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attempting to render himself friendly to black causes in light of Cuba’s 
significant black population, his gesture demonstrates that, at least for 
a time, the UNIA was regarded as a formidable organization, worthy of 
recognition by powerful state and company authorities.

In his introduction, Hill notes that it would be “difficult to over-
emphasize” the centrality of “the movements of West Indians” to the 
history of the Americas and the world (p. lxxviii). Building on the ground-
breaking work of Eric Williams and Sidney Mintz, recent scholarship 
has indeed centered the Caribbean and its people in world-historical 
processes, such as the rise of multinational corporations at the turn of 
the “American Century.” Now, the UNIA Papers’ latest volume expands 
our view beyond the role of West Indian labor in such processes, allow-
ing researchers to access first-hand accounts of the world’s largest black 
organization to date, as well as the beliefs and traditions, struggles and 
victories, migrations and movements of a people who shaped the course 
of empires.

Notes

 1 Keiko Araki addresses the Garvey movement’s relationship with 
Japanese nationalism in her contribution to the forthcoming Black 
Intellectuals: The Atlantic World and Beyond.

 2 Harpelle, Ronald N. 2001. The West Indians of Costa Rica: Race, 
Class, and the Integration of an Ethnic Minority. Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, p. 55.

Frank Moya Pons. 2007. History of the Caribbean: Plantations, 
Trade, and War in the Atlantic World. Princeton: Markus 
Wiener Publishers. 402 pp. ISBN: 978-1-55876-414-9. 

Norman Girvan 
norman.girvan@gmail.com

An alternative title of this book might be ‘A Concise History of 
Caribbean Plantation Economy.’ Frank Moya Pons, the most 

widely read historian of the Dominican Republic, set out to write a book 
that reveals the structural similarities of Caribbean economies of diverse 
colonial affiliation and the continuities of their experience through 
historical time. His purpose is to restore balance to an historiography 



226

Caribbean Studies Vol. 41, No. 1 (January - June 2013)

normAn girVAn

that feeds the perception of the Caribbean as a region of “kaleidoscopic 
fragmentation”; which is, in his opinion 

misleading, because when one looks closely at the structural continu-
ities of the plantation system, one can understand the Caribbean only as 
an organic economic system, as a throbbing heart continuously pump-
ing sugar and other commodities to the world market via the Atlantic, 
while at the same time consuming millions of lives forcefully extracted 
from Africa and other parts of the world. (pp. x-xi)

The author’s intellectual debt to plantation theorists is evident, as 
is the influence of world systems theory. He returns to these themes in 
the Epilogue where he asserts

the plantation system (is) the underlying structure that made the 
Caribbean economies very similar to each other, despite ecological 
and political variations….The connections that linked the plantations 
in the Caribbean with Africa, Europe and North America, both before 
and after the Industrial Revolution, are crucial to understanding the 
emergence of capitalism as a world economic system.

No other institution played the role that the plantation did in integrating 
the Caribbean into the world economy. (p. 309, my emphasis)

Moya Pons’s approach is that of the historian, but it is a history that 
is anchored on analysis of the economic motive for colonisation, war 
and forced migration; the structures that were created; the demographic 
shifts that came about and the social forces to which these gave rise. 
Behind the sometimes bewildering succession of changes in colonial 
ownership, revolutions and restorations and ethnic interactions charac-
teristic of the region’s history; he seeks to show an underlying logic that 
constitutes the glue of the Caribbean experience. However, this is not a 
book of simple economic determinism. The particularities and variations 
that occur from size, topography, metropolitan idiosyncrasy, natural 
events and subaltern resistance are amply treated. Political developments 
in the Caribbean colonies form the backdrop—sometimes conditioned, 
at other times conditioning—to the evolution of Caribbean plantation 
economy; while social formations assume diverse forms. 

The book is organised into twenty chapters whose subjects combine 
temporal sequence with thematic focus. This facilitates exposition of 
the underlying message. Each chapter is subdivided into sections which 
elaborate or nuance the chosen theme; the carefully titled section head-
ings alert the reader to the flow of the narrative. Some chapters treat 
with the rise and fall of the Caribbean sugar economies as they evolved 
from the 16th to the early 20th centuries; highlighting the role played by 
colonial monopolies, free trade and slave trading; trends in production, 
exports and prices; and technological change leading to centrales and 
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colonos. Others feature the role of privateers and contraband, trade and 
wars; the American, French and Haitian Revolutions; abolitionism and 
crisis; new peasantries; migration and proletarians; and the emergence 
of sugar corporations. The author does not overlook the role played by 
other commodities: gold, indigo, ginger, cattle, salt, tobacco, and coffee 
all appear on stage, even if eventually they become only side shows to 
sugar. The clarity of the exposition and the ability to maintain a con-
necting thread to the narrative is a remarkable accomplishment, given 
the vastness and complexity of the subjects covered. It could only be 
possible by an author who has total command over his material, as Moya 
Pons obviously does.

Wisely, in a book of this kind, Moya Pons has chosen not to clutter 
his text with footnotes or endnotes or with bibliographic references in the 
body of the text. Instead, he has furnished the reader with an appendix 
containing a bibliographic guide to each chapter. This guide itself is a 
resource worth having. The list runs to twenty six printed pages, or at 
least 400 entries, mostly of books, in three regional languages. He tells 
us, perhaps ambitiously, that this is “essential reading”! Another pleas-
ing result of this is that data on production, prices and labour flows are 
woven into the narrative, rather than placed in separate statistical tables. 
The emphasis is on telling the story, not on proving a case. The drawback 
is that it is difficult to easily compare data, say, on sugar production from 
country to country or from time period to time period. In that sense, 
while this is a book of great scholarship, it is not, strictly speaking, a 
scholarly book. The researcher can use it as an introduction to the subject 
and as a guide to further reading on the particular subjects of interest. 
The student of plantation economy will use it as a concise overview of 
its evolution through time.

Historians will, undoubtedly, find specific statements of fact or 
historical interpretation to take issue with in Moya Pons’s text. My own 
interest is that of a development economist with a long standing inter-
est in the theory of plantation economy. From this standpoint it would 
have been useful to see more discussion of the economic consequences 
of the plantation system on the local economy in the different permuta-
tions highlighted in the book. The subject is discussed in a chapter on 
Caribbean Sugar Economies in the Eighteenth Century (Ch. 8). The 
author stresses that at each stage of the cycle in the sugar business, the 
benefit accrued to the entrepreneur; and that the financing of the sugar 
colonies, initially coming from European capital, “ended up reversing 
itself.” The profits helped to finance the development of commercial 
and industrial capitalism in Europe, and very little was invested in local 
infrastructure (p. 106). The chapter on Caribbean Trade Circuits in the 
Eighteenth Century (Ch. 9) also shows how the sugar economies were 
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enmeshed in the evolving world system of capitalist trade and produc-
tion. Throughout the book, we also see how the collapse of commodity-
based export economies leads to prolonged depression and crisis in the 
local economy. In some cases, especially in the nineteenth century, the 
rise of ‘new peasantries’ is directly attributable to this. However, the 
author does not return to the issue of development consequences in 
the context of the decline of the ‘old’ sugar economies in the British 
and French West Indies, and the rise of the ‘new’ sugar economies in 
the Spanish and U.S. Caribbean, in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Here, as elsewhere, the focus is on the associated demographic 
and social changes. 

One is cautious in suggesting this subject should have been treated, 
however, for to do so would have imposed an additional burden of 
content and length on a book whose breadth and depth are already 
quite considerable. The author is well aware of this book’s limitations, 
as he tells us that he had to omit important social and cultural subjects 
including how the slaves lived their lives, the role of families and women, 
many political events, health and education, and cultural and religious 
phenomena (p. xi). As he rightly says, to have dealt with all this would 
have necessitated a multi-volume work: in order to show the structural 
uniformity of Caribbean economies, he had to restrict himself to some 
basic variables. 

The story ends with the impact of the Great Depression of the 
1930s. The author sees this as great turning point: after this, Caribbean 
sugar goes into secular decline and the structural uniformity of the 
regional economies fades away. Theorists of Plantation Economy will 
argue that the structural uniformities continued, in the form of the new 
industries established by multinational corporations in the Caribbean in 
the twentieth century. That is the thesis of the recently published book 
co-authored by Lloyd Best and Kari Polanyi Levitt.1 Moya Pons’s book 
serves as an excellent companion to Best and Levitt, in providing the 
actual historical contours of the ebb and flow of Caribbean plantation 
economies over four and a half centuries. Other scholars will see the 
divergence in Caribbean economic trajectories as starting much earlier 
in historical time. Diversity of experience is one of the central features 
of Bulmer-Thomas’s recent book on Caribbean economic development 
since the Napoleonic Wars2; which deals in detail with the evolution of 
production and trade in individual Caribbean economies. For a book 
of this kind, Moya Pons’s text acts as both introduction and provider of 
the ‘Big Picture.’ To this reviewer, therefore, Moya Pons’s book succeeds 
both as a complement to historically-based economic theorising; and as 
an introduction to detailed history.
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Notes

 1 Lloyd Best and Kari Polanyi Levitt, Essays in the Theory of Plantation 
Economy. Mona: UWI Press, 2009. 

 2 Victor Bulmer-Thomas, The Economic History of the Caribbean since 
the Napoleonic Wars. Cambridge, 2012.

Tomás Diez Acosta. 2012 (First published 2002). October 
1962: The Missile Crisis As Seen From Cuba. New york; 
London: Pathfinder. 333 pp. ISBN: 978-0-87348-956-0.

Sandra Pujals 
Department of History 

University of Puerto Rico 
spuprrp@gmail.com

The Cuban Missile Crisis is one of the most debated historical 
problems of our recent past. Developments in the last two 

decades, particularly the collapse of the Soviet Union and the substan-
tial declassification of relevant documents by the US government, have 
furnished scholars with ample new material to expand and revise the rich 
historiography. Memoirs, especially those of former Soviet officials, have 
also proliferated, animating the debate. The new century has opened the 
way to a fresh approach that eschews ideological wrangling in favor of 
dialogue and collaboration among scholars of the former rivals. Never-
theless, the leading role of the superpowers remains a defining feature 
of this history’s narrative, with the Cuban experience playing a subsidiary 
role in the momentous clash of titans.1

Tomás Diez Acosta’s October 1962: The Missile Crisis As Seen From 
Cuba stands out as a determined effort to incorporate the Cuban per-
spective on events prior to, during, and after the actual incident. The 
book’s balanced selection of sources integrates data from official records 
of the three main protagonists in a step-by-step account that also features 
vignettes of each side’s apparent take on the event and its aftermath. 
This encompassing approach yields a panoramic outlook, allowing the 
reader a glance at the sort of interaction that defined the crisis. None-
theless, unlike other exemplars of the historiography, Diez Acosta’s 
volume accentuates Cuba’s participation in events, while underscoring 
the pathos of an island caught in the middle of an imperialist tug-of-war 
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between the two superpowers.
Two very significant and original features stand out in the book: its 

incorporation of Cuban archival material to the analysis, and its evalua-
tion of the crisis’s impact for Cuba in real context. The work’s access to 
documentation from Cuban military archives contributes a unique van-
tage point, especially when assessing Cuba’s response in concrete terms 
(Chapters 2, 7 and 8). The study emphasizes, for example, the country’s 
administrative and military structural reorganization in the course of the 
Bay of Pigs assault, including the transformation of the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces (FAR) into a regular, multi-leveled fighting force (Chap-
ter 2). In addition, as the author points out, “government management 
advanced in close interconnection with military actions (p. 72),” estab-
lishing social organizations, efficient support networks, and policies that 
became paramount to the regime’s survival in the long run. In general, 
Diez Acosta seems to suggest that the Bay of Pigs assault and the missile 
standoff signified an ultimately beneficial, rite of passage for the Cuban 
revolution, contributing to the system’s consolidation and endurance.

The book’s approach to the events seems to aim at defining the 
standoff as yet another, albeit potentially disastrous, imperialist clash of 
wills. For Diez Acosta, the United States “was trying to use any means 
to justify its future intervention in Cuba...” and “starve the Cuban 
Revolution into submission” (p. 55). In turn—at least according to the 
former Soviet high officials interviewed—plans and implementation of 
“Operation Anadyr,” Khrushchev’s pet project for Cuba, were organized 
and coordinated in Moscow without consulting the Cuban leadership 
(Chapters 4 and 5). According to the author’s interpretation, these two 
sets of isolated circumstances finally merged into a perfect formula for 
imperialist confrontation: prior to the October 1962, the US government 
had already decided on a “total blockade” as the first stage of an invasion 
scenario (Chapters 1 and 3), and the Soviets’ insistence in keeping the 
missile operations a secret provided the perfect pretext to activate the 
plan (Chapters 5 and 6).

The subliminal “we say/ you say” play on developments, is another 
of the work’s inventive features. While recent Soviet sources stress the 
“emotional” character of the Cuban leadership,2 Diez Acosta in turn 
underscores the Soviets’ mishandling of the situation, and Khrushchev’s 
conniving manipulation of the Cuban missile project (Chapter 4). How-
ever, although some of the evidence seems valid and to the point, it is 
difficult not to feel somewhat overwhelmed by the novela-like quality of 
the exposé on the Soviet “betrayal,” mostly corroborated by little else 
than Castro’s bombast (Chapter 8). 

A few other instances further suggest vestiges of the Cold War 
approach to this historiography. For example, several chapters rely 
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heavily on interviews and the anecdotal commentaries of former Soviet 
officials (Chapters 4, 5 and 7). While these sources undoubtedly contrib-
ute telling details, without archival corroboration we must depend on 
the interviewees’ ability to recall events from five decades ago, and their 
willingness to offer accurate reports rather than mythic constructions of 
their participation in events. Similarly, Diez Acosta’s meticulous account 
of the Soviets’ military buildup in Cuba, including his assertion that 
the US intelligence services had dangerously miscalculated the Soviet 
nuclear capability in the island (pp. 123-124), lacks citation of precise 
sources. Thus, the reader is left to speculate whether his assertions are 
based on testimony or genuine archival material.

Although the author strives to remain objective throughout his 
discussion, the ideological underpinnings in his discourse seem also 
unavoidable at times. His recurrent reference to “the people of Cuba” 
seems troubling (i.e.: pp. 25, 27, 61, 74, 75), considering that the only 
Cuban voices we hear throughout the account are those of Fidel Castro 
and Che Guevara. In some instances, the insertion of elements with 
specific metaphoric content to construct a subliminal, ideological vision 
becomes quite evident. For example, the narrative on CIA plots in the 
island incorporates the “coward/courageous” binary to identify the 
right sort of Cuban, a stereotype reminiscent of the macho-oriented, 
homophobic formula that also colored Cuban political discourse at the 
time.3 According to the author, the plan to storm a naval base had failed 
because the head of the Cuban mercenary group “did not dare to land” 
(p. 41). Another assault foundered when one of the leaders, “frightened” 
by the arrest of another conspirator, “fled the country abandoning to 
their fate the men...[who also] lost their nerve when they learned their 
chief had fled...” (p. 47).

As is the case with most of the details regarding the CIA’s “secret 
war” in the island prior to the crisis (Chapter 1), Diez Acosta’s evidence 
on the Cuban mercenaries mainly reproduces the allegations published 
in other Cuban sources. The author is not able to provide solid archival 
documentation corroborating direct US involvement in the incidents, nor 
concrete details that could identify those accused in Cuba, as confirmed 
CIA operatives. This is not meant to invalidate Diez Acosta’s credible 
representation of the tense atmosphere on the island at the time—CIA 
involvement in sabotage and plots in Cuba has been substantiated by 
other sources—4 but, considering the volumes of declassified records 
currently available, archival validation of longstanding Cuban claims 
would have perhaps enhanced the innovative quality of the book, as well 
as the unquestionable legitimacy of the allegations.

All in all, the book represents a commendable endeavor to articu-
late Cuba’s side of the story within an academically reliable framework, 
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contributing new data from US and Cuban sources and details extracted 
from the author’s personal interviews of former Soviet officials. Despite 
uneven sourcing, the work still accomplishes its aim of contributing a 
novel approach to the episode. In addition, by incorporating Cuba’s 
experience into the picture, Diez Acosta’s book may have set into motion 
another sort of blockade, one that could finally interrupt the former 
superpowers’ intellectual monopoly over the history and story of the 
Missile Crisis. But in order to accomplish this successfully, Cuba and its 
historiography may also have to evolve into a new era, beyond the Cold 
War juxtaposition of victims and villains; heroes and rogues.

Notes

 1 The list of sources on the subject is too voluminous to include here. Some 
of the most recent works are: James G. Blight and David A. Welch, On 
the Brink: Americans and Soviets Reexamine the Cuban Missile Crisis 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1989); James G. Blight, The Shattered Crys-
tal Ball: Fear and Learning in the Cuban Missile Crisis (Savage, MD.: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1990); Bruce J. Allyn, James G. Blight, and 
David A. Welch (eds.), Back to the Brink: The Moscow Conference on 
the Cuban Missile Crisis (Lanham, MD.: University Press of America, 
1991), and Cuba On the Brink: Fidel Castro, the Missile Crisis and the 
Collapse of Communism (New York: Pantheon; 1993); Bruce J. Allyn, 
James G. Blight, and David A.Welch (eds.), “Essence of Revision: 
Moscow, Havana and the Cuban Missile Crisis,” International Security 
14, no. 3 (1989-1990), pp. 136-172; Michael Dobbs, One Minute to 
Midnight: Kennedy, Khrushchev, and Castro on the Brink of Nuclear War 
(New York: Knoff, 2008); Svetlana Savranskaya (ed.), The Soviet Cuban 
Missile Crisis: Castro, Mikoyan, Kennedy, Khrushchev, and the Mis-
siles of November (Stanford University Press/Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 2012); Alice George, The Cuban Missile Crisis: The Threshold 
of Nuclear War (New York: Routledge, 2013).

 2 Savranskaya (ed.), The Soviet Cuban Missile Crisis.
 3 Ian Lumsden, Machos, Maricones y Gays: Cuba and Homosexuality 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996); Llovio-Menéndez, José 
Luis, Insider: My Life as a Revolutionary in Cuba (New York: Battam 
Books, 1986); Lourdes Arguelles and B. Ruby Rich, “Homosexuality, 
Homophobia, and Revolution: Notes Toward an Understanding of the 
Cuban Lesbian and Gay Male Experience, Part I,” Signs, The University 
of Chicago Press, Vol. 9, No. 4 (Summer, 1984), pp. 683-699.
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Scholarly interest in the history of Haiti has resurged in recent 
years, largely focused on the Haitian Revolution. There is, of 

course, also a plethora of scholarship on Vodou in Haiti. Kate Ramsey’s 
The Spirits and the Law should not be overlooked as a run-of-the-mill 
addition to either body of work. Ramsey’s award-winning1 first book 
offers a valuable perspective on both the broader history of Haiti and the 
sociopolitical role of Vodou as she examines the creation and enforce-
ment of laws that restricted ritual practices between the colonial period 
and the fall of the Duvalier regime. She proposes that these laws were 
not implemented consistently or successfully for two reasons: first, the 
government repeatedly failed to differentiate between le vaudoux, a 
form of spiritual practice, and malevolent magic—two distinct concepts 
in the minds of practitioners. Second, attempts to enforce these laws 
were subverted and manipulated insofar as it served local populations.

The Spirits and the Law examines the Haitian government’s approach 
to vaudoux as a potential threat to order and civil society, and the inter-
national community’s view of it as evidence against Haiti’s modernity. 
The government’s concerns about spiritual gatherings and practices were 
amplified by outside forces, namely the Catholic Church and the US 
military. The greater the attempts to exert control over ritual practice, 
the more distorted and perverse became their perceptions of vaudoux, 
and vice versa. 

Ramsey addresses the debated etymology of the term le vaudoux, 
clarifying that it refers to a specific type of performance in service to the 


