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ALeJAndrA BronFmAn

longstanding ubiquity of subsistence farming in Haiti and its absence 
in Puerto Rico. Mintz seems to imply that the nature of the violence 
he witnessed derives from related entanglements of gender and honor. 
Here, it would have been nice to see a more overt assessment, as he is 
largely silent on questions of violence in Haiti and Jamaica. 

But the book is more than a series of comparisons. Mintz works in 
nuance and detail, lingering on close observation of a passing remark 
or a flicker of thought. As he recalls a little girl’s notebook with racist 
caricatures and his own reaction to that, or a man with several tiny plots 
of land who contemplates whether the seeds of a rare treat, an apple, 
will yield anything, he offers a methodology to navigate the boundary 
between anthropology and history. In an almost novelistic distillation 
of the work of his life, carefully drawn portraits encourage readers to 
stop and think, one person at a time. Considering the ways institutions 
or events do or do not become part of the narratives that people tell 
about their lives, his attention turns to words and tones: “often it is in 
the timbre and volume of voice that we hear (if we are listening) how 
the past is summoned” (p. 17). In the end, the voice becomes a fulcrum, 
anchoring a closing argument about the creation of creole languages as 
a way to narrow and refine the use of creolization to define the Carib-
bean. The existence of creole languages in Haiti and Jamaica and their 
absence in Puerto Rico stands in the final instance as an indicator of the 
heterogeneity at issue. And echoing Kamau Brathwaite, who insisted on 
the importance of listening to the sounds of the Caribbean, Mintz takes 
us to the voice, as an ending and a beginning.

William W. Boyer. 2010 [1971]. America’s Virgin Islands: 
A History of Human Rights and Wrongs (Second Edition). 
Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press.

Luis Galanes Valldejuli and Jorge Capetillo 
University of Puerto Rico, Cayey Campus 
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This is the second edition of William Boyer’s book America’s 
Virgin Islands: A History of Human Rights and Wrongs, first 

published in 1971. The book covers the whole history of the region 
from Christopher Columbus to the present, but places emphasis on the 
American period, from 1917 onward. This second edition contains, in 
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addition to the original 1971 text, a brief 41-pages-long update section, 
under the title “Persisting Problems: 1980-2010” (2010: 389-430). The 
book is eloquently written, and includes abundant statistical evidence 
and quotations from innumerable historical documents, evidencing a 
monumental archival research. 

This text is the most comprehensive and in-depth history of the 
region so far written. It is the result of an explicitly stated objective of 
the author, which was to write the “definite” history of the Virgin Islands 
for the period covered. In our view, Boyer achieves that objective. It 
makes company to other less comprehensive or more superficial histo-
ries written for the region, including the also excellent A History of the 
Virgin Islands of the United States (1974), by Isaac Dookhan; the more 
text-book like The Umbilical Cord: The History of the United States Virgin 
Islands from Pre-Columbia Era to the Present (1995), by Harold W.L. 
Willocks; the much earlier The Virgin Islands from Naval Base to New 
Deal (1945), by Luther H. Evans; and the Danish-period-focused The 
Danish West Indies Under Company Rule, 1671-1754 (1917), by Waldemar 
Westergaard; among others. 

The emphasis of Boyer’s book, as the title already suggests, is on 
human rights and “wrongs,” with an understandable emphasis on the 
latter, for the list of “wrongs” is extensive. The inhabitants of the islands 
were denied U.S. citizenship in 1917 (the year the islands were purchased 
by the U.S. from Denmark), in spite of the fact that the 1917 purchase 
treaty explicitly stated that the U.S. would do so. A U.S. federal court 
established in 1921 that the signed treaty speaks of citizenship “in” the 
U.S. rather than “of” the U.S. “Thus,” says Boyer, “for the want of a 
two letter word… Virgin Islanders were denied American citizenship” 
(p. 141). Citizenship was finally granted in 1932, but rights to self-
government were not granted until 1970. Virgin Islanders are still not 
allowed to vote for the U.S. president. Being disenfranchised, and as 
Ronald Fernandez (1994) has also stated, Virgin Islanders are the only 
American citizens in the history of the U.S. ever to have been taxed (in 
the form of import duties on rum exported to mainland U.S.) without 
being granted political representation, during the period 1917-1954. 
Boyer estimated import duties on Virgin Islands rum in about $64 mil-
lion throughout the years, that is, “a total in excess of the money spent 
by the U.S. government on the Islands since 1917” (p. 232). In fact, the 
practice of “taxation without representation” continues up to this date 
in the form of excise tax on gasoline refined in St. Croix’s Hovensa oil 
refinery, which Boyer estimates at $70 million a year. All efforts by local 
government to have this tax returned to the islands, as is now done with 
the rum tax, have been unsuccessful. Moreover, there is also the practice 
of dividing residential neighborhoods along racial lines, a practice that 
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Hazel McFerson has defined as “de facto apartheid” (as cited in p. 315). 
The most extreme case of this practice was the rental of a government-
owned two-miles long island, Water Island, to a group of 65 white fami-
lies, creating thus an “all-white enclave for the sixty-five white property 
owners” (McFerson, cited in p. 315). 

The list of human “wrongs” is indeed extensive, and Boyer provides 
ample evidence to support his claim that “the Constitution did not follow 
the American flag to the Virgin Islands” (p. 126). This being the case, it is 
also interesting to learn not only that a great majority of Virgin Islanders 
do not desire to break relations with the U.S. or become independent, 
but also that they prefer to remain under their actual status (non-
incorporated or colonial), rather than becoming a state. “A legitimate 
question,” says Boyer, “is why most Virgin Islanders prefer retaining 
their status quo or a similar relationship with the United States” (p. 428).   

Beyond Boyer’s narrative of human rights and wrongs in the region, 
his book also covers almost every aspect of the political, economic and 
social history of the region, including slavery, militarization of the region, 
immigration, tourism, land struggles, disparities in health an education, 
and penetration of capitalism in the region. The book does all this, but 
is particularly insightful in several important sections which, in our view, 
deserve special mentioning.

First, the debate over different forms of slavery practiced in the Carib-
bean, and their relative degrees of benevolence. Boyer is critical of the claim 
of some historians that the type of slavery that was practiced in the Virgin 
Islands under Danish rule was more “benevolent” or “humane” than the 
slavery practiced by the Spaniards or the French. Boyer goes on to show 
how, in fact, it was exactly the opposite. According to Boyer, Spanish 
slavery was a “relatively mild” form of slavery, when compared to the 
more severe slave system practiced by North-West European colonists.

Second, the debate over the relation of the Moravian Church with the 
planter’s class. The Moravians were the first religious group in the USVI 
that preached to slaves, and its conflictive relationship with the planter’s 
class is well known. But Boyer documents how “the religious instruction 
imparted by the Moravians [actually] served the interests of the planters” 
(p. 46) as well. Despite the Church’s believe in “the doctrine of the moral 
personality” of the slave subject, and despite its practice of preaching 
preferentially to slaves, there remains the fact that the religious instruc-
tions of the Moravians predicated obedience of slaves to their masters: 
“to serve their masters with the same faithfulness and humbleness with 
which they feel themselves obliged to serve Christ, their Savior” (quote 
from Oldendorp, in p. 46).

Third, the debate over the psychology and morality of slaves and their 
descendants. Boyer engages deeply with problematic aspects of the 
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“psychology” and “morality” of Virgin Islanders, and of the behavioral 
patterns that from them derive: namely, the distaste for work, the family 
and reproductive ethics, and the “passion for politics.” Regarding the 
distaste for work or lack of industriousness, Boyer explains such behavior 
as associated with the experience of slavery, and with the pan-Caribbean 
phenomenon of the refusal of ex-slaves and their descendants to accept 
farm or service work for loss of status in their communities. By look-
ing at the work-ethics of Virgin islanders who immigrated into the 
U.S. mainland, Boyer is able to conclude that “it is not true that native 
Virgin Islanders shunned menial and service work, because they will-
ingly performed such work on the mainland. To undertake such work 
in their homeland, however, would have resulted in the loss of status” 
(p. 300). Beyond the work-ethics issue, there is also the issue of sexual 
and reproductive ethics and practices, and its link to vagrancy and crime. 
Statistical data shows that youths are the ones committing most of the 
crimes, and youth crime is understood, in Boyer’s analysis, as directly 
resulting from being born from teen-age mothers and in single-mother 
households, or without a father figure. “Fifty percent of juvenile offend-
ers,” Boyer reminds us, “lived in a household with their mother, but 
without their natural father” (p. 408). Finally, the book touches upon 
the issue of “a passion for politics rarely found elsewhere” (2010:373), 
particularly “personalistic” politics. The pattern, as earlier described by 
Gordon Lewis in 1978, is one characterized by constant infighting, and 
“the absence of any willingness to negotiate, to compromise, to work out 
problems amicably” among themselves (p. 373). The whole discussion 
about the problematic moral and psychological “traits” of Virgin Island-
ers, in Boyer’s book, serves as a reminder of how the problems of the 
Virgin Islands go farther than those directly related to the history and 
actual conditions of colonialism and human “wrongs” under U.S. rule.

Fourth, the analysis of previous policy for the incorporation of new 
territories. Perhaps the most important contribution of Boyer’s book is 
the superb analysis, in Chapter 5, “American Antecedents” (pp. 89-108), 
of the antecedents on policy for the treatment of new territories in 
U.S. history, and which “furnished the model upon which subsequent 
legislation for the [U.S.V.I.]… was based” (p. 92). Beginning with the 
Northwest Ordinance of 1787 (by which most western states, including 
Alaska and Hawaii, were incorporated into the Union), the official U.S. 
policy for the incorporation of new territories is based on “the principle 
of territorial evolution,” that is, the idea that territories have to mature 
their way into statehood, in a process that evolves from “strong executive 
control” to “representative government,” and then form “representative 
government” to full “statehood.” If the U.S. Virgin Islands have not yet 
become a state, it is because the territory has not reached the level of 
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political maturity required. 
Fifth, is tourism, immigration and the writing of a local constitution. 

In more contemporary terms, Boyer’s work engages with the related 
issues of tourism and immigration. Shortly after the closing of Habana, 
Cuba, as a preferred tourist destination for North Americans in the 
Caribbean in 1959, the U.S.V.I. registered a boom in its tourist industry. 
The number of visitors rose from 210,000 in 1960 to 1.5 million in 1970, 
to 2.6 million in 2005. The island of St. Thomas is the most important 
cruise ship destination in the world (p. 423). The increase in tourism 
led, as it has happened in other islands where tourism has become the 
base of the economy, to an increase in immigrants who come to occupy 
jobs for that industry. Already by 1964, immigrants accounted for 45 
percent of the total labor force. Although the book does not cover in 
great detail the massive “roundup” and deportation of immigrants of 
1971, it does make reference, in the update section, to the debate over 
the publication in 2009 of H. Akia Gore’s Garrote: The Illusion of Social 
Equality and Political Justice in the United States Virgin Islands, devoted 
exclusively to that event. In any case, massive immigration has led to 
a situation in which “ancestral Natives” (basically, descendants of the 
Dutch citizens who inhabited the island at the time of transfer, in 1917) 
amount to no more than 25 percent of the total population, and have 
become “foreigners in their own land.” The struggle of these ancestral 
natives to acquire privileged Native rights by stamping them in a local 
Constitution have lasted 40 years and has required the convening of five 
Constitutional Conventions, all failed. The last draft of the document 
approved by the Fifth Constitutional Convention was rejected by the U.S. 
Congress in 2010, following complaints by the U.S. Justice Department 
regarding, among other things, “provisions conferring legal advantages 
on certain groups defined by place and timing of birth, timing of resi-
dency, or ancestry.” The fact that such draft of the constitution would 
need to be accepted by 50 percent of the voting population in a general 
plebiscite, in a territory where ancestral Natives are less that 50 percent 
of the voting population, serves as a reminder of how improbable it is 
that Natives will ever be able to acquire such privilege rights, even if the 
document was able to achieve Congressional approval.

Now, beyond its many virtues, the book also deserves, in our view, 
some critical assessment, primarily in relation to three major issues. First, 
the book is lacking in its historical description of “cultural” life in the 
Virgin Islands. The book is almost totally devoid of any historical cover-
age of art, music, literature, or any other form of cultural production 
in the islands. The failure to even mention the figure of internationally 
renowned late-19th century St. Thomas painter Camille Pissarro, one 
of the founders of the Impressionist movement in France, and mentor 
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to Paul Cézanne and Paul Gaugin, is an important omission. It also fails 
to mention the local Calypso-like “Sacratch” music, or the more con-
temporary “Quelbe” (with influence form Puerto Rican Salsa music). It 
does not cover the influence of Reggae music and of Rastafarianism, or 
the influence of the Soca and the steel-band music from Trinidad. Boyer 
does provide reference (in footnotes) of some important fictional literary 
works produced in the region, but that is as far as Boyer goes in narrating 
a history of literary production, and of cultural production in general, for 
the region. Boyer’s explicit attempt in writing this book was to provide a 
history of the economic, political, and social life (not a cultural history) 
of the region, and that is legitimate. In fact, it does an excellent work in 
doing that, probably the most comprehensive and exhaustive yet written 
for the region. But the point is that cultural expressions are not unrelated 
to the things Boyer is talking about, and are in fact highly relevant for 
a discussion of the emergence of a nativist movement and the develop-
ment of tourism in the region. After all, all native/nationalist movements, 
as well as all tourist destinations, need their own art, food, music, and 
literature to express the soul of its people. For someone interested in a 
deeper comprehension of the economic, political, and social life of the 
U.S.V.I., it in our view cannot be achieved without an equally deeper 
comprehension of cultural expressions in the region.

Related to this omission of cultural production, there is also the 
absence of engagement with C. G. A. Oldendorp’s “canonic” 1777 text 
Geschichte der Mission der evangelischen Breuder auf den caraibischen 
Inseln S. Thomas, S. Croix und S. Jan (History of the Mission of the 
Evangelical Brethren on the Caribbean Islands of St. Thomas, St. Croix 
and St. John) (there is translation into English by Arnold Highfield 
and Vladimir Barac, 1987). Oldendorp’s text is, without a doubt, the 
most important textual production ever written in the U.S.V.I., but its 
relevance surpasses those territories. It is probably the earliest and 
most important detailed description of slave life, in a very early period, 
that exists for the whole Caribbean. The importance of Oldendorp’s 
book cannot be by-passed: a 764 pages “thick” description of colonial 
life, paying attention to miniscule aspects of both slave and planter life 
in the then Danish West Indies. Boyer does make reference to Olden-
dorp’s book in his coverage of the history of the Moravian Church in the 
U.S.V.I., but does not grant the text the importance that, in our view, the 
book deserves. Again, for anyone interested in a deeper comprehension 
of the literary and cultural production in the region, it cannot be achieved 
without reading Oldendorp’s book.

Lastly, one thing you will not find in Boyer’s book is a comparison, 
even broadly, of the experience of the U.S.V.I. with that of other Carib-
bean and Pacific island-territories also under U.S. rule during the late-
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19th and early-20th century, except for that of nearby Puerto Rico. The 
experiences of Hawaii, Guam, Cuba, or the Philippines, among others, 
are not even mentioned. Thus, it fails to provide a proper understanding 
of the U.S.V.I. as part of a broader and vast set of islands under U.S. 
rule, or as part of what Lanny Thompson (2010) has labeled the “Impe-
rial Archipielago.” 

In general, the book favors the local over the global, and the polit-
ical-economic-social over the cultural. But it is an excellent book, and 
these critical assessments have no intention other than to point to other 
important areas of research and readings that could serve as companion 
to Boyer’s text. 
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