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The Cuban Republic (1902-1959) has received a measure 
of attention from historians lately. Previously sandwiched 

between the Wars of Independence (1868-1898) and the revolu-
tion of 1959, which loomed much larger in the historiography, 
it was rendered mostly as a period of transition, largely under 
the thrall of the U.S. and its Platt Amendment. As such it was 
both a source of deep corruption and a generator of the popular 
movements that eventually overthrew Fulgencio Batista in 1959. 
Recent literature has initiated a rethinking of the teleological 
narrative in which the Republic empties directly into the revolu-
tion and focused on it as a period in its own right. This edition of 
Op. Cit. edited by José Antonio Piqueras, is a rich contribution 
to this trend, looking closely at the complexity of Cuban politics 
and culture during the early decades of the twentieth century. 
Ten historians, working in Spain, Cuba and Germany offer finely 
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honed analyses of a wide range of topics. 
The articles relate to one another thematically. José Antonio 

Piqueras, Michael Zeuske and Orlando García Martínez take on 
issues of citizenship and race, Imilcy Balboa Navarro, Reinaldo 
Funes Monzote and Antonio Santamaría García use the land as 
a point of departure in their studies of property rights, environ-
mental change, and the growth of the sugar industry. Finally, 
Alejandro García Álvarez, Amparo Sánchez Cobos and Consuelo 
Naranjo Orovio and Miguel-Ángel Puig-Samper Mulero focus on 
the place of Spain and Spaniards in Republican Cuba. 

Debates about race and citizenship in the republican period 
have centered on the extent to which (male) Cubans of African 
descent, newly enfranchised, were able to participate fully in po-
litical and social life. More broadly, historians have asked after 
the quality and depth of access to rights and political voice for all 
Cubans during this period of emerging democracy. The contribu-
tions in this volume continue this debate. While Piqueras and 
Zeuske offer more pessimistic view of the possibilities of mean-
ingful citizenship during this period, García looks for and finds, 
if not autonomous individuals who might fit a liberal paradigm, 
an extensive network of clientelistic relations that afforded their 
participants some power as part of reciprocal if asymmetrical re-
lationships. Both Zeuske and García demonstrate in their work 
the merits of exploring local racial dynamics in fine detail. 

The articles on land share the observation about the domi-
nance of sugar in the early twentieth century Cuban economy. 
But they provide a great deal of insight into the mechanisms by 
which the production of sugar was facilitated, as well as the con-
sequences of this phenomenon. Balboa’s work on the growth of 
latifundias in the first two decades of the twentieth century revises 
some of the received wisdom with its observations that Cubans 
as well as North American capitalists acquired large expanses of 
land, as well as pointing out that this expansion did not necessarily 
mean the end of small-holding but rather a reconfiguration of its 
characteristics. Funes’ important article introduces environmental 
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history to the study of Cuba, and in doing so opens a new field of 
inquiry. The elimination of forests that accompanied the growth 
of sugar, while neglected by historians, was much remarked upon 
by observers at the time. Funes carefully traces the mechanisms 
of this dramatic transformation. A third article by Santamaría 
looks at the emergence of a monoculture economy in comparative 
perspective relative to other Latin American nations. He argues 
for the persistence of this model despite changing economic 
conditions, and suggests as well that it was the very success of 
this model that contributed to the post-WWI crisis. Oversupply 
and diminished demand led to the precipitous drop in prices that 
shook the Cuban economy in 1921. 

A final trio of articles examines through various lenses the 
Spanish presence in newly independent Cuba. Fascinating in 
their own right, they also provide a welcome corrective to the at-
tention given to the United States in Cuban historiography. The 
U.S. did of course play a role, but these articles demonstrate that 
transnational history is very well served by expanding beyond a 
Cuba/U.S. focus. As such they reveal interesting tensions between 
the former metropole and colony. Part of capitalist expansion, 
argues Alejandro García, was driven by Spanish entrepreneurs. 
He shows the continuing and renewed importance of Spanish-
owned businesses and their role in the Cuban economy. At the 
same time, as shown by Sánchez, there was a great deal of animos-
ity towards some Spaniards, especially members of the working 
class. The 1912 expulsion of a group of workers, driven by strong 
anti-Spanish sentiment, adds another dimension to the narrative 
of nationalist consolidation. This forces students of racial dynam-
ics and nationalism, especially in the context of the race war of 
1912, to look as well at ethnicity and divisions among those who 
considered themselves white. Finally, an intellectual biography 
of Fernando Ortiz, Cuba’s renowned ethnographer, criminologist 
and essayist, points out the importance and influence of Spanish 
intellectuals to his work. While many have pointed out his debt to 
Césare Lombroso, the Italian criminologist, the acknowledgment 
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and exploration of his debt to thinkers such as Constancio Ber-
naldo de Quirós, Rafael Salillas and Miguel de Unamuno, among 
others is a welcome contribution to interpretations of Ortiz and his 
work. This nuanced, detailed set of essays asks new questions and 
offers fresh interpretations of a crucial period in Cuban history. It 
is a valuable source for scholars and graduate students alike. 

Alejandra Bronfman
Department of History
University of British Columbia
bronfman@interchange.ubc.ca
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Trevor Burnard offers a compelling account of slavehold-
ers’ dominance and the construction of male whiteness 

in eighteenth-century Jamaica. The author draws primarily upon 
one remarkable source, the terse yet copious diaries that Thomas 
Thistlewood kept between 1748 and 1786. The diaries comprise 
more than 10,000 written pages. They hold very few personal 
reflections. Rather, the vast bulk of the diary is a record of daily 
events: work, punishment of slaves, expenses, meetings with other 
local whites, and sexual relations with enslaved women. With these 
brief entries, Burnard skillfully explores Jamaican slave society at 
its zenith.

Thistlewood was born in England, the second son of a farmer 
with few prospects to own land himself. He tried his hand at sev-
eral businesses before finally immigrating to Jamaica where he 
found work as a plantation overseer. He was able to parlay his 
skills and the high demand for white employees into enough sav-
ings to purchase slaves and a share in a “pen” in Westmoreland 
Parish. Thistlewood eventually quit his work as an overseer and 


