
In 1921, retired U.S. Army Major General Leonard Wood 
and former Philippine Governor General William Cam-
eron Forbes wrote and publicized an o�cial report on 
the state of the American colonial Philippines. Com-
missioned by the incoming U.S. Republican admin-
istration, the report would dedicate a full section of 
its slim forty- six pages to the mismanagement of the 
pnb. The pnb’s support of mass speculation during the 
war time boom in prices, according to the report, led 
to “one of the most unfortunate and darkest pages in 
Philippine history.”�  Dripping with disdain, Wood and 
Forbes tersely narrated the tragic leadership of the pnb 
in two sentences: “A man presumed to be experienced 
in banking was brought from the United States and took 
the �rst presidency, which he had held a short time. 
An American inexperienced in banking was then put 
in charge, and upon his death a Filipino, also without 
banking experience became president.”�  For Wood and 
Forbes, the failure of the bank and its leadership was 
analogous to the failure of Filipino authorities and the 
previous American colonial regime, led by Demo crats. 
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Wood would soon be appointed as the new governor general, and his pri-
mary goal was to roll back Filipino authority in the colony.

This chapter examines how and why, from the late 1910s and all through-
out the 1920s, the pnb remained at the center of multiple strug gles over 
decolonization and counter- decolonization.  These strug gles  were highly 
public and oftentimes elevated to spectacle. At �rst, American authorities 
and Filipino authorities both desired the creation of an institution like the 
pnb. In the mid-1910s, the bank was conceived by American and Filipino 
lawmakers as a �nancial instrument of counter- decolonization, a way to si-
mul ta neously exploit and domesticate the restive provincial laboring pop-
ulation. Additionally, the bank was also expected to dispense agricultural 
credit, small denomination currency, and loans for infrastructure. The 
economic security brought about by the pnb would ideally be utilized to 
symbolically tout the accomplishment of Filipinization— the replacement 
of colonial state personnel with Filipino  faces— under a Demo cratic impe-
rial regime, and more broadly, the potential of conditional decolonization.

In the beginning of the 1920s, however, the dream of conditional de-
colonization had seemingly crumbled. The pnb was on the brink of insol-
vency and the Philippine colonial economy was in crisis. A new Republican 
imperial regime,  under Governor General Wood, would colonially govern, 
aiming to repeal Filipinization and reestablish what the Republican regime 
nostalgically believed to be the halcyon days of the �rst de cade of American 
colonial rule. The highly public feud between Wood and Filipino authori-
ties would result in a spectacular storm of animosity, in which the bank 
would symbolically be the eye. This chapter tracks the vari ous ways Fili-
pino authorities would challenge this more spectacular form of counter- 
decolonization, by appropriating and recon�guring American discourses 
of racial paternalism, imperial benevolence, and economic security.

The  G reat War, Conditional Decolonization, 

and Filipinization

The pnb was born in a world of speculation. Speculations on the  future of 
Filipino nationalism, of the possibilities of �nance capitalism, and of U.S. 
Empire’s place in the world.  These speculations would emerge during a 
time of massive changes. Shifting global economic conditions, transforma-
tions in the po liti  cal milieu of U.S. Empire, and on- the- ground anx i eties 
over cap i tal ist security in the Philippine colony:  these  were some of the 
dramatic material changes that led to the pnb.
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One of the key material changes was the increasing �nancial and bank-
ing power of the United States in the global cap i tal ist system. This was 
intensi�ed by the boom for war commodities and  later,  after Eu rope had 
been decimated by the  Great War, agricultural commodities. A large por-
tion of this �nancial explosion was due to imperial expansion in the Paci�c, 
the Ca rib bean, and Latin Amer i ca. Colonization and semicolonization en-
tailed tying the monetary reserves of “developing” nations to U.S. banks. 
New York banks especially enjoyed the capital generated from foreign de-
posits and loans. Moreover, American �nancial advisors, armed with ide-
ologies and narratives of U.S. capitalism would be deployed, creating new 
imperial markets for economic experts in the colonies.�  Imperial expansion 
would thus place the United States as the leading lender of new capital to 
the world. Soon, only London, the longtime leader, was left to rival New 
York’s �nancial global hegemony.�

Despite New York’s newfound place as an imperial core in the global �-
nancial system, the United States nevertheless faltered  behind other North 
Atlantic imperial accomplices and rivals in terms of managing and hold-
ing decision- making capacities over the �ow of capital.�  For instance, the 
United States remained one of the only major industrial powers without 
a central bank and whose currency did not serve as a major international 
currency.�  To better deal with the insecurities inherent to capital accu-
mulation and at the same time boost its global economic clout, the Fed-
eral Reserve System was established in 1913. Through the Federal Reserve, 
responsibility over pos si ble bank and currency failures would shift from 
wealthy �nanciers and cap i tal ists  toward the masses, mainly by expropriat-
ing public funds as security. Subsequently the U.S. central banking system 
would attempt to entangle colonies and semicolonies closer to the U.S. 
economy and si mul ta neously create a model for how economic authorities 
could shape state decision- making.

The second material change was the shifting po liti  cal climate in the U.S. 
settler metropole. The year 1913 marked the beginning of the Woodrow 
Wilson presidency. Wilson was a Demo crat who planned to reverse many 
Republican policies in the Philippine colony. Racial paternalism  shaped 
Wilson’s desire to speed up in de pen dence. While the McKinley paternalist 
discourse of “ lit tle brown  brother” invoked a kind of familial relation of 
benevolent adoption, Wilsonian paternalist discourse rejected this familial 
inheritance. The adoption of nine million brown bodies was not considered 
part of the natu ral relations of white Amer i ca. The inheritance of Black 
and Indigenous bodies already exceeded Wilson’s vision of American civil 
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society. At the same time, Wilson could not grant immediate sovereignty 
to Filipinos, since that would admit that nonwhite  peoples held the racial 
capacity for self- determination.�   After all, for Wilson, self- determination 
was an inherent capacity of white nations  under Eu ro pean empires, but 
not inherent to  those of the darker nations. Furthermore, Wilson could 
never place the structures of imperialism and colonialism in peril. Even if 
 there  were unintended e�ects of his rhe toric of internationalism, as some 
have argued, Wilsonianism mainly strengthened the appeal of conditional 
decolonization over the threat of unconditional decolonization.�

Much to the chagrin of  those serving  under Republican regimes, many 
Filipino elites would welcome the Wilson regime. As one military com-
mander stated in 1913, “the  lit tle  people” (Filipinos)  were visibly excited 
about the possibility of an “early passage” of in de pen dence.�  Wilson’s policy 
regarding the Philippines remained paternalist, but it found a loophole. By 
recognizing the current Filipino leadership, the “rising generation”  under 
U.S. po liti  cal, economic, and cultural tutelage, as more capable, then condi-
tional decolonization could be more concretely pursued. Filipino lawmak-
ers such as Manuel Quezon and Sergio Osmeña recognized this imperial 
strategy of conditional decolonization, and they  adopted many of the mar-
ket knowledge concepts to best negotiate and take advantage within  these 
imperial conditions. Additionally, Filipino leadership was avowedly cap i tal-
ist, considering cap i tal ist security key to gaining international recognition 
as a self- su�cient society and capable of in de pen dence. Moreover, cap i tal-
ist security would internally signal that all revolutionary desires had been 
domesticated. Unconditional decolonization,  after all, would threaten the 
wealth and security that Filipino decision- makers in the colonial state had 
wrested from Americans over the last de cade. Consequently, Filipino law-
makers  were especially fundamentally invested in counter- decolonization. 
From their perspective, they could always o�er their version of conditional 
decolonization as the more palatable alternative to revolution against an 
international order of racial cap i tal ist empires.

The third material change concerned counter- decolonization opera-
tions in the colony. The Philippine American War,  after all, continued well 
into the mid-1910s. As a consequence, insecurities over a restive peasantry 
incessantly weighed on the minds of colonial authorities. Monetary au-
thorities saw the agricultural lands worked by peasants as fundamentally 
crucial to cap i tal ist security and key to strategies of counter- decolonization. 
An agricultural bank was considered an apposite solution to secure land 
and the peasantry. On one hand, securitizing land and domesticating 
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 peasants would make the archipelago increasingly attractive to commer-
cial and foreign investment.��  On the other hand, land served as �nancial 
security for capital accumulation. It operated as collateral for bank bonds, 
for the production of rent pro�t, and as space for the infrastructural proj-
ects of heavy investments such as irrigation networks.��

With  these material concerns in mind, an  earlier plan of an agricultural 
bank was designed by former Division of Currency chief Edwin Kemmerer 
in 1904. Kemmerer’s plan languished soon  after his resignation.  After sev-
eral years of back and forth between American authorities and an increas-
ingly more power ful group of Filipino lawmakers, an agricultural bank was 
�  nally instituted in 1908.��  Initially, decisions over agricultural credit  were 
 under control of colonial state provincial trea sur ers. By the 1910s, however, 
provincial trea sury positions fell increasingly  under Filipino control. Pro-
vincial Filipino authorities would disproportionately  favor wealthy land-
owners with bank credit, resulting in massive land consolidation and the 
increase of risky loans.��  From 1912 through 1915,  because of the intensi�ed 
e�orts of the colonial state to strengthen the land title system, applications 
for loans from the Agricultural Bank exponentially increased. At the same 
time, however, straining  under the weight of all the accumulation of out-
standing loans, as early as 1914, the Agricultural Bank’s capital had been 
severely overstretched.

The intensi�ed demand for credit during this time was most likely 
due to the  Great War agribusiness boom. Beginning in 1914, Philippine 
exports of raw commodities such as copra, hemp, coconut oil, tobacco, and 
sugar exploded. By 1915 tensions intensi�ed as angry farmers, who  either 
owned smaller parcels of land or who did not have state- approved land 
titles, demanded equal access to government- backed agricultural credit.��  
Filipino cap i tal ists, moreover,  were frustrated by the capital limits imposed 
on the Agricultural Bank. Taking cues from Filipino cap i tal ists, Filipino 
lawmakers would increase calls for a national bank, one that could expand 
capital accumulation in the islands. In agreement with Filipino lawmak-
ers, American authorities believed that the colonial state’s dominance over 
the economic boom was severely  limited. Vari ous multinational commer-
cial banks, in par tic u lar British- owned institutions, greatly pro�ted from 
booming export agricultural sales.��  The creation of a national bank would 
help chip away at the United States’ imperial rivals. Fi nally, some Filipino 
lawmakers, such as Osmeña, would argue that the establishment of a na-
tional bank would be a power ful symbol of Filipino nationalism.��  In the 
end, authoritative Filipino politicians, such as Osmeña, would eventually 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/1587755/9781478092582-005.pdf by guest on 15 Septem

ber 2024



 AN ORGY OF MISMANAGEMENT 99

win over lawmakers suspicious of foreign capital and subsequently work 
with American authorities to approve a national bank.

With support from Filipino lawmakers, Governor General Harrison 
and the Vice Governor General Henderson Martin made plans to create 
a government- owned “Insular Bank.” bia Chief Frank McIntyre, however, 
cautioned against increased intervention into the economic realm. He in-
stead suggested withdrawing the colonial state entirely from the banking 
and credit business to allow American- owned commercial banks to take 
over in the Philippine colony.��  The Philippine business bloc and Filipino 
politicians  were split over the issue. Although both groups desired another 
state apparatus to do the heavy lifting of attracting capital to the colony, the 
potential authority that Americans would preserve nevertheless troubled 
both. In response, Manuel Quezon reached out to banking and �nancial 
expert Henry Parker Willis for advice.��

A renowned �nancial expert, Willis was instrumental in helping draft 
what eventually became the Federal Reserve Act of 1913.��  He would go 
on to be appointed as the �rst secretary of the Federal Reserve Board and 
serve on several congressional committees dedicated to banking and cur-
rency. Willis would also hold several academic positions during his  career, 
most notably at Washington and Lee University and Columbia University. 
Quezon’s letter was not the �rst time Willis’s  career trajectory intersected 
with the Philippines. Working as an economic journalist in 1903, Willis was 
privately hired by American anti- imperialists to investigate and critique the 
po liti  cal and economic conditions  after the Philippine American War.��  
 Because of his early anti- imperial work, he eventually became a sporadic 
contributor to Quezon’s nationalist magazine, The Filipino  People.

Despite, or perhaps  because of, his past anti- imperialist stance, Willis 
was more than  eager to lend his authoritative knowledge to the creation of 
a rapidly Filipinizing state bank. Putting aside Martin’s bank proposal, Wil-
lis created his own version. He emphasized two ele ments that would, from 
his perspective, truly advance the economic life of the islands: investment 
into agriculture and eventually other natu ral resources; and commercial 
development through securities, deposits, and foreign credit markets.��  In 
addition to  these goals, Willis underscored the ways that a national bank 
would potentially solve several glaring prob lems within the monetary, 
banking, and �scal systems in the colony and at the same time continue to 
aid the work of counter- decolonization.

For instance, the pnb was seen as a way to solve the scarcity prob lem of 
small-denomination coins. Access to small-denomination coins, in the eyes 
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of authorities, was crucial to securitizing the worker and peasant classes of 
the colony. On one hand, an adequate supply of small-denomination coins 
meant that  there would be less disturbance in the quotidian life of workers 
and peasants. On the other hand, daily interaction with American colonial 
money was ideologically necessary to reinforce American authority in gen-
eral. For workers and peasants, small-denomination coins  were their daily 
and repetitive reminder of American colonial sovereignty. Still, changes to 
Philippine colonial currency remained  under the power of the U.S. execu-
tive branch. However, the pnb’s autonomy from the colonial state enabled 
it to issue and circulate currency without waiting for the approval from 
Washington, DC. The solution, for American authorities, was to eventu-
ally commission the pnb to create smaller-denomination banknotes in lieu 
of coins made by the colonial state. The creation of pnb notes would also 
have an added practical bonus. In comparison to minting metal coins, the 
printing of paper banknotes would take less time. Additionally, the printing 
of smaller-denomination paper notes would cost much less than the P1, P2, 
and �fty centavo silver coins, which �uctuated according to the price of 
silver in international markets. Fi nally, by issuing currency, the pnb could 
reap  great pro�ts as the costs and reserves would be covered entirely by the 
Philippine colonial state.��

 After being approved by the Insular (Philippine) Legislature on Febru-
ary 6, 1916, the pnb was quickly incorporated and opened for operation a 
mere four months  later on July 24, 1916. The pnb consolidated many of the 
distinct state banking and credit institutions that had emerged throughout 
almost twenty years of American colonial occupation. The pnb’s seeming 
rapid construction obscured its rather long embryonic life formed through 
years of  battles among the contradictory interests of American colonial of-
�cials, economic experts, Filipino politicians, agricultural cap i tal ists, and 
small landowning farmers. The result of  these clashing interests was an 
institution composed of a complex tangle of functions such as agricultural 
development, investment and credit loaning, note and bond issuance, and 
caretaking of vari ous public funds.��

One nagging question lingered throughout its construction, however. 
Who exactly had complete authority, and thus total responsibility, over pnb 
decisions? Would it be the pnb Board of Control or the pnb president? 
The board would be composed of the governor general, the president of 
the Senate, the speaker of the House, and other appointed members. The 
board, moreover, would have the most  legal power, and if Filipinos held 
more seats on the board, then any form of American encroachment, even 
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encroachment from the pnb president, could be theoretically challenged 
and blocked. Uncertainty over who held ultimate decision- making power 
would shape the life of the pnb moving forward.

At its founding, however, both Filipinos and Americans  were full of 
enthusiasm about the pnb. With reassurances from multiple colonial state 
o�cials that he would have near complete authority over the pnb, Willis 
accepted the o�er to be the �rst pnb bank president in 1916.��  In  later re-
ports, Willis was often described as a shrewd conservative technocrat who 
desired to strengthen the in�uence of the U.S. dollar throughout Asia and 
the Paci�c.��  This notion of a stronger American global economic pres-
ence through the pnb was promoted publicly by Willis who claimed that 
the bank could ful�ll the three main initial promises of colonization in the 
Philippines: a market for American manufacturers, the development of 
Filipino consumption capacities, and the “establishment of pro�table and 
mutual trade relations.”��  Through the pnb, Willis was also  eager to chal-
lenge British banks that had been pro�ting o� the war time export boom of 
Philippine commodities.��  In addition, he promised to further tighten the 
bonds between the Philippine banking system and the U.S. banking sys-
tem. Willis would eventually oversee the pnb’s establishment as a foreign 
bank representative of the Federal Reserve and the creation of a New York 
branch of the pnb to deal with exchange and investments with the Atlantic 
�nancial market.��  The pnb was thus envisioned as a critical step in fur-
ther tightening the �nancial bonds between U.S. Empire’s transpaci�c and 
transatlantic institutions.

Before his arrival, however, Willis was already suspicious of di� er-
ent tensions, allegiances, and collaborations on the ground, especially 
between  those in the Harrison regime and agricultural cap i tal ists in the 
colony. Almost immediately, Willis fell out of  favor with other American 
and Filipino authorities in the Philippines. Willis blamed this alienation on 
the rapid Filipinization  under Harrison.��  Blocked from hiring American 
banking experts, Willis quickly found himself being outmaneuvered by the 
Filipino- dominated banking board. Without much po liti  cal support,  after 
less than a year, Willis resigned in February 1917, leaving the presidency 
to Samuel Ferguson.��  Ferguson, a noneconomic expert, gained the posi-
tion through his po liti  cal proximity to Harrison and proved an inconsistent 
president due to chronic illness. Ferguson would not serve long, eventually 
passing away and being replaced by the staunch nationalist Venancio Con-
cepción in March 1918. A former general in the Philippine American War, 
Concepción was openly rumored to have once saved Osmeña’s life, thus 
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ingratiating himself with the power ful Speaker of the Philippine House.��  
Concepción was described by American observers as an anti- intellectual, 
the complete opposite of Willis.��  Many Filipinos, however, lauded Con-
cepción’s appointment as pnb president, seeing it as a signi�cant step 
 toward gaining more power over the economic realm. Filipino optimism 
would be short- lived, however, as crisis struck.

With the end of the  Great War in 1919 a global recession would unfold. 
The recession would severely unsettle Philippine economic conditions. 
This would set o� a disastrous chain reaction for the pnb. First, the specu-
lative  bubble for war time agricultural commodities would immediately 
burst. Unfortunately, the pnb had helped in�ate this  bubble by loaning 
excessive amounts to sugar centrals and coconut oil factories.  These specu-
lative loans  were made without a proper assessment of the true valuation 
of debtor assets, mostly properties and securities, put up as collateral. Con-
sequently, the assets put up for loans  were barely worth the amount owed, 
and the amount owed moreover was too  great for even the most successful 
business to theoretically pay back within a reasonable time frame. The pnb 
had become nearly insolvent. By allowing its reserves to go well below what 
was required by banking law, the pnb’s banknote circulation and public 
funds  were also  under threat. Moreover, the pnb had been secretly beg-
ging other banks, mostly foreign- owned banks located in Shanghai, not to 
redeem its banknotes and to delay calling in payment obligations.��  Some 
experts warned that the pnb crisis could continue well into the  middle of 
the following de cade.��

As the pnb’s �nancial value nose- dived, some Filipino authorities still 
recognized its po liti  cal value. The pnb,  after all, even in its weakened state, 
remained a power ful �nancial instrument that symbolically belonged to 
Filipino leadership. Yet the Filipino attempt to salvage the pnb would dove-
tail with the replacement of the pro- Filipinization Harrison regime by an 
avowedly anti- Filipinization Wood regime. For the next half de cade, as a 
consequence of this new colonial regime, Filipino and American  battles 
over the fate of the pnb would become rapidly antagonistic and unfold 
spectacularly in public.

The Spectacle of Counter-  decolonization

Leonard Wood’s regime as governor general was one of the most notori-
ous in the history of the American colonial Philippines. Wood’s notoriety, 
however, as a devoted and  career imperialist, preceded his o�cial tenure as 
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Philippine governor general. Achieving the rank of major general in the 
U.S. Army, serving as a military governor of Cuba, and appointed as Army 
chief of sta�  under President William Howard Taft, Wood had amassed a 
highly impressive résumé in imperial and counter- decolonization gover-
nance. In 1920, he was even considered a primary candidate to run on the 
Republican ticket for U.S. president.  After his retirement from the U.S. 
Army in 1921 and the presidential election of Warren G. Harding, Wood 
was to serve as provost at the University of Pennsylvania. Before o�cially 
taking the university position, Wood, along with former Governor General 
Cameron Forbes, was sent to the Philippines on an investigative mission 
for the incoming Harding presidency. The counter- decolonization rhe toric 
of the Wood- Forbes Report, as it would be called, would receive a popu lar 
reception from Republicans and other proimperialists in the settler metro-
pole. Wood was then tapped to be a temporary governor general overseeing 
the transition of colonial administrations. While in power, however, Wood 
de cided to resign from the University of Pennsylvania and permanently 
remain as governor general.��

Throughout his tenure in the Philippines, Wood attempted to reverse 
any and all po liti  cal authority gained by Filipino elites during the Harrison- 
Wilson era. Two main intertwining logics would shape his decision- making. 
The �rst was a nostalgic conception of the American colonial Philippines 
that preceded the Harrison regime, one in which American authority was 
respected by grateful Filipinos. The second was a notion that the state 
would refrain from intervening in cap i tal ist  matters.

The pnb was a prime target of Wood’s counter- decolonization commit-
ment. Through the pnb, Wood sought to publicly create a new narrative: 
the betrayal of American benevolence and the failure of Filipino authority. 
This narrative would justify his administration’s burden and responsibility 
to revive American colonial sovereignty and white supremacy in the archi-
pelago. A key tool to assembling this narrative was the 1921 Wood- Forbes 
Report, which was commissioned by U.S. President Harding and Secretary 
of War John Weeks. As an incoming Republican regime, both Harding 
and Weeks wanted to undermine Wilson and Harrison’s assertion that the 
Philippines had been successfully moving  toward self- government.��  The 
prime evidence of the failures of Filipinization  were the post– Great War 
economic crisis and the failure of the pnb. The Wood- Forbes Report would 
argue that Americans had overestimated the “ability of the [Filipino]  people 
to absorb, digest, and make e�cient practical use of what has taken other 
nations generations to absorb and apply, and in our critical impatience we 
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forget the centuries of strug gle through which our own race passed before 
it attained a well- balanced government.”��  According to the Report, altru-
ism had blinded Americans to the true nature of Filipino racial capacities, 
endowing Natives with decision- making power for which they  were ill- 
prepared.  Under the Harrison regime, therefore, American authorities had 
moved far too fast in the Filipinization of colonial leadership.

Hoping to curry popu lar support for the incoming colonial regime, 
the War Department would leak the Wood- Forbes �ndings to newspapers, 
before the Report was o�cially complete. Weeks,  after receiving a con�-
dential cablegram from Wood on June 17, 1921, concerning the �nancial 
situation of the pnb and its entanglement with the trea sury, de cided to 
release the cable almost in its entirety to the press. The public response in 
the U.S. settler metropole especially, was rapid and politicized, intensify-
ing already existing anti- Filipinization critiques. Many critics would claim 
that Filipinos squandered their increased autonomy and had driven the 
Philippine government itself to the brink of bankruptcy. Weeks most likely 
released this information to the public, in hopes of swaying Congress to 
double the Philippine government’s  legal debt to $30 million.��   After even-
tually being approved, the bia would use the increased loan from Con-
gress to bail out the pnb. Through this increased loan, Weeks intended 
the pnb bailout to, on one hand, situate the War Department as saviors of 
the Philippine �nancial system and, on the other, illustrate that the incom-
ing Harding regime was a more secure government in comparison to the 
previous Wilson regime.��

Despite the bailout, however, the public image of the pnb would de-
teriorate. Initially, this narrative of pnb crisis and failure would work in 
 favor of the incoming Wood regime. Throughout 1921, the bank would be 
plagued by public speculations on who deserved the most blame for the 
chaos and crisis: corrupt and manipulative Filipinos or naïve and gullible 
American demo crats. This attitude was guided by the Wood regime in the 
colony and the Republican regime in the settler metropole. Public scrutiny 
was especially intense since the pnb was responsible for a massive amount 
of public money, including currency reserves, �scal funds, and government 
securities. The negative feelings  toward the pnb would be ampli�ed with 
the publication and circulation of the Report.

Several newspapers, long critical of Filipinization, blamed the Harrison 
regime for the “grave conditions” in the archipelago. According to one ar-
ticle,  under Harrison’s supervision, “American authority has been sadly im-
paired, �scal a�airs of the islands have been thrown into chaos, and  things 
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have gone backward instead of forward.” Moreover, with the weakening 
of American authority “Japan would gradually reach out and impose her 
 will on the islands.”��  Investigations  were demanded into Francis Harrison, 
“the man upon whom rests the heaviest responsibility for the situation.”��  
Throughout the most public strug gles over the  future of the pnb, Harrison 
would attempt to distance himself from any responsibility, claiming that 
he was physically “absent from the Philippines” while the speculative loans 
 were distributed.��  Harrison’s alibi would only fuel public speculations of 
Filipino “demagogues” gone wild. Indeed, many saw the pnb crisis and 
economic mismanagement as “an index of what may be expected of Gov-
ernment control by . . . native politicians.”��

For the Wood regime and many anti- Filipinization critics, the man who 
most embodied Filipino mismanagement and racial incapacity was pnb 
President Venancio Concepción.��  Anti- Filipinization critics would rally 
against Concepción by demanding justice for the American and Filipino 
taxpayer, arguing that it was ultimately “the public who has to pay for  these 
acts.”��  Public opinion of Concepción was greatly  shaped by the Wood- 
Forbes Report. Yet, as nonexperts, Wood and Forbes relied instead on the 
market knowledge of American auditor Francis Coates. Coates was very 
vocal of his unfavorable impression of Concepción. This was not simply 
 because of Concepción’s anti- Americanism, but  because, for Coates, Con-
cepción represented all of the dangers and pitfalls of Filipinization.

Clearly politicized to cater to his Republican employers, Coates  adopted 
paternalist language to racialize the incapacities of Filipinos to govern both 
the pnb and the colony in his audit. Submitted to the bia on March 31, 1921, 
Coates’s audit recounted the devolution of the bank  under Filipino author-
ity, beginning with Willis’s departure in 1919. Coates described the pnb 
like a ship “drifting with an undisciplined crew, without rudder, compass 
or Captain.” Coates asserted that experience  under American colonial tu-
telage had been far too brief, leading to miseducation in economic  matters. 
“As a race or nation,” he stated of Filipinos, “they have only an elementary 
knowledge of �nancial a�airs and they are seemingly lacking in the inher-
ited keenness, resourcefulness, stability and ability that have come only 
through generations of training and environment to other nations, includ-
ing Americans.”��  For the question of economic in de pen dence, Filipinos 
would have to devote “a generation or more to intensive study, and inten-
sive practical experience,  under the best trained and experienced banking 
talent available.” But even then, Coates was skeptical that the capacity for 
in de pen dence “can be accomplished with the next generation.”��
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Coates’s narrative of Filipinization failure was grounded in the racial 
incapacities of Filipinos to, �rst, properly manage cap i tal ist time and, sec-
ond, to properly apprehend market knowledge. To Coates, Filipinos pos-
sessed “no thought of individual responsibility beyond the pre sent moment 
or the pre sent consideration.” This racial incapacity to work for the  future 
proved “fatal to their operation and advancement in the �elds of Finance.” 
This inability to work for the  future was especially embodied in Filipino 
pnb President Concepción, who quickly became lost to the “�nancial world 
of the white man.”��  Coates’s critique of Concepción then extended more 
broadly into an indictment of the general ine�ciency of colonial state au-
thorities. Due to the ine�cient administration of the government, Con-
cepción, “a man who had had practically no banking training, knowledge 
or experience— who was known to be a politico” was promoted as pnb 
president. Concepción, it was argued, gained his position through po liti -
cal nepotism and systemic corruption. Continuing the supposed practice 
of nepotism, Concepción replaced American experts in  favor of “Native 
Filipinos who  were untrained and inexpert men, not familiar with banking 
and routine.”��

Coates’s evaluation of Concepción’s �nancial ineptitude would serve 
as the basis for the Wood- Forbes Report’s assessment of, more broadly, the 
Filipino incapacity for sovereignty. Adding fuel to the �re was the notion of 
Concepción’s nepotism and criminality. As evidence of nepotism, the pub-
lic scrutinized the appointment of Concepción’s son as pnb vice president 
as an indication of broader Filipino corruption.��  Then came Concepción’s 
arrest in June 1921, for illegally securing a loan for personal investment. 
Numerous presses would subsequently attempt to connect the bank’s mis-
management to Filipino criminal acts.��  Newspapers would even assert that 
the bank’s corrupt culture would spread to other pnb branches, throughout 
the archipelago and abroad.��

Concepción would attempt to  battle this public vili�cation by arguing 
that he had inherited a cluster of failures, chief of which was the American 
mismanagement of the currency reserves. On taking leadership, Concep-
ción would claim that “the gold reserve was totally exhausted” and had been 
misused by the Insular Trea sury and the bank’s New York agency, two institu-
tions  under American authority. In addition,  there was “something . . . a  lit tle 
queer,” claimed Concepción. Not only was he being blamed for the failures of 
American authorities, but he and the bank  were being “furiously attacked” by 
his own “brethren,” other Filipino politicians and cap i tal ists driven by “par-
tisan passion.” The scheming of Filipino collaborators, “seconding the work 
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of destruction” was identi�ed by Concepción as an even more inexcusable 
betrayal to the Philippine nation.��

For certain the articles make clear that Concepción attempted to shift 
blame and clear his name as public scrutiny intensi�ed. At the same time, 
however, Concepción was correct that the Currency Reserve Fund (crf) 
had been mismanaged before he had taken leadership of the bank. As pri-
vate correspondences at the time illustrate, Concepción regularly reached 
out to Willis about the precarity of the crf, with Willis regularly rebu�ng 
Concepción from the New York branch.��  Willis, in correspondences with 
the secretary of war and the bia, would also regularly belittle Concepción 
as ignorant and without proper training, thus diminishing any impact of 
Concepción’s concerns over the crf when correspondences would reach 
the War Department.��  Wood would carry on this practice of blaming Con-
cepción for the mismanagement of the currency reserves. As historian 
 Yoshiko Nagano cogently argues, American authorities would place the blame 
of the postwar �nancial crisis solely on the unsound and negligent Filipino 
mismanagement of the pnb, strategically obscuring the equally unsound 
and negligent white American mismanagement of Philippine currency.��

Prob lems with the crf began when American authorities attempted to 
appropriate reserves for investment purposes during the war time boom 
commodity. The two primary currency funds, the gsf and the Silver Cer-
ti�cate Fund,  were necessary to maintain parity between the peso and the 
dollar and stabilize the price of silver currency to the world’s gold prices.��  
Since the Conant- designed currency reforms of 1913, the gsf had been 
used to lend out money for di� er ent infrastructural proj ects. In addition to 
the gsf was the Silver Certi�cate Fund. Silver certi�cates remained crucial 
for ensuring that funds continued to �ow to U.S. military operations in the 
Philippine colony, China, and other parts of Southeast Asia.��  In 1917,  these 
two funds would be combined and renamed the crf. The crf would be 
deposited in pnb branches throughout U.S. Empire as well as branches of 
the Federal Reserve Bank, further blurring the economic borders between 
the settler metropole and the overseas colony.

As the United States’ involvement in the  Great War increased, an alarm-
ing amount of the crf was used, not to maintain parity as it had originally 
been intended, but rather to purchase Liberty Loan war bonds as well as 
speculative investments into war commodity production.��  By 1919, due to 
the  Great War boom, prices and credit in�ated to such an extent that they 
threatened to drain the currency reserves.��  The year 1920 saw the in�ation-
ary war time  bubble burst. This forced the Philippine peso to undergo rapid 
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depreciation and exposed how a majority of speculative loans given out by 
state institutions  were all on the brink of default.��  The pnb, moreover, 
unable to call in its myriad loans and incapacitated by the amount of its 
currency notes still in circulation, suddenly faced a severe currency reserve 
shortage. In the eyes of the public, the colonial monetary system was on the 
brink of catastrophe. According to one article, “the bank is carry ing virtually 
no reserves  behind its $40,838,500 in deposits and $15,397,000 in circulat-
ing notes, which it is impossible for the bank to redeem in lawful money 
as required by law. . . . They [the pnb bank notes] therefore are a constant 
menace to the �nancial stability of the Government and private business.”��

While the crisis spectacularly unfolded in public, the bia had covertly 
sponsored several investigations of the �scal and �nancial conditions of 
the colony. Since 1919, three separate investigations by di� er ent examin-
ing agents had been or  were being conducted before the publication of the 
Wood- Forbes Report. The �rst was by Francis Coates Jr. in November 1919, 
the second by Haskins and Sells in May 1921, and the third by former psb 
president and special bank examiner for the pnb, Ben F. Wright, who in-
de pen dently took it upon himself to investigate the pnb beginning in De-
cember 1920.��  Despite possessing di�ering perspectives as to the  causes 
and the subsequent solutions to the �nancial and monetary conditions 
of the colony, all three investigations identi�ed exploitative loopholes in 
the currency reserve system. For all three, the roots of the crisis involved 
the mismanagement of the crf not just the pnb. As already mentioned, the 
pnb was not a central bank, and thus the crf was �rmly the responsibility 
of the Philippine Department of Finance and Justice’s Bureau of Trea sury. 
Indeed, many economic experts hired by the colonial state  were in fact 
very critical of the American- led Bureau of Trea sury.��  Although part of this 
criticism might have been aimed at the previous Harrison administration, 
this expert opinion nonetheless opened up to a broader critique of Ameri-
can authority in general. Wood would keep American expert criticisms of 
the crf  mismanagement  under wraps, only leaking contextless data at mo-
ments that  were po liti  cally advantageous.

Amid all this panic over the pnb and crf crises, Wood would position his 
regime as the redeemer of the monetary system and the pnb. Pro- American 
newspapers would support this narrative. “Fortunately,” as one newspaper 
claimed, “the notes circulate freely  because the  people know the Govern-
ment is responsible for their redemption.”��   Under Wood, moreover, cur-
rency reforms  were supposedly already  under way. Wood claimed that a 
total of $23 million in bonds had been sold to ensure that “ behind  every 
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Trea sury certi�cate  there is a full face value in gold and silver.” In addi-
tion, according to Wood, the gsf had become stable, “re- establishing the 
currency system” and securitizing the “international parity of the peso.”��

The pro- American public in the colony seemed to have accepted the 
redemption narrative espoused by Wood. Subsequently he initiated several 
major reforms of the pnb. The �rst step for Wood was to replace Filipino 
leadership. With blessings from the War Department, Wood appointed 
E. R. Wilson as the new head of the bank in 1921. Before his arrival in the 
Philippines, Wilson worked as vice president of the Anglo- London- Paris 
Bank of San Francisco. Wilson would bring along with him a team of six 
“American experts,” who he promised would “ ‘aid Filipinos not replace 
them.”��  Upon his arrival Wilson would make the rounds to the business 
community, reassuring prominent Filipino cap i tal ists that American ex-
perts  were  there to “assist them.” At one Philippine Chamber of Commerce 
event, attended by over a hundred  people, Wilson referred to the Coates 
Report’s recommendations that banks  were “purely technical” institutions 
and must be managed by experts.��  Wilson had been vetted and coached by 
bia Chief Frank McIntyre to attempt to soften the public image of Wood’s 
counter- decolonization e�orts in the pnb. For Wilson, the pnb could still 
be sal vaged and instrumentalized to accumulate more capital for the ben-
e�t of U.S. Empire. Wood, however, would adopt a di� er ent perspective: 
the highly spectacular act of dismantling the pnb.

Wood believed the pnb was fundamentally �awed, for its commercial 
capacities structurally gave too much monetary authority to Filipinos. One 
article captured Wood’s apprehension of the pnb: “The pnb was born in 
politics, has lived to the pre sent time in politics, and promises to die in 
politics.” For Wood, the politicization of the bank was synonymous with 
Filipinization. It was subsequently a threat to the notion of “the United 
States as sovereign power.”��  Thus,  under this racial and colonial logic, the 
pnb had to be fundamentally stripped down, to revert back to what it had 
initially been proposed as: an agricultural bank  under American author-
ity. Wood immediately went public about his plans to turn the pnb into 
an institution that dealt strictly with small- scale agricultural credit. This 
plan, according to one newspaper, created a “veritable panic in Philippine 
commercial circles.”��

Over the next three years of the Wood regime, intense unease would 
plague Filipino elites and cap i tal ists. Po liti  cal relations between Filipino 
lawmakers and the Wood regime would deteriorate, mainly along racial 
lines. In July 1923, the unbridled hostility would lead to the entirety of the 
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Filipino Council of State, the leading lawmakers of the colony, resigning in 
protest to what they saw as Wood’s illegitimate authority. This event would 
 later be named by historians as the Cabinet Crisis of 1923.��   These strug-
gles would be highly publicized. Wood even seemed to relish this public 
notoriety, especially as news of his anti- Filipinization e�orts reached the 
settler metropole.

Wood would trigger  these animosities by constantly feeding scandal-
ous information to a rabid public. The most egregious “leak” to the public 
by Wood  were the two- year- old audits by Wright and Haskins and Sells 
in September 1923. For months Wood had been infamously claiming that 
his voice was being “suppressed” by Filipino-controlled newspapers in the 
colony.��  This leak would lead to Filipino authorities “condemning and pro-
testing against Gov. Wood’s actions.”��  In one collaborative press release 
in the Far Eastern Review, Wood asserted that the pnb had been “an orgy 
of mismanagement.” He would go on to list all the di� er ent ways that the 
pnb wasted U.S. capital. This included losing the investment capital stock 
of P32 million, losing about 64% of its P47.5 million deposits in the bank, 
and most egregiously for Wood, having no reserves for P30.8 million worth 
of circulating banknotes.��  Not only was this detrimental to the Philippine 
colony, but it also threatened the �nancial and currency system of the U.S. 
settler metropole.

Wood vowed, through severe mea sures, to clean up the mess made by 
the Harrison regime and unquali�ed Filipino authorities. With the full sup-
port of “the home government” Wood would ensure that the “insular gov-
ernment should be gotten out of business as rapidly as pos si ble.”��  Wood’s 
article in the Far Eastern Review was published alongside a vehemently 
anti- Filipinization essay titled “The Trend of Events in the Philippines: The 
High Cost of Altruism.” The essay narrated the failure of the pnb as evi-
dence of Filipino immaturity and racial incapacity for authority. “They [Fil-
ipinos]  were like a child with a new toy,” the article argued. “They laughed 
and cried over it [the pnb], hugged it and kissed it, fondled it, rocked it to 
sleep and then woke it up and jumped on it, banged it with a club, ripped 
it open and pulled the stu�ng out of it.”��

Despite appearing publicly united  behind Wood, transpaci�c tensions 
brewed between American authorities. bia Chief McIntyre, for instance, 
would take umbrage with the Coates audit, interpreting it as an attack on 
the bia and the War Department.��  McIntyre’s dislike for Coates would 
eventually extend to another hired American expert, Benjamin Wright. This 
would in turn cause friction between McIntyre and Wood who frequently 
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sought advice from the chief bank examiner and former Philippine psb 
head. In Washington,  there was much doubt of Wright’s  actual level of ex-
pertise. McIntyre, for instance, assessed Wright as an “incompetent” fraud 
who had “gotten altogether away from his appropriate functions” and had 
ingratiated himself with Wood and his American cabinet. Furthermore, 
despite not being “a �nancial expert in any sense of the word,” accord-
ing to McIntyre, Wright had managed to pass himself o� as “something 
of an expert on currency and banking and general government �nance” 
 because of his “acquaintance with the early history of the establishment of 
the currency system in the Philippines.” Wright had especially displeased 
McIntyre for he had begun a public feud with current pnb President Wil-
son, whom McIntyre fully supported.��

The animosity between Wright and Wilson swirled around the question 
of the pnb. Wright argued that Wilson had been keeping the bank alive in 
hopes of ingratiating himself with local Filipino politicians and business-
men. Wilson was making decisions that led to ine�ciency and excess, ac-
cording to Wright “throwing good money  after bad.”��  Moreover, since the 
pnb was bound to fail, it would in turn prolong the crisis. But what both-
ered Wright the most was not that the bank was a failing business. Rather, 
Wright was infuriated that the pnb, and the parasitic companies that owed 
it money, despite being “legally and morally dead for at least two years,” 
 were being arti�cially kept alive by the Philippine colonial state. Through 
capital borrowed from the U.S. government, the Philippine colonial state 
had been forced to “inject into its [the pnb’s] palsied body a semblance of 
life.”��  It was thus akin to a zombie, whose own toxic assets, which nor-
mally would have long been driven extinct according to the logic of market 
competition, was instead being kept alive by feeding o� the �scal funds of 
Philippine and American governments.

Wright concluded that to properly foster the economic development of 
Filipinos, the government bailout of private enterprises had to end. Wright 
repeatedly justi�ed the shutdown of the pnb for three interrelated reasons. 
First,  because the bank was almost completely owned by the colonial state, 
it appeared to play by di� er ent rules than commercial banks. Consequently, 
since the government could bail out the pnb’s loans at any time, it scared 
away foreign capital investment from Philippine markets, killing competi-
tion. Second, although Wright believed that the Philippines should, like 
other nations, develop their own �nancial institution, they “must cease to 
lean upon a paternalistic Government,” and achieve cap i tal ist success though 
“their own initiative and ability.” Fi nally, Filipinos had proven themselves 
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incapable of playing the game of more advanced Western races, the game 
of �nance capitalism. They had, instead, “lavishly used” government funds 
“in feverish speculation in the marketing of products rather than in their 
production.”��  In sum, Filipinos— because of their racial incapacity to com-
prehend the game of �nance capitalism, their inability to calculate invest-
ment through knowledge of the market, and their juvenile expectation of 
a bailout- ready paternalistic state— ended up gambling away what they 
treated as an inexhaustible amount of government capital.

Wood was heavi ly enamored by Wright’s assessment that Filipino racial 
incapacity led to the mismanagement of the pnb. The solution, as Wright 
saw it, was  simple: government had to stay out of business. In the feud 
between Wright and Wilson, Wood unsurprisingly backed Wright. On 
April 7, 1923,  after a “year and half feud,” and much to the chagrin of Mc-
Intyre, Wilson was forced to retire his position as bank head. The highly 
publicized falling out was, according to some Filipino perspectives, due to 
Wood’s obsession with “getting the Government out of business.”��  From 
Wood’s viewpoint, Wilson had failed to “carry out the policy of the Board 
of Directors and Board of Control” and had thus failed to recognize his 
authority.  Later in his con�dential message to McIntyre, Wood expressed 
his hope that the replacement be a “capable American banker” with a view 
“to harmony and greater e�ciency.”��  During the interim, however,  career 
Filipino civil servant Rafael Corpus would serve as chairman of the pnb 
and theoretically have the most authority in day- to- day decisions. With this 
position, Corpus would work with other Filipino leaders to mount public 
challenges to the Wood regime.

Filipino Challenges and Appropriations

From 1921 to 1924, the Wood regime would come  under attack from vari ous 
prominent Filipino voices. Throughout the 1910s,  there had been manifold 
po liti  cal fracturing within Filipino leadership. The unintended outcome of 
Wood’s vehement anti- Filipinization was a temporary cease�re between 
di� er ent Filipino factions. With this short- term unity, Filipinos would at-
tempt to subvert Wood’s public narrative of the pnb and Filipino failure. 
Filipino politicians would take aim at both Wood and Wilson, through a 
mixture of nationalist and e�ciency discourse. Much like Coates’s and 
Wood- Forbes’s assessments of the pnb management, which emphasized 
the waste of capital,  career lawmakers such as Speaker of the House Ser-
gio Osmeña criticized the use of public funds for the salaries of imported 
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American economic experts. In one highly public statement Osmeña listed 
the di� er ent pay rates of advisors, expressing shock by how “the country 
has had to pay 4 auditors at the rate of 50 dollars per day to some and other 
100 dollars per day.” Moreover, this exorbitant remuneration was for ine�-
cient work. “To investigate a  thing already investigated by Mr. Coates,” rea-
soned Osmeña, was ine�ciently redundant. Fi nally, Osmeña questioned 
the quali�cations of men “who are anything but experts.” He would go 
on to list their inadequate experience, naming one as “only a salesman,” 
another as “merely an agent of the bank of Nicaragua,” and � nally, one 
as “but a clerk in the Anglo- London Bank of San Francisco, California.” 
Osmeña thus highlighted that only through the logics of colonialism and 
white supremacy could inexperienced Americans suddenly be elevated to 
highly paid economic experts.��

In another example, one Filipino senator would argue that Filipinos 
had been wrongfully blamed for American waste. “Is  there anyone who can 
a�rm concretely that Filipinos are the ones who brought about the pre-
sent condition of the National Bank?” he asked. According to the senator, 
Americans  were “the ones who can withdraw the most money from the 
National Bank.” Even if Filipino authorities  were in leadership positions, 
the senator would go on to reason, it was ultimately the failure of Ameri-
can tutelage that was to blame. “Believing in real ity that they could learn 
from  these Americans,” Filipinos had let “themselves be guided by them, 
and what was the result? The good faith of the directors of the National 
Bank was betrayed.”��  The senator had thus appropriated the paternalist 
language of the Wood regime. Rather than Filipinos betraying the trust of 
their  father, the Americans, it was the Americans who had betrayed the 
trust of Filipinos, their  adopted  children.

Even leftist newspapers such as Bagong Lipang Kalabaw would put aside 
critiques of Filipino elites for the purpose of condemning American exper-
tise. Written mainly in Tagalog, Bagong Lipang Kalabaw printed critiques of 
the pnb mismanagement and po liti  cal in�ghting among Americans in the 
wake of the 1919 crisis.��  Bagong Lipang Kalabaw dedicated several detailed 
editorials to the pnb and po liti  cal cartoons, most likely to visually appeal 
to the less literate of the urban public.  These articles did not dwell on the 
past criminal mismanagement of the pnb and instead focused on the un-
reasonable and, to their mind, wasteful employment of nonstate American 
experts.

In one editorial printed in November 1922, for instance, the writer 
argued that Wilson, and other technical advisors to the pnb, received 
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“extraordinarily large salaries” in comparison to Filipino bank employees 
who  were  doing most of the work. Some of  these salaries  were thousands 
of dollars for weeks of work, equivalent to a typical annual salary of a Fili-
pino civil servant.��  Wright’s salary was equally questioned. Referred to 
as a “puppet” of Wood, the bank examiner, according to the editorial, had 
received excessive compensation in addition to an already substantial sal-
ary as a college lecturer.��  Another editorial featured a po liti  cal cartoon of 
a snaking line of American experts carry ing swollen sacks of money while a 
tiny tuxedoed �gure labeled as the Philippine Legislature looked helplessly 
on.��  The extraordinarily large salaries of American experts demonstrated 
the waste and nepotism on the part of the Wood regime. This critique was 
especially convincing, considering that American expert advisors did not 
create new capital but  were receiving salaries for simply selling o� existing 
toxic assets at im mense losses.

The slow reform of the pnb subsequently kept it in the news well into 
the following year. On August 1923, Bagong Lipang Kalabaw printed a car-
toon of Wood as the biblical Samson, blinded and haphazardly destroying 
the columns of an ancient Greek- inspired structure marked with “pnb.”��  
The accompanying editorial stressed the wastefulness of the Wood regime 
by asserting that American leadership  were “fools with public resources.” 
Exhausted by the incessant threats by Wood of closing down the pnb, the 
writer focused on the assertion of “American imperialists” that Filipinos 
must �rst achieve “economic in de pen dence” before receiving po liti  cal in-
de pen dence. The writer consequently pointed out the double bind faced 
by Filipinos, as they, on one hand, remained “fools to the guile of pro gress” 
and, on the other hand,  were oriented  toward a “higher  career of civiliza-
tion” to which they could never “gradu ate.”��  Bagong Lipang Kalabaw, in 
sum, saw the futility of struggling to advance on a civilizational and eco-
nomic scale that could constantly and arbitrarily be adjusted by American 
imperialism.

In addition to battling through the press, Filipinos attempted to chal-
lenge the Wood regime by convincing the masses. Hoping to gain popu lar 
support in challenging American plans to “close the National Bank and 
sell out the centrals to private companies,” Quezon and the Speaker of the 
House Manuel Roxas led a group of legislative delegates on a tour across 
the rural provinces in June 1923. During the tour, Filipino lawmakers made 
certain to assert that their nationalism did not come at the expense of capi-
talism in the archipelago. Roxas speci�cally asserted that they  were not 
against “investment of American capital.” Instead, they wanted to impart 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/1587755/9781478092582-005.pdf by guest on 15 Septem

ber 2024



 AN ORGY OF MISMANAGEMENT 115

to the masses that American capital in the archipelago should only operate 
for the “national aspiration of the Filipinos.”��

Even the most established Filipino politicians found inventive ways to 
critique the Wood regime without necessarily questioning the very racial 
and civilizational mea sure ments constructed and reproduced by U.S. Em-
pire. In the propagandistic 1924 text, Governor- General Wood and the Fili-
pino Cause, Camilo Osias, President of the Philippine National University 
and long- time Philippine senator,  adopted an intriguing rhetorical strategy. 
Rather than attempt to justify the errors made by Filipinos in the adminis-
tration of the pnb, Osias instead concentrated on Wood’s policy of keeping 
“Government out of business.” While Wood argued that successful gover-
nance entailed keeping po liti  cal agents out of the economic realm, Osias 
recast this decision to keep government out of business as not only un-
reasonable, but tragically naive. The senator highlighted Wood’s policy as 
provincial by claiming it as “not an Anglo Saxon policy . . . Eu ro pean policy, 
and . . . not an Oriental policy.”��  Osias argued that keeping the Philippine 
government out of business would leave “the  people of the Islands” to wage 
“an uneven and unequal, not to say, hopeless, economic �ght.”��  Reversing 
the discourse of American imperial tutelage, Osias insisted that Wood’s 
economic policy did not teach Filipinos how to eco nom ically stand on 
their own feet. Rather, the Wood regime had stripped the Philippines of its 
economic weaponry in an inimical cap i tal ist world populated by rival and 
eco nom ically advanced nation- states. By denying the Philippines’ capacity 
for economic self- defense, the United States was e�ectively reneging on its 
promise of racial and civilizational uplift. Invoking the imperial language 
of racial development through patrimony and �liation, Osias reasoned, “a 
 father of vision, does not hesitate to incur obligations which he believes 
 will bene�t himself and his  children.”��

Despite engaging in a public and protracted  battle, the Philippine 
Legislature eventually relinquished to many of the Wood reforms. On 
November 9, 1924, the pnb’s operating capital was cut from $17.5 million 
to $5 million.��  This was done, however, to save the pnb from being dis-
mantled. Despite what seemed like a reduction of the pnb’s power, some, 
like Wright, believed that the pnb reforms did not go far enough to punish 
Filipinos for their mismanagement. Wright believed that the reforms let 
Filipino authorities o� the hook and declared the bank bill “worse than 
a disease.” “Again,” Wright reasoned, “the credit of a country is mea sured 
more largely by the stability of its currency than perhaps any other one 
 thing. That our currency system  will be greatly weakened by shifting to it 
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P30,000,000 of liabilities without corresponding assets is too obvious to 
need proof.”��  According to this narrative, Filipinos did not properly learn 
from the crisis and instead  were bailed out by the American public and the 
U.S. government.

Filipinos would respond by arguing that Wright was po liti  cally moti-
vated in his assessment, questioning his expertise and even his morality. 
In one statement, the o�cials and board of directors claimed that reports 
made by Wright  were “written in a vindictive spirit and with a precon-
ceived intent to prove, at all cost, that the o�cials of the bank  were incom-
petent and negligent.” They would also question his work ethic and yearly 
salary of P8,000, by arguing that Wright would frequently  saddle most of 
his workload to “his assistants in the bank.”��  Ongoing internal frictions 
led to the public perception of the pnb as dysfunctional and systemically 
irreparable. One article in 1925 argued that the pnb “could not be �xed 
 under” the “pre sent system,” and a “shake-up” was necessary.��

 After several years of stagnation and public speculation on the pnb’s 
 future, Wood would pull a bank leadership coup. In January 1927, the gover-
nor general would appoint several Americans and pro- American Filipinos 
to the bank board, gaining a majority and thus authority over the pnb. 
Despite the walkout by then current pnb President Rafael Corpus, Wood 
had � nally outmaneuvered Filipino authorities. Wood was able to gain a 
majority by repealing a bank law that allowed the “board of directors power 
to �ll vacancies.” With the repeal of the law, moreover, “the power of �lling 
vacancies would revert to the stockholders, which means to the governor 
general.”���  This highly public coup would be challenged immediately by a 
newly united Nacionalista Party bloc led by Quezon and Roxas.

Filipinos would again argue that recent economic conditions “over 
which they had no control”  were to blame for the pnb’s failure, not Fili-
pino leadership.���  But the more popu lar Filipino challenge relied on the 
notion that the pnb remained an essential institution to the existence of 
the nation.���  Filipino leaders  were especially weary of another new round 
of imported American experts recruited by Wood to further dismantle the 
pnb.���  One anonymous Filipino banker warned that “the preponderance 
of American directors in the pnb is almost certain to result in increased 
favorable attention to American clients at the expense of Filipino farmers.” 
The bias of white American authorities for white “American businessmen” 
would in turn lead to Filipino cap i tal ists withdrawing “their patronage of 
the bank.”���  The pnb, Filipino leaders feared, would lose its identity as a 
national institution and instead become recolonized by American capital.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/1587755/9781478092582-005.pdf by guest on 15 Septem

ber 2024



 AN ORGY OF MISMANAGEMENT 117

On August 7, 1927, Wood would pass away from complications resulting 
from a brain tumor surgery. Nevertheless, Wright would carry on Wood’s 
campaign of stripping Filipino authority over the pnb. Just a few months 
 earlier, Wright expressed his optimism about counter- decolonization to 
friend and mentor, Edwin Kemmerer. “The day of a few thousand halfbreed 
[sic] politicians headed by Quezon, Osmeña, et al, actuated by the most 
greedy and sel�sh motives,” he wrote, “is about over.”���  Even in July 1929, 
Filipinos feared the ongoing majority of American authorities in the pnb.���  
Despite what seemed like the tide turning against Filipinos, time had run 
out for Wood’s Americanization of the pnb as new Governor General Henry 
Stimson would attempt to act, much to the chagrin of Wright, as “the  great 
paci�er.”���

In July 1929, Wright would resign, marking the end of any remnant 
of the Wood regime’s pnb reforms. Feeling “double crossed” by Stimson’s 
regime, Wright lamented the nine years he had spent attempting to �x the 
“awful mess” into which he had willfully walked. In a telling correspon-
dence, Wright would brie�y narrate his almost de cade-long su�ering at the 
hands of scheming Filipinos and spineless Americans to Kemmerer. Seeing 
himself as both victim and unrecognized savior, Wright wrote of how he 
valiantly attempted to bring the �nancial situation, the currency system, 
and pnb back in “proper order.” Despite his self- proclaimed courageous 
e�ort, the “authority regained  after a hard strug gle,” by Americans  were 
“brought to naught by the . . . oriental ideals” of Filipino leaders.���

By the end of the 1920s the pnb’s value as a highly charged symbol of both 
conditional decolonization and counter- decolonization had all but dis-
appeared in the public. Although  there  were still concerns over the fate of 
the reforms, the pnb did not command the kind of spectacular attention 
that it once had  under the Wood administration. Material conditions had 
certainly changed by the end of the de cade. The sorts of speculation wit-
nessed a de cade  earlier was less fash ion able and transpaci�c trade con-
tinued to increase. Speci�cally, due to the harsher protective U.S. tari� 
policies for imported agricultural products, Philippine export commodities 
encountered far less international competition in the settler colony from 
the mid-1920s  until the end of the de cade. This so- called economic special 
relation between the Philippines and the United States was an unintended 
consequence of the three- decade- long “ free market” agreement between 
the extractive colony and the settler colony. Just before the U.S. economic 
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crash of 1929, both overall Philippine imports and exports levels enjoyed 
rec ord success, exceeding the previous rec ords set in the late 1910s.���

The seeming recovery in the global economy during the mid to late 1920s 
also led to a renarration of the pnb’s history in the minds of Philippine 
statesmen, especially during U.S. Congressional debates over Philippine 
in de pen dence. Although Wood’s rehabilitation was publicly memorialized 
as a failure, the pnb’s survival into the 1930s unexpectedly became a source 
of  great symbolic meaning for Filipinos agitating for sovereignty in Wash-
ington, DC. As one Philippine statesman argued: “When you consider that 
the current business depression has brought about the failure of more than 
1,500 banks in the United States during the last two years, the fact that 
the national bank of the Philippine Islands has been able to maintain the 
soundness of its �nancial condition unimpaired speaks well for that institu-
tion.”���  Unlike a de cade  earlier, however, Filipinos during the early 1930s 
argued that the bank’s survival was a result of Filipino— not American— 
stewardship. The bank’s health, despite the  Great Depression, gained new 
po liti  cal resonance and produced a new narrative of the accomplishments 
of Filipino authorities. In this new narrative, with the security of capital-
ism ensured, Filipinos positioned themselves as capable students who, on 
one hand, had � nally outgrown American tutelage, and on the other,  were 
ready to gradu ate to conditional decolonization.
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