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The final part of the book includes a glossary of the more techni-
cal terms found in the text, followed with a list of books, websites and 
journals that may be of interest to the lay reader  The list however is not 
comprehensive enough for academics.

Design-wise, the cartography of the maps shown in the book is gener-
ally very good.  Most of the maps are located in two pages therefore they 
are split by the hinge of the book.  Depending on the area covered by the 
map this may or may not impede proper reading of some of the maps. 
This is a decidedly non-academic book. The texts are written without 
direct references, in an essay fashion which makes them easy to read and 
understand. As the book “epilogue” (located in the back cover of the 
book) expresses, it was conceived as, “accessible to a family readership, 
as well as providing a handbook for curious travelers, secondary school 
and university students.” I would recommend this book to “Caribbean-
ists” as well, given the general lack of a current atlas for the region as it 
provides a good visual reference.

B.w. Higman and Kathleen E.A. Monteith, eds. 2010. West 
Indian Business History: enterprise and entrepreneurship. 
Kingston, Jamaica: University of the west Indies Press. 236 
pp. ISBN: 976640240X.

Eric Armstrong. 2010. a History of Money and Banking in 
Barbados, 1627-1973. Kingston, Jamaica: University of west 
Indies Press. 160pp. ISBN: 1461906849.

Peter James Hudson 
Department of History 

Vanderbilt University 
peter.hudson@vanderbilt.edu

Business and banking history are relatively underdeveloped fields 
within the English-speaking Caribbean and many of the books 

published on particular business and banking institutions are of dubi-
ous merit. A good number of these monographs are little more than 
vanity publications issued to commemorate a marketing milestone or 
a corporate birthday. Often, these texts are lavishly illustrated, expen-
sively bound, and, given their privileged access to archives, well sourced. 
Generally published to serve an audience of shareholders and staff 
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members, they are rarely critical. Similarly, histories of foreign business 
and banking institutions operating in the West Indies often have the 
veneer of academic legitimacy (established scholars are commissioned 
to write them, reputable university presses are enlisted to publish them) 
but their authors are constrained by the needs of their patrons and the 
histories they recount are often deployed for the strategic aims of the 
institution. With little work to constitute a scholarly tradition of busi-
ness and banking history in the English-speaking Caribbean, it is no 
wonder that two recent texts—West Indian Business History: Enterprise 
and Entrepreneurship, edited by historians Barry Higman and Kathleen 
E.A. Monteith, and A History of Money and Banking in Barbados, 1627-
1973, authored by economist Eric Armstrong—both begin by noting 
that the field is neglected. Both works are attempts at redressing this 
neglect and developing a tradition of scholarship on Caribbean business 
and banking history. 

West Indian Business History is a collection of ten essays, most of 
them reprinted from historical journals, bookended by a concise intro-
ductory chapter by Higman and Monteith and a useful bibliography for 
further reading. In the introductory chapter, the editors stake a claim 
for the development of business history as a distinct historical subfield 
within the Anglophone Caribbean, outline its origins, and provide an 
overview of its approaches and concerns. They acknowledge the over-
laps between business history and economic, political and social history 
but distinguish it from the applied investigations of management and 
entrepreneurialism of “business studies,” popular amongst students at 
the University of the West Indies, and from labor history, which has had, 
they note, a cantankerous and querulous relation with business history.

In part, the vexed association of business history with labor history 
emerges from the genealogy of business history itself. As a discipline, 
business history first emerged from Harvard’s Center for Research and 
Entrepreneurial History, founded in 1948 to defend the activities of 
“big business and financial capitalism” (p. 1). While the editors offer 
no conjectures concerning whether or not that defensive imperative has 
persisted, its ideological imprint has certainly remained in business his-
tory’s normalization of the market as part of its work-a-day concerns. 
Higman and Monteith note that at its heart, business history centers 
business enterprises, no matter the size or scale, and analyzes its his-
torical formations, its role in production, distribution, and exchange, its 
managerial systems and organization, and its relation to the state and 
society at large. They favorably cite the work of Harvard business histo-
rian Alfred Chandler—their chapter’s subtitle, “Scale and Scope,” draws 
from a Chandlerian vocabulary—arguing his approach to the manage-
rial transformations of United States business, though rarely applied 
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in the West Indies, offers a generative theoretical model for analyzing 
Caribbean business history. In a somewhat perfunctory fashion, they 
also suggest that the “plantation economy” model pioneered by Lloyd 
Best and George Beckford contains an autochthonous tradition of West 
Indian business history, one that comes closest in approach to the work 
of Chandler.  

Higman and Monteith also identify an archival paradox at the heart 
of business history. In business, failure is more common than success but 
it is those businesses that survive that provide the raw archival material 
from which business history is written. “The evidentiary record of success 
is always greater than that of failure, even though spectacular examples 
of the collapse of big business may be prominent in the history,” they 
write. “The failure of an enterprise, particularly in its early life, is often 
the trigger for the destruction of its archive” (p. 6). There is the danger, 
then, of business history becoming the history of exceptions—though 
making exceptions the rule goes some way to entrench business history’s 
sense of capitalism’s invariable success. The essays compiled in West 
Indian Business History also suggest another form of exceptionalism. The 
common theme running throughout the collection is that in the Carib-
bean context, entrepreneurs and enterprises have more often than not 
labored on the outskirts of the traditional and traditionally-legitimate 
realms of economic activity—and they have existed on the margins of 
both the suppositions of neoclassical economic theory and of business 
history. 

West Indian Business History is arranged chronologically and divided 
into three sections, “Merchants, Privateers and Planters,” “Bankers and 
Financiers,” and “Traders, Transporters and Retailers.” However, these 
groupings and distinctions appear as somewhat arbitrary as throughout 
Caribbean history the merchant was often a banker, the privateer often 
a financier, and the planter occasionally a trader. But just as there is 
slippage between entrepreneurial identities, West Indian Business His-
tory suggests that the lines governing what separates legitimate from 
illegitimate entrepreneurial activities in the Caribbean are blurred. This 
is demonstrated in Nuala Zahedieh’s essay on privateering in Jamaica. 
Zahedieh strips away the popular romantic aura surrounding piracy and 
shows that it was an activity of high risks and low returns. But she also 
convincingly argues that the plundering and looting of Spain’s Caribbean 
territories by Port Royal’s buccaneers was not only often condoned by 
England, but it served as “an ideal start-up trade” (p. 12). Piracy’s means 
of capital accumulation challenged the assumptions of neo-classical 
economics while affirming the historical validity of Marx’s accounts of 
the necessity of “primitive” or “primary” accumulation to the growth of 
capitalism. In a similar fashion, Douglas Hall’s essay demonstrates the 
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awkward fit between real-life Caribbean economies and European eco-
nomic theory. Hall tests Max Weber’s principles of “calculability”—the 
ability to rationally calculate accounts in advance—on the management 
of an eighteenth century Grenada sugar estate. Finding that no matter 
how well managed an estate was, inefficiencies, uncertainities, and what 
he terms “incalculability” determined success and profitability while 
raising the costs and risks of doing business, Hall suggests that the his-
tory of Caribbean business forces a rethink of the normative terms of 
business history. 

A number of essays in West Indian Business History examine both 
the activities of figures that have traditionally been on the margins of 
business history and the institutions that these figures founded. Jerome 
Handler contributes a largely descriptive biography of shopkeeper 
Joseph Rachell and tavern keeper Rachel Pringle-Polgreen, two of that 
rare caste of free Black entrepreneurs in seventeenth century Barba-
dos. In the only essay to foreground the role of female entrepreneurs 
in the Caribbean—and to explicitly approach the ways in which gender 
shaped economic activity—Kathleen Phillips Lewis examines the labor 
and lives of women in Trinidad’s cocoa industry between 1870 and 1945. 
Lewis stresses that the work of women in agriculture cannot be simply 
measured by their direct contributions to the labor process. She points 
out that their lives, of which she provides a detailed account, can not 
be understood through the received and bifurcated analytical frames of 
“private or political; domestic or public; formal or informal; peasant or 
wage labourer” (p. 74). Henderson Carter contributes a narrative history 
of Black business in Barbados between 1900 and 1966 that is largely of 
a non-analytical and vindicationist nature. It is also underwritten with a 
baffling tenor of racial paternalism as Carter praises the “intelligence” 
(p. 217) and “courage” (p. 221) of Black entrepreneurs while doing little 
to inquire into the structural determinants of race and class that shaped 
the Barbadian business context. On the other hand, Aviston Downes’ 
“Black Economic Empowerment in Barbados, 1937-1970: The Role of 
the Non-Bank Financial Intermediaries” begins with not only a critique 
of such structural determinants, but with an analysis of the theoretical 
suppositions through which Black economic actors are often evoked. 
He dismisses both a paternalist anthropological theory that suggests a 
turn to rotating credit associations and other non-official forms of credit 
organization are an early evolutionary stage in Black economic devel-
opment—or a sign of the pathological behavior of the poor. Downes 
begins with an assumption of Black economic rationality. Through his 
fine capsule histories of the “meeting-turn,” an indigenous rotating 
credit association, local friendly societies, and institutions including the 
Barbados Savings Bank and the Barbados Co-operative Bank, he shows 
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that non-market and non-accumulative values—community, friend-
ship, fraternalism, collective good—were central to their organization. 
These same qualities, however, also contributed to their failure as they 
promoted insularity and stymied growth.

Downes essay complements those of Richard A. Lobdell and Kath-
leen E.A. Monteith, both of whom look at the history of formal credit 
organization in the Caribbean. Lobdell analyses the sources of credit in 
the sugar industry during the massive economic transformation of the 
post-emancipation period. Monteith’s essay, excerpted from her pio-
neering history of Barclays Bank (DCO), sutures questions of finance 
to those of racism through the machinery of credit—and in so doing, 
foregrounds an issue that is rare in business history as it is traditionally 
constituted (See Monteith 2008). Monteith inquiries into the nature of 
discrimination in Barclay’s lending practices in the West Indies and, after 
comparing it with their practices in Palestine and Cyprus, concludes, 
“even if there was no official bank policy of discrimination on racial 
grounds, racial stereotyping was practiced by bank employees and was 
apparently an important factor in determining an individual’s credit-
worthiness” (p. 144).

In compiling the essays making up West Indian Business History 
Higman and Monteith wanted to provide a snapshot of the state of the 
field. In this, they are successful. West Indian Business History is an excel-
lent survey that provides an intriguing opening to future research and 
scholarship. So too Eric Armstrong’s A History of Money and Banking 
in Barbados, 1627-1973, a work that both charts the transformations of 
coinage and currency in Barbados while plotting the development and 
growth of local banks of issue. As the only monograph on the subject 
since Lord Robert Chalmers A History of Currency in the British Colonies, 
published in 1893, and Ida Greaves series of essays on “Money and Cur-
rency in Barbados” published in the Journal of the Barbados Museum and 
Historical Society in the 1950s, it makes an important intervention. In 
scarcely more than one hundred pages, Armstrong covers a period that 
stretches from the species-scarce days the seventeenth century to the 
post-Independence organization of the Barbados Central Bank in 1973 
while accounting for the history of the Doubloons, Joes, Dutch ryders, 
Mexican pieces of eight, half bits, “pillared dollars” (p. 23) colonial 
bank tokens, and “clipt” (p. 15), debased, defaced, worn, mutilated, 
and counterfeit coins that circulated within Barbados in the intervening 
years. Armstrong writes with economy and lucidity. His use of English 
and Barbados archives is meticulous. And in some cases, such as in his 
recovery of the history of the West India Bank, a “truly West Indian insti-
tution” (54) that competed with the Colonial Bank in the mid-nineteenth 
century, A History of Money and Banking in Barbados emerges as the 
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single best source within the historiography. 
Yet A History of Money and Banking in Barbados has a number of 

weaknesses. Some of them are of a disciplinary nature and are thus 
probably not entirely fair to mention. Armstrong is an economist and 
though (thankfully, for this reader) he does not overwhelm the text with 
quantitative data, a greater attention to qualitative scrutiny would have 
been welcome. In some parts, the book is little more than a timeline 
that unfolds without argumentation or analysis. It is poorly sign-posted, 
chapters end abruptly, and it closes without anything approaching a 
conclusion. Occasionally, A History of Money and Banking in Barbados 
presents itself as an almost documentary text, reproducing statutes and 
memoranda verbatim in long block quotations without any kind of com-
ment. He writes, for instance, of a £4000 shipment of copper coins sent 
from England in 1817 that “were not well accepted throughout the West 
Indies, especially in Jamaica were the blacks and even beggars refused 
to accept them” (p. 18). He describes how free laborers in Barbados 
continued to work on plantations even when their wages were in jeopardy 
because of the failure of the Royal Bank of Liverpool. On one estate, 
“they asked their employers to give them food in lieu of a certain amount 
of wages and they would cheerfully wait for the balance in cash until such 
time as specie became plentiful in the colony” (p. 50). Yet in both cases, 
Armstrong does not follow up with a simple question: why? Why were 
the copper coins so repulsive to Jamaica’s Blacks and beggars? Why 
were laborers who were so close to being slaves willing to work for free?

A History of Money and Banking in Barbados is a conservative text. 
Armstrong does not engage with the historiography of a critical tradi-
tion of Caribbean political economy represented in the work of Best and 
Beckford or, for that matter Walter Rodney or Eric Williams. He makes 
no claim of a radical critique of the uses of intermediaries in the imperial 
context or the role of British (and, later, Canadian banks) in West Indian 
underdevelopment. That said, Armstrong provides compelling evidence 
affirming these claims. His discussion of seignorage, and of who should 
profit from it reveals that despite the paucity of evidence on the amount 
of currency imported into Barbados, substantial profits were made. 
Armstrong is not explicit here, but he shows that foreign institutions 
profited from the circulation of coins within the West Indies. It should 
also be mentioned that what presents itself as a narrowly focused, local 
study is actually much more than that. A History of Money and Banking in 
Barbados is only nominally about Barbados. Instead, Armstrong, without 
explicitly stating its, demonstrates how the development of monetary and 
banking sovereignty in Barbados emerged over a long history of contesta-
tions that occurred on a variety of geographical scales. He shows that to 
understand the history of money and banking in Barbados one must look 
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to questions of inter-imperial rivalry, to inter-colonial relations within 
the West Indies and within the greater Caribbean region, but also to the 
place of Barbados with British Commonwealth, the West Indian Fed-
eration, and the new, still-developing arenas of the post-Independence 
Caribbean. A History of Money and Banking in Barbados is a comparative 
transnational and trans-regional monograph that quietly hides under 
a national cover. Armstrong’s book and Higman and Monteith’s West 
Indian Business History have much to recommend them. They also sug-
gest that the scholarship of business and banking in the West Indies is 
still very much an open enterprise.
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Brilliant in conception and beautiful in execution, Mapping Latin 
America explores ways of reading maps. In doing so, it raises two 

fundamental questions about “mapping” and “reading.” 
First question, what is a map? In the introduction, the editors define 

a map as a “graphic representation of space (real or imagined, terrestrial 
or otherwise) that organizes, presents, and communicates spatial infor-
mation visually” (p. 6). This is an inclusive, expansive definition that goes 
beyond the more modern preoccupations with scale, projection, orienta-
tion, titles, and legends in two-dimensional graphical representations. 
The ample scope of the volume encompasses a number of representa-
tions that strict, modern definitions would classify, at best, as “map-like.” 
For example, this volume includes: a mural-map from an ancient Mayan 
palace; illustrations from the colonial period in Bolivia, Mexico and Peru; 
several topographical profiles of mountainous areas of South America; 


