
of the Treaty of Paris in late-1898, the Americans desired to rank themselves alongside Old 
World powers, albeit with a difference. To do this, and to substantiate their claims as “civ-
ilizers of the world,” the Americans who reformed civilization in the Philippine Islands 
emanated from the fields of science, medicine, architecture, and city planning:25 persons 
from the latter vocation, e.g., Daniel H. Burnham—see Image 3, proved vital in crafting 
and implementing a fresh architectural and spatial reality for Manila. His urban design 
vision for the city, initially borne at the Columbian World’s Exposition in Chicago in 1893 
but reinforced by the urban renewal of Washington, D.C. in 1901–2 (as part of the McMil-
lan Plan), was as the students must be told reintroduced to the United States in 1905 and 
subsequently came to inform strategies for aggrandizing more than 75 cities throughout 
North America.26 In short, Burnham’s experiences in the Philippines affected his, and oth-
ers’, thoughts, visions, and planning practices within cities in the United States.

Image 3: A portrait of Daniel H. Burnham 
by Anders Zorn. The painting hangs 
upon the wall of the Ryerson Library 
Reading Room at the Art Institute of 
Chicago. Source: The author.
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 In encouraging my students to expand their grasp of the cultural and political conno-
tations of city designing I assign basic research as homework. I will ask them, for example, 
to probe Spain’s Laws of the Indies (passed in 1573) and the urban layouts it established.27 
This rudimentary inquiry familiarizes them with the process of discovering and organizing 
new evidence, teaches them self-efficacy,28 introduces ownership of the learning process, 
and increases their factual understanding of urban design in the Philippines before the 
Americans arrived in 1898.29 To accomplish the task, students must answer two questions: 
“What urban environmental form did the Laws of the Indies create?”; and, “How was the 
importance of the Church and State woven into the Spanish colonial urban fabric?” To follow 
this up, in part to check for data accuracy but also to fortify newly gathered knowledge, I 
request in the next class that they compare and contrast the Spanish planning model with 
U.S. configurations proposed in Chicago, Cleveland, Washington, D.C., and San Francisco 
during the 1890s and early 1900s (as part of the urban design movement known as the City 
Beautiful). This assignment, in getting students to visualize and moralize Spain’s imperial 

Image 4: Examples of City Beautiful planning by Daniel H. Burnham in the United States. Top left: The Court 
of Honor at the World’s Fair in Chicago (1893), and (top right) a perspective of the 1901–2 McMillan Plan for 
Washington, D.C. Bottom: The Group Plan of 1903 in Cleveland, Ohio. Source: Public Domain at Wikime-
dia Commons (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Court_of_Honor_and_Grand_Basin.jpg, https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Washington_Gardens_proposed_-_Senate_Park_Commission_-_1902.
jpg, and https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Group_Plan.jpg).

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Court_of_Honor_and_Grand_Basin.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Washington_Gardens_proposed_-_Senate_Park_Commission_-_1902.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Washington_Gardens_proposed_-_Senate_Park_Commission_-_1902.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Washington_Gardens_proposed_-_Senate_Park_Commission_-_1902.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Group_Plan.jpg
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urban planning archetype alongside the U.S. paradigm, prompts them to distinguish not 
just what the two nations’ divergent planning systems environmentally generated but how 
and why the built environments they established differed.
 If required, in case of any misunderstanding among the students, the learning proce-
dure may be directed towards the writing of scholars such as Lewis Mumford. His classic 
text The City in History (1961) expounds on how civilizations and cities interact, and among 
the many themes examined by Mumford he discloses how power within society converts 
itself into built forms.30 To strengthen students’ conceptual grasp of how and why a state 
environmentally expresses its power, the works of Michel Foucault may be assigned: he 
observed how authority has been validated and used by governments throughout histo-
ry.31 Ideally, after considering the assessments of scholars such as Mumford and Foucault, 
students will be armed with new erudition and, with this in mind, I can expect to continue 
the step-based pedagogy. It is at this point that I encourage the expansion of the learners’ 
critical thinking. Consequently, I push them to ruminate on city planning practice from a 
range of standpoints. In doing this they consider why, at a fixed point in time, a wholly 
new urban design order could be established: “What reasons might be behind the creation 
of a new urban layout/new city appearance?” Additionally, I ask: “What might colonized 
people think about the imposition of a new environmental arrangement?” Such a ques-
tion can be reinforced by an evaluation of the nature of colonization when there is regime 
change: “If new colonizers [Americans] arrive in a place formerly occupied by another 
Western power, how might that succession affect how they see and read the existing built 
environment?”; “If the American purpose for colonizing an overseas territory is to civilize 
and modernize that place, how might they seek to change the nature of local civilization 
and thus the design of existing towns and cities? What, afterwards, would the new urban 
form denote to the colonizers and the colonized population?” And, allegorically, “What 
symbolic meanings will be attributed in terms of societal advancement via redesigning the 
colonial capital city?” Such questions purposefully expand critical knowledge/comprehen-
sion derived from preliminary teacher-student discourse.
 In stimulating critical thinking my goal is to compel the students to embrace deep 
learning and to become better acquainted with the systemized logic that exists within the 
field of History.32 In this frame my learners begin to take on increased cognizance as to the 
roles that city planning can have as a social development tool. In short, critical thinking helps 
realign their awareness of the alliance between societal evolution and urban design; it helps 
them to combine several cultural, political, economic, legal, and environmental strands as 
well as to identify the bonds between them, and, in promoting active learning in and out 
of the classroom, it empowers students to think beyond the confines of the textbook. As a 
result, they come to realize that the United States’ history post-1776 has been shaped by an 
assortment of people, not just political heroes, who through their attitudes, decisions, and 
actions shaped both the country’s trajectory and, after 1898, its quasi-imperial narrative 
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of promoting national development beyond North America. This awareness can have two 
fundamental impacts. It emboldens learning curiosity33 and it inspires students to invest 
personal time and energy into their education. Overall, students come to realize that they 
as citizens of a nation, and by dint of their own attitudes and actions, can positively—or 
not—influence their civilization’s course of advancement, just as people did in preceding 
times.

Critical Reading to Provide Frames for Explanatory Writing

An essential component of being a trainee historian is the composition of historical argu-
ments, the interpretation of source materials, and the establishment of original conclusions. 
Yet, just as accomplished historians have explained past events in disparate ways, so too 
can sources be read and accounted for differently by students.34 Given this variance, how 
is it possible to teach students to objectively read35 historical documents and past urban 
environments so that, in due course, they can write accurately about them?
 To tackle this scholarly challenge, and giving reference again to my own classroom 
activity,36 I have composed worksheets: these documents assist my students in compre-
hensively breaking down the meaning of different source types,37 in critically thinking 
without even knowing they are doing so, and in assessing the knowledge they already 
have in conjunction with the knowledge that they might be missing. One such worksheet 
informs students of how to scan urban environments shown in visual texts, such as pho-
tographs and postcards. It supplies criteria so that the learners can dissect the character of 
the urban form. Basically, it prompts them to observe, identify, and evaluate architectural 
and environmental items that include:

 The size, design style, texture, and color of prominent buildings;

 Design features visible on the main facades of edifices;

 The nature of the buildings—private/public?—and their function;

 The location of entrances, their treatment, and evidence of any approaches to 
them;

 Number of floor levels, general treatment of each floor level in terms of fenes-
tration, sculpting, color, etc.,

 The local road layout and any relationship of its configuration to the siting of 
statuary, monuments, and public buildings;

 General environmental layout of the area about the public buildings, e.g., any 
use of greenery, the siting of trees, flower beds, water features, etc.;

 Evidence of the establishment of vistas in the local environment, e.g., via the 
siting of an architectural feature in front of a prominent edifice, long thorough-
fares running to and from a building or monument, etc.
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 Another worksheet (Image 5) assists students in scrutinizing written documents. The 
first section of the worksheet concerns the description of a historical text, e.g., the date it was 
composed, by whom, his/her occupation, and the intended audience. The second section 
provokes students to think about the source’s association with broader societal dynamics. 
It presents tasks and questions, including: “List four things in the text that makes it histor-
ically important”; “List four things the document says are important to understanding life 
in the United States at the time it was written”; and, “Write a question [about the content 
of the document] that is left unanswered by the author.” With the latter question in mind, 
when examining the first American planning report for a city in the Philippines, i.e., the 
1905 Report on Improvement at Manila by Daniel H. Burnham and Pierce Anderson, what 
does the document not disclose about the Philippine capital’s environmental condition at 

Image 5: The written source 
analysis worksheet given 
to students so as to aid the 
development of their critical 
inquiry skills. Source: The author.
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that time? What does it not reveal about life during the early years of American coloniza-
tion? In addition, to facilitate greater consciousness of word forms, I encourage students 
to utilize textual analysis software. This exposes them to new skill-set creation.38

 The emergence of the Digital Humanities has granted new occasion for document 
analysis. Computational tools allow scholars to text-mine and, so, to comprehend histor-
ical sources as literary documents. This enables students, e.g., when reading Burnham and 
Anderson’s report, to comprehend the American colonial world in novel ways.39 Whereas 
hitherto a reader’s eye might superficially observe that Burnham and Anderson’s document 
is formed with seven parts, computational tools assist the reader to determine what the 
most frequently employed word forms are, where they are located within the document, 
and their lexicon associations. Consequently, a student can know that a word such as “park” 
is not only used 19 times in Burnham and Anderson’s text, but that it is also recurrently 
stated alongside words such as “boulevards” and “parkways.” This finding emphasizes, 
firstly, that green urban space and tree-lined roadways were highly prized in the American 
intentions for the city planning of Manila. Secondly, such insights encourage learners to 
uncover the connection between “big facts” and “small facts,”40 which, as Maria Bakalis 
(2003) has observed, challenges them during the writing process to jigsaw together historical 
inferences, factual details, and explanations, and to see them in new contexts.41 To explain 
this point further I venture to enlighten my learners, by way of a lecture on American col-
onization and its impacts, to be conscious of the role that Burnham and Anderson’s report 
played in implementing the United States’ policy of “efficient governance,” alongside its 
projection of colonial power and prestige in the Philippine Islands.42 To reference these 
two points I clarify in the lecture how the Americans’ plan for the Philippine capital city 
was meant after 1905 to restructure social relations in terms of center-periphery, connec-
tion-division, etc., as well as to redefine peoples’ identity and the meaning of the Philippine 
nation’s past, present, and future.43 To ensure that students possess an understanding of 
this, and can lucidly articulate it, they are tasked with writing a summary (500–750 words) 
of the lecture.

Critical Thinking to Provide New Frames for Explanatory Writing

When instructing students to write about a key historical source there is always a risk they 
will only describe its content, and/or describe the events upon which it focuses. So, as a 
teacher, it is crucial that I push my students into different domains of perspective-thinking 
and towards critical writing. To accomplish this objective, I reiterate to them how historians 
read, think, and write, and how these three core skills are interlinked. By doing this the 
students should come to more thoroughly appreciate what History, as an academic sub-
ject, is, as well as its basic purposes and methods.44 In accordance, I construct assessment 
structures that measure students’ disciplinary understanding rather than mere factual 
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comprehension. Mindful of what Lendol Calder (2006) calls the problem of teaching with 
a facts-first approach—namely, the inadvertent teaching of half-truths45—I design the grad-
ing rubric so that the introduction and conclusion, use of evidence and wider reading, 
originality of thought, and other hallmarks of vigorous historical analysis comprise up to 
75 percent of an assignment score.46 The use of this logic, which builds upon the students’ 
training in earlier Historiography courses, leads students to learn how to learn—see Image 
6—and use different types of historical explanation. In this scholarly situation, particularly 
for essays of larger word length—3,000 words or more—I oblige the learners to demon-
strate causal explanation. Fundamentally, if asked to discuss the 1905 Manila planning 
report, then I would expect their scripts to deal with the question, “Why did the American 

Image 6: A diagram to show the generic process through which students are taught 
to learn how to learn. Within this process students are repeatedly informed of how to 
develop critical skills, but also embrace their responsibilities as a learner of History. 
Source: The author.
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colonial government need to implement city planning in Manila?” Notably too, within this 
specific line of inquiry, I also desire evidence of contrastive explanation. I wish to see the 
students explicate an answer to a converse of the initial question, “Why did the Americans 
not keep Manila as it was?” Intentionally, I strive to make the learning environment struc-
tured enough to offer guided skill-growth, but also “loose” enough so that students have 
the openness to think and write creatively, to find their own educational motivation, and 
to expand on skills learnt in prior/introductory History courses. In embracing scholastic 
autonomy, unavoidably, learners should realize why Manila’s pre-1898 physical environ-
ment was unacceptable to the Americans and why, as a result of this, the application of the 
City Beautiful planning model was essential to conferring “progress.” In essence, I want my 
learners to take on the responsibility of learning the urban past as it truly happened, utiliz-
ing and expanding a range of skills in order to truthfully interpret historical occurrences, 
and discovering how to self-evaluate their learning process so that, in this case, they can 
explain the plethora of circumstances existent at the time Burnham and Anderson com-
posed their influential text. One such historical occurrence being “epochal change,” a matter 
defined by Göran Therborn (2017) as the coming together of the American “national” with 
the global.47 Likewise, if considering the nature of American politics and identity change 
circa 1898, this model of instruction helps to explain why, by 1901, Washington, D.C. was 
redesigned. Quite simply, after 1898, the city did not befit the neoclassical image of what 
an American imperial capital should be. Parallels with Manila, its state of being at that 
time, e.g., the fallout of the 1902–4 cholera epidemic,48 and its new status as an American 
colonial capital, can be drawn by the students.
 In learning to be conversant with the “hows and whys” of History, students will 
mesh with C. Behan McCullagh’s (2004) concept of “profound explanation.”49 By learning 
to tie Manila’s renewal to the American exportation of modernity in Southeast Asia, they 
will discern the true significance of historical circumstance, realizing the true impact of 
the Americans’ perception of themselves as civilizers of the world as well as the influence 
of their view that Filipinos were “backward people.” In this intellectual environment stu-
dents can exercise recursive intelligence, that is to say that they can revisit the knowledge 
garnered from earlier education so that similarities between the attitudes of Americans 
towards Filipinos and their assessment of “lesser” races in North America during the 
1800s can be identified. But, why is such perspective-taking relevant to writing about a 
city plan? Four scholarly points need to be recognized: the overall educational process is 
designed to embolden students to empathize with historians and the subjects (people) they 
write about; it encourages students to make every effort to ensure their knowledge (and 
writing) corresponds to the reality of the past;50 to consider how historical texts stand in 
relation to the culture that produces them;51 and, by thinking contextually about what city 
planning was, and meant to those who created and used it, to view urban forms beyond a 
structuralist standpoint.
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 Equipped with an accurate and detailed historical knowledge, students will evaluate 
the American quest to reshape Philippine society from previously unthought-of angles. 
That is why, with my encouragement, they can return to an appraisal of what the U.S. city 
planning model at the turn of the nineteenth century, i.e., the City Beautiful paradigm, was 
and meant to those who were reform-minded in both the United States and the Philippines. 
To mature background awareness of City Beautiful practice and its ties to the American 
Empire, we examine, as part of out-of-class online discussions, historical images showing 
the alleged “benefits” of city planning in North America and Southeast Asia (Image 7). 
Given the didactic structure of seeing and reading planned urban fabrics, students begin 
to wholly appreciate colonial motivations. They recognize, for example, the narrative that 
the Spanish colonies at the end of the Spanish-American War were alleged, thanks to the 
American use of the Black Legend and its propagation among reform-minded Filipinos, 
to contain oppressed people who were insistent on societal betterment (but this was now 

Image 7: Left: The front cover of the June 1899 edition of the American magazine, Judge, with 
(right) a picture analysis worksheet employed to aid students to breakdown its visual and textual 
meaning. Source: Public Domain at Wikimedia Commons (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Judge_06-10-1899.jpg) and the author.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Judge_06-10-1899.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Judge_06-10-1899.jpg
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to be instigated by the progressive, benevolent American hand).52 They recognize, as well 
thanks in part to their earlier research, that under the Laws of the Indies, the Native Filipi-
nos, the Japanese, Chinese, and white populations all resided in separate districts in Manila, 
and, so, why after 1898 the Americans intended to spatially “correct” alleged civilizational 
shortcomings. In consequence, the students fathom the role and importance of American 
assumptions about what Filipinos, their culture, and their capital city were,53 and as a result 
they better come to terms with why these suppositions were translated into a new built 
fabric after the publication of Burnham and Anderson’s 1905 report.
 Owing to the American belief that the Philippine capital comprised a fractured 
racial-cultural-spatial make-up, Burnham and Anderson’s city plan, as a blank canvas for 
a new American vision of Filipino civilization for the twentieth century, contained a large 
number of public spaces. Decorated with lawns, trees, fountains, and statuary, these open 
areas supplied new sites for all races and social groups to come together, and for new 
civic, secular celebrations to be held. In one centrally located green space, whose design 
was modelled on Washington D.C.’s Mall, was erected a monument (completed in 1913) 
dedicated to Filipino hero José Rizal (1861–96), who was assassinated by the Spanish colo-
nial state. The Americans were conscious of the visual propaganda value of architectural 
features dedicated to national champions and their pursuit of liberty. However, to aid my 
students in grasping the various functions of monuments, an analogy between the Rizal 
Monument and the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. is made. The Lincoln Memo-
rial was built at about the same time as the Rizal Monument, was sited in a similarly con-
spicuous downtown location, and also celebrated the life of an icon. In other words, both 
monuments—Image 8—were situated in prominent urban locations so as to be seen and 
revered by all persons who identified themselves as “Filipino” or “American.”
 In deepening an appreciation of how the Americans and Filipinos responded to see-
ing new environmental features as they arose in the early 1900s within their capital cities, 
students undertake surveys of maps, postcards, and photos54 in the classroom and in online 
threads for homework. Additionally, they are tasked with reviewing the sites of new stat-
uary in relation to the existing road layout, the presence of prominent public buildings 
and green spaces, and in the backdrop of Manila at its seafront, the site of the new “Water 
Gate.” Considering Manila’s urban environment as a whole, I encourage the students to 
recognize that from 1905 the city was to present itself as contrasting from what it had been 
during the Spanish colonial era. Of note, in this milieu, the students acknowledge that the 
“new city” articulated the colonizers’ appropriations and recontextualizations of existing 
local culture.55 This alteration in the city’s image, its visual and spatial character, and its 
reputation post-1898 as an “advanced city”, was, the students know, apparent not just within 
Manila but evident when approaching it from the hinterland. For example, boats entering into 
Manila Bay would turn onto an axis56 that was to run west from the mouth of the inlet 
directly to the “Water Gate” where, at its rear/east, was positioned the Rizal Monument, 
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the Washington D.C.-esque Mall,57 and the Capitol Building. Whereas Spanish-controlled 
Manila had an urban landscape dominated by churches, “Modern Manila” was to have the 
Capitol’s dome as its signature visual feature. Moreover, this American vision of modernity, 
the students learn through wider reading, was fortified by the development of new forms 
of transportation and the application of new buildings materials. Students comprehend 
that the use of concrete for buildings and tarmac for roadways not only gave Manila a new 
face but supplied its citizens with a swifter, smoother surface with which to move about the 
city. In the district of Paco a large train station was built (in 1912, to a design by William E. 
Parsons). The first of its kind in Manila, it was sited in proximity the urban fringe so that 
as visitors from the provinces entered the capital city they would, upon leaving the railway 
station building, enjoy a monumental view towards the centrally-located Capitol and its 
iconic dome—not the Spanish colonial walled city and its churches which had previously 
dominated the cityscape.
 For students to understand why vistas were so critical to communicating the different 
character of “Modern Manila,” a return to the abstract meaning of city planning may be 
required. Class debate, once again, can be employed to enrich student knowledge. Presented 

Image 8: Left: The Rizal Monument in Manila. Right: An image of the Lincoln Memorial taken 
from the 1913 Lincoln Memorial Commission Report, and the Abraham Lincoln Statue in Wash-
ington, D.C. Source: The author and Public Domain at Wikimedia Commons (https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lincoln_memorial_commission_report_(1913)_(14783546143).jpg and 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lincoln_Memorial_Statue.jpg).

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lincoln_memorial_commission_report_(1913)_(14783546143).jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lincoln_memorial_commission_report_(1913)_(14783546143).jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lincoln_Memorial_Statue.jpg
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with an engrossing and panoramic view towards a building or monument, the viewer can, 
thinking abstractly and as a member of the local community, “own” what it is they see, and 
viewing new environmental features in this way accentuates the feeling that what you see 
belongs to the now, not the past. Likewise, whereas races under the Laws of the Indies had 
been segregated into their own quarters, in abandoning that restrictive urban planning 
model American colonial rule “liberated” people to live and move without restraint, given 
that they were now simply identified as “Filipinos.” Taking everything into account, the 
application of city planning was vital to the Americans’ yearning to inform Filipinos that 
a different kind of “modern” society existed after 1898.
 Against this backdrop, in assessing student writing of the 1905 planning report, five 
matters should become identifiable. These matters test a student’s overall comprehension 
of the course material:

1. What . . . for city planning to occur, irrespective of the time and place of its imple-
mentation, are fundamentals/conditions that must always be met?

2. How . . . in terms of Manila’s environmental structure did American colonial 
city planning establish an urban environment different in appearance, plan, and 
meaning from that laid down during the Spanish era by the Laws of the Indies?

3. Why . . . would the American colonial state require city planning to happen? Why, 
in the frame of President William McKinley’s strategy of benevolent assimilation, 
would it benefit the “uplifting” and “civilizing” of Filipinos? Why did some 
aspects of Manila society stay the same and others, e.g., the urban environment, 
change after 1898?58

4. Who . . . was Daniel Burnham? What schemes had he designed in the United States 
pre-1905? What planning models from home and abroad inspired him? How did 
his experiences in the United States shape his approach to city planning in Manila? 
More so, how did his Philippine experiences influence his urban planning in the 
metropole after 1905? Plus, as Image 9 highlights, why in the context of many 
countries pulling down monuments associated with the colonial past is, in 2021, 
the Daniel H. Burnham Memorial being rebuilt in downtown Manila?

5. Meaning and writing . . . the basic meaning of the 1905 report gathered by the 
reader is not always the same as the literal meaning of the authors’ words. How 
can a reader of a text ensure basic and literal meaning are the same?

 These five overarching questions proffer evidence of a student’s competence to ripen 
their source-based skills, to create and test hypotheses,59 to develop an expansive under-
standing of the 1905 planning report as a text promoting cultural transformation, and to recon-
struct the circumstances of the era when the source was composed.60 To help overcome 
any confusion or strains within the learning process, assignment planning sheets are made 
available. Issued weekly in the run-up to essay deadlines, these documents check and 
direct the knowledge-growth of the learners, particularly their critical thinking and reading 
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practices, prior to the commencement of the writing process. They can be used too by stu-
dents to break down specific historical topics, e.g. benevolent assimilation, city planning, 
etc., and encourage uncomplicated communication between teacher and students.

Aiding Comparative Grasp of Early-1900s American City Planning  
in the Philippines: Baguio

Should the need arise to present another case study of American city planning in the 
Philippines then focus can be put upon Baguio. The transformation (from late-1905) of a 
remote upland site in the north of Luzon Island into the summer capital city stands out as 
one of the greatest accomplishments of early-American colonial rule.61 Similar to Manila, 
where natural landscape features were woven into a City Beautiful layout, Burnham and 
Anderson utilized the terrain in Baguio in order to establish a picturesque new city. As 
Thomas S. Hines (1972), Daniel Immerwahr (2019), Robert R. Reed (1976), and Christopher 
Vernon (2014) have emphasized, Baguio afforded the two American planners opportunity 

Image 9: A computer rendering of the Daniel H. Burnham Memorial 
Plaza in Manila. Originally built in the 1920s to a design by the Filipino 
architect Juan Arellano, during World War Two the architectural fea-
ture was destroyed. In 2021, as part of 450th anniversary of Manila’s 
founding as a “distinguished and ever loyal city,” the monument is to 
be rebuilt on a site near to the Rizal Monument and Rizal Park. The 
author of this paper has acted as Historical Consultant to the project 
headed by the Filipino architectural conservator Joel Rico. One of the 
project goals is to encourage local citizens, and visitors to Manila, to 
reconnect with the history that shaped the urban environment into the 
form that it presently has. The construction of the Burnham Memorial 
Plaza will commence in the second half of 2021. Source: The author.
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to formulate a grand urban design scheme unhindered by nothing but the character of the 
natural surroundings.62 Consequently, Burnham and Anderson’s Baguio report, a text of 
little more than 1,000 words, outlines the form of the new city’s built fabric.63

 To assist students to deepen critical logic re the design and meaning of Baguio they 
should be prompted to inquire why the application of modern urban planning upon a 
rural site up-to-then inhabited by tribespeople would reinforce the American belief that 
they, the colonizers, were refashioning Philippine society for public good. Students can be 
asked: “What criteria was employed to identify the ‘backwardness’ of the population in 
Baguio, and so the need for social and environmental reform to occur?” To encourage the 
learners to contemplate this cultural and spatial shift a return to formerly-read material 
by Foucault is recommended, and a table must be completed—see Image 10. The table, 
basically, baits the students to ponder environmental, architectural, economic, and cul-
tural features in Baguio before and after 1905. To support this knowledge-building process 
maps and photos64 of the settlement during the early-1900s may be utilized. Evidently 

Image 10: The table to be 
completed by students so as 
to enlarge comprehension of 
life in Baguio before and after 
1905. Source: The author.
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too, to ensure the learners do not struggle with the exercise, topics such as public health, 
the urban soundscape, local architectural styles, building types, and the type and use of 
public spaces, etc., are referenced in the aforementioned table. In other words, students 
are requested to outline the key features of life in Baguio pre-1905 and post the application 
of Burnham and Anderson’s city plan. The undertaking, if completed successfully by the 
learners, will uncover the many environmental and social transitions borne from American 
colonial governance’s appliance. These changes, perceived at the time by the Americans as 
‘advancement’, can be employed as a foundation for subsequent discussion and reading.
 In strengthening the learning task, texts composed by David Brody (2001 and 2010), 
Rebecca Tinio McKenna (2017), Ian Morley (2018), and Russell P. Skelchy (2020) can be 
studied.65 Skelchy, for instance, in examining Baguio as a sound “contact zone” between 
the Americans and Filipinos, enquires “How did the American colonial state hear ‘develop-
ment’?” In disclosing how particular noises in 1905 were viewed as “strange” and “alarm-
ing” to the colonizers, and so in due course were replaced by “soothing” sounds associated 
with Western civilization, he builds upon the conclusions of intellectuals such as Michel de 
Certeau (1984)66: de Certeau calls attention to governments and their ploy when seeking 
to reform society to identify “pollutants”. Consequently, he asserts, once “pollutants” are 
spotted administrators will establish the means to remove them and, by doing this, the 
functions of life are redefined. Thus, reinforcing the broad point that Baguio after 1905 was 
to be of a higher type of civilization than what had existed beforehand, Tinio McKenna 
stresses that the city was deliberately configured so that nature, business, modern customs 
and values, and colonialism could be reconciled into a unified spatial-cultural construction. 
To bolster students’ grasp of this Benedict Anderson (1998) should be read. Anderson, by 
way of illustration, discusses American moral reasoning employed from 1898 to legitimate 
the “repairing” of Philippine society.67

 For students interested in the visuality of Baguio’s transferal from “wild territory” to 
planned city, the work by Morley and Brody will be valuable. Brody notes how Baguio’s 
layout (Image 11) purposefully made local and national government buildings highly vis-
ible, e.g., they were sited in proximity to hilltops, and they were positioned to terminate 
vistas established along roadways and through the large-sized green space at the urban 
core, Burnham Park (Image 12). In tendering this analysis Foucault’s description of the 
panopticon concept is remarked upon. Comparing the panopticon and Baguio’s layout, 
Brody suggests, helps to expose the nature of power installed in the Philippines by the 
Americans, and it additionally reinforces the importance of sight lines in facilitating control 
over the colonial landscape and colonial citizens.
 Morley, analogous to other scholars, investigates the prominent role of the landscape 
and vistas in Baguio. Significantly, however, he clarifies how the natural environment is 
not just a physical entity. Accordingly, regardless of the picturesque qualities produced by 
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Image 11: The plan of Baguio as proposed by Burnham and Anderson in 1905 (but interpreted 
from 1906 by Consultant Architect, William E. Parsons). Source: Public Domain at Wikimedia 
Commons (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Burnham_Plan_Baguio.png).

Image 12: The view north-westwards across Burnham Park towards the City Hall. Source: 
the author.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Burnham_Plan_Baguio.png
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the road layout, the siting of buildings, landscape architecture, and the natural environ-
ment being in harmonious accord, his inquiry assists teachers to highlight to their students 
the Westernization of the Philippine landscape. In consequence, Morley enlightens as to 
how the application of City Beautiful planning doused the natural environment with new 
cultural meanings. In other words, his analysis can encourage students to realize that the 
landscape is not just the surface of the earth: the landscape is physical surroundings, but 
it is also a cultural construct. So, regarding the conversion of a remote site in North Luzon 
into a new city, students better appreciate why the Americans sponsored a process of par-
adigmatic modernity, viz. a type of modernization in which new values, mores, customs, 
and urban forms replaced allegedly “backward” ones. In turn, students can cognize the 
American colonial sensibility that to use new spaces, to see new buildings, have new urban 
experiences, was in effect to belong to a new type of society. All in all, Morley, as well as Jeffrey 
Cody (2003) and those scholars previously mentioned in this paper,68 can inspire learners to 
wholly comprehend why cities in the Philippines post-1898 were remodeled. But, of equal 
importance, their work gives exposure to the influence planning activity in Southeast Asia 
had upon urban designing in early-1900s North America.
 Consequently, to conclude the exercise of studying American city planning in the 
Philippines, it is advisable to draw students’ notice towards arguably the most famous 
planning document in U.S. history, Daniel Burnham and Edward Bennett’s 1909 report of 
the plan for Chicago. As a text articulating the distinct circumstances of the age,69 as well 
as the elites’ aspiration to make the city grander and life better organized, what does the 
1909 report say as to why reshaping urban environments in the United States will make 
life in the future more prosperous and effectual for citizens?70 Ultimately, what does it say 
that was previously referenced in the 1905 reports to recondition Baguio and Manila?

Conclusion

The learning expectations an instructor has for their students corresponds to the learn-
er’s status within the History program. The level of knowledge expected by the teacher 
in written compositions produced by freshmen differ from that for work manufactured 
by seniors or graduate students. While I demand all students to, as a matter of course, 
present general points alongside detailed facts in tidy, unified paragraphs, as well as to 
demonstrate attentiveness to matters such as source evaluation and key actors’ motiva-
tion, I oblige advanced-level students to correspondingly present critical thinking about 
historical thinking in their written work. If their assignment is to explore how Burnham and 
Anderson’s 1905 reports impacted upon Filipinos’ lives in Manila and Baguio, advanced-
level students must show some reference to, and understanding of, cultural theory. This 
is because Michel de Certeau (1985) has shown that when a new spatial system is enacted 
a psychological discontinuity results.71 He has also emphasized that to thoroughly study 
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the operation of power requires a specific set of intellectual procedures,72 and alongside 
writers such as Michel Foucault, James C. Scott, and Henri Lefebvre, de Certeau supplied 
bases to critique colonizers’ objectives and deeds. Furthermore, as David Harvey (2019) has 
clarified,73 modernization (as a concept) should be understood as a reaction to crisis-ridden 
experiences of prior time and space.
 Therefore, urban planning was employed to transform the structure and culture of 
Manila and Baguio so that the alleged “primitiveness” of an earlier age, literally and figu-
ratively, could be expunged by the Americans. At the same time the “experienced” History 
trainee should, if in possession of expansive critical thinking abilities, be able to present 
evidence of the impact of Burnham and Anderson’s planning reports in three analogous 
lenses: the environmental, the cultural, and the psychological. Why must the “developed” 
student do this? The answer is straightforward. Firstly, students with advanced skills are 
able to revisit facts and concepts learnt previously and, secondly, apply them to new think-
ing and writing frameworks. Thirdly, they should know that for a source to fully reveal its 
secrets it needs to be objectively scrutinized. Finally, to not thoroughly analyze a source 
means running the risk of undervaluing the circumstances that existed at the time it was 
composed.74 All in all, proficient students who desire to label themselves as “historians” 
will know to convey analysis and argument as the basic essences of their writing.75 Armed 
with such skills they, like urbanists before them, will come to terms with the reasons why 
cities reveal the accomplishments and shortcomings of civilizations, and how urban expe-
riences in one place do affect those in others.
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