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Introduction by Thomas Maddux, California State University, Northridge 

 
n most courses on U.S. diplomacy in the 20th

 

 century, the West Indies probably receives 
little if any attention with the exceptions of being included in the U.S. response to Fidel 
Castro in neighboring Cuba and the U.S. occupation of Grenada in 1983.  Does the Bases-
for-Destroyers deal in September 1940 in which the United States traded fifty 
destroyers to Great Britain for ninety-nine year leases on eight British naval bases from 

Newfoundland to British Guiana get discussed in the context of U.S. relations with the West 
Indies?  Most historians probably focus on President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s maneuvers to 
aid Great Britain against Nazi Germany and its submarine campaign.   

Jason Parker’s award-winning study significantly rectifies this omission. 1

 

  Parker 
successfully weaves together a multi-dimensional approach that has a triangular as well as 
transnational perspective.  The evolving U.S.-British relationship from the late 1930s into 
the early 1960s over colonialism in the British West Indies and the emerging Cold War 
receives considerable attention with emphasis on Jamaica and Trinidad.  The interaction of 
West Indian leaders and their constituencies is a third point in the triangular relationship.  
Parker enhances this approach with a transnational inclusion of race relations extending 
from the interaction of West Indian leaders with mainland U.S. African Americans, most 
notably in Harlem, and with expanding West Indian émigrés in the U.S.  The impact of U.S. 
racial policies of Jim Crow segregation and the emerging civil rights movement is included 
as both impacted West Indian perspectives on the U.S. and its policies towards the area. 

The reviewers are very impressed with Parker’s approach, his multiarchival research in 
Washington, London, and the West Indies, his ability to weave together many different, 
evolving perspectives, and at the same time keep the narrative moving forward in a 
coherent manner.  They emphasize the strengths of the book and raise a few requests for 
more comparisons of the British West Indies’ story with developments elsewhere in the 
Caribbean and the global decolonization struggles after WWII .  Parker responds 
insightfully to their suggestions: 
 

1) Parker depicts the U.S.-British relationship on the West Indies as competitive 
colonialism in which Americans and the British pushed and pushed back over each 
other’s efforts to reform their colonial presence with Puerto Rico as the main U.S. 
reform objective during WWII.  As London and British officials in the West Indies 
lost hegemony to the U.S. after 1940, they complained bitterly at times about U.S. 
interference and recommendations that they step up the movement to 
decolonization.  The Cold War prompted President Harry S. Truman and 
Department of State officials to back off somewhat, and Truman’s successors 
continued this approach with a degree of success.  In his conclusion, Parker gives 
Washington credit as well as an assist from luck and the presence of Great Britain in 
managing its increasing hegemony, noting that restraint paid off the most in dealing 

                                                        
1 Parker’s study has received the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations Bernath Prize for 

Best First Book as well as CHOICE Magazine’s Outstanding Academic Title for 2009. 
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with all participants in the West Indian triangle in contrast with interventions in 
Guatemala, Cuba and the Dominican Republic in 1965. (pp. 162-170) 

2)  James Siekmeier and James Meriwether endorse Parker’s overall assessment, 
although they would like more comparison with other areas.  Siekmeier points to a 
broader pattern in the U.S. shifts on decolonization with reference to Southeast Asia, 
and would have welcomed a more developed comparison with the broader 
Caribbean and Central American area. “Parker could have more systematically 
compared why, on the one hand, decolonization in the Caribbean proceeded without 
a great deal of violence,” Siekmeier notes, “whereas the ‘economic decolonization’ in 
the Central American isthmus and Caribbean U.S. ‘neo’-colonies proved more 
violent.” (2) Meriwether also suggests that U.S. policy on decolonization in Africa 
found it difficult to go along with its Western allies in the face of challenges raised in 
specific African locales.  Parker does refer at times to developments in the Caribbean 
and Central America, such as Guatemala in 1954, the Dominican Republic and the 
assassination of Rafael Trujillo, and contrasts U.S. acceptance of West Indian 
nationalism versus opposition to Latin American as dangerous. (p. 166)  Eric Duke 
also suggests that the main issues that Parker explores —“the genesis of West 
Indian nationalism, disapora activism, British reform efforts, US interests in the 
region, the labor movement, or even federation” -- really get started before or 
during World War I rather than the 1930s. (6) 

3) The relationship of the Cold War to the British West Indies and U.S. policy is a 
central focus of Parker who emphasizes continuity in a U.S. priority to strategic 
concerns in the Caribbean before WWII and continuing through the Cold War. (p. 
167)  The geographical proximity of the British West Indies and strategic mineral 
resources, such as Jamaican bauxite for the production of aluminum, and oil refining 
capacities in Trinidad, remained central to U.S. officials even as the strategic 
interests evolved by 1960. (p. 136) Despite concerns about Cheddi Jagan as a left-
communist in British Guiana and the arrival of Fidel Castro in Cuba in 1959, Parker 
suggests that anti-communism never reached a primary level of concern in U.S. 
calculations.2

4) The reviewers applaud Parker’s transnational inclusion of racial perspectives in his 
analysis as well as the attention he devotes to the West Indian leaders, their shifting 
calculations and maneuvers on the issues from their point in the triangle with 
Washington and London.  As Meriwether points out, Parker resists presenting a 
monolithic, sympathetic view of West Indian leaders and popular perspectives 
noting enduring antagonism and conflicting political ambitions among Jamaican 
leaders such as Alexander Bustamante and Norman Manley, and Eric Williams in 
Trinidad.  Siekmeier applauds Parker’s interweaving of African-Americans and Afro-
Caribbeans into the triangle and the development of their interactions and 
perspectives on independence for the British West Indies, the decolonization issue 

 Darlene Rivas agrees that Parker develops this theme successfully as 
he carefully includes a multiple range of evolving concerns from anti-colonialism in 
FDR’s chief representative to the British West Indies, Charles W. Taussig, to U.S. 
officials concerns and monitoring of the possible spread of Castroism to the islands. 

                                                        
2 On British Guiana, Parker refers extensively to Stephen Rabe’s U.S. Intervention in British Guiana:  A Cold 

War Story (2006). 
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in Africa, and the civil rights movement’s challenge to Jim Crow segregation in the 
United States.  Rivas supports this assessment, although she would have welcomed 
more cultural context and more development of the personalities.  Duke also 
considers Parker’s “coverage of ‘Diaspora Diplomacy” to be one of his most 
important accomplishments and contributions.” (6)  Duke does suggest that Parker 
should look beyond the NAACP for African American and Black Disapora interests 
on the West Indies, and give more consideration to inter-ethnic divisions and 
cooperation among these groups as well as the importance of diaspora diplomacy. 

5) The West Indian perspective is also central to Parker’s organizational focus, as Rivas 
notes, on two institutions around which much of the triangular relationships evolve.  
The Anglo-American Caribbean Commission (AAAC), established in 1942, attempted 
to manage the transition from British responsibility for the area to a growing 
American dominance on security and at the same time include more West Indian 
leaders.  Discussions in the AAAC led to British and U.S. backing for a West Indian 
federation  (WIF) with the British viewing this vehicle as the best way to maintain 
West Indian ties with London, similar to other federation efforts in its 
decolonization program, and Washington considered a federation as the best option 
for maintaining security in the region.  Parker skillfully uses the WFI issue as a 
central window into the triangular relations from 1947 on in a revealing analysis of 
how, despite an initial consensus on the desirability of a federation, the WFI 
ultimately collapsed when it failed in a Jamaican referendum on membership.  
Parker attributes this failure to all participants in the triangle, noting the U.S. 
contribution in its reluctance to give up a base at Chaguaramas in Trinidad as a site 
for the WIF capital which provided an issue for Eric Williams to mobilize 
Trinidadians for his political agenda.  Duke praises Parker for reviving the history of 
the federation which despite its ultimate failure had a “long and important history” 
in the British West Indies. (5) 

Participants: 
 
Jason Parker is assistant professor of history at Texas A&M University.  His book Brother's 
Keeper: The United States, Race, and Empire in the British Caribbean, 1937-1962 (Oxford, 
2008) was awarded the 2009 Bernath Book Prize from the Society for Historians of 
American Foreign Relations.  He has published articles in Diplomatic History and other 
scholarly journals.  He has received research fellowships from the Smith Richardson 
Foundation, the Mershon Center for International Security Studies, and the Mellon 
Foundation’s International Seminar on Decolonization.  He has used these awards to work 
on his two current projects:  The Contest: Hearts, Minds, and the History of U.S. Cold War 
Public Diplomacy in the Third World, and a comparative study of postwar federations in the 
Third World. 
 
Eric D. Duke is an Assistant Professor of History in the Department of Africana Studies at 
the University of South Florida. He received his PhD in History from Michigan State 
University in 2006. His research interests include Black Internationalism/Diaspora Politics, 
Nation-Building, and Decolonization, with a focus on the overlapping and connected 
histories of the Anglophone Caribbean, Black America, and the African Diaspora. Duke is 
the co-editor of Extending the Diaspora: New Histories of Black People, forthcoming from the 
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University of Illinois Press (August 2009). He is currently completing a manuscript titled 
Out of One ... Many Nations: Conceptualizing a 'United West Indies' in the British Caribbean 
and Black Diaspora, which explores the disparate perspectives and interests in a Caribbean 
federation from the late 19th century through the 1960s. 
 
Jim Meriwether received his PhD from UCLA and is professor of history at California State 
University Channel Islands.  He most recently published "'Worth a Lot of Negro Votes': 
Black Voters, Africa, and the 1960 Presidential Campaign" in the Journal of American 
History (December 2008), and is the author of Proudly We Can Be Africans: Black Americans 
and Africa, 1935-1961 (University of North Carolina Press, 2002).  Recently back from a 
Fulbright year in Nairobi, his current research project is on the United States and the 
decolonization of Africa. 
 
Darlene Rivas (PhD, Vanderbilt, 1996) is Professor of History at Pepperdine 
University.  She has written Missionary Capitalist: Nelson Rockefeller in Venezuela

 

 and is 
currently researching Point Four technical assistance programs in Central America and 
writing a biography of Nelson Rockefeller. 

James Siekmeier completed his Ph.D. at Cornell University in 1993 under Walter 
LaFeber’s direction.  He worked in the Office of the Historian, U.S. Department of State, 
2001-2007, on the history of United States-Latin American relations for the Foreign 
Relations of the United States series.  He is currently an Assistant Professor at West Virginia 
University and has published Aid, Nationalism, and Inter-American Relations: Guatemala, 
Bolivia, and the United States, 1945-1961(1999) and forthcoming From Ike to Che:  The 
Bolivian Revolution and the United States.  He has published a number of articles and essays 
on U.S.-Latin American relations including “Latin American Economic Nationalism and 
United States-Latin American Relations, 1945-1961,” The Latin Americanist (October, 
2008); “Persistent Condor and Predatory Eagle:  Bolivian Relations with the United States, 
1952-1964,” essay published in The Eisenhower Administration, the Third World, and the 
Globalization of the Cold War, Rowman and Littlefield (2006); “The Limits of Dependency:  
Bolivian-United States Relations in the Early Alliance for Progress Years, 1961-1963, 
Bolivian Studies Journal 12 (2005); “A Sacrificial Llama?  The Expulsion of the Peace Corps 
from Bolivia in 1971,” Pacific Historical Review  69 (February 2000); and “Recent Books on 
United States-Latin American Relations,” review essay in the Canadian Journal of Latin 
American and Caribbean Studies (forthcoming 2009). 
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Review by Eric D. Duke, University of South Florida 

 
espite the close proximity of the Anglophone Caribbean to the United States, as well 
as the extensive official and unofficial connections between the two regions, the 
twentieth century British Caribbean remains largely understudied by U.S.-based 

historians in comparison with areas such as the Hispanophone Caribbean and Latin 
America in general. In fact, for U.S. scholars working on the twentieth century British 
Caribbean, it seems that at times, historical studies of this region, beyond slavery, jump the 
U.S. with much more interest and discussion in Commonwealth circles (especially among 
Caribbean, Canadian, and British scholars). Some of this can obviously be explained by the 
fact that the United States played a more prevalent and public role in Latin America and the 
Spanish-speaking Caribbean than in the British Caribbean. However, it also relates to how 
the British Caribbean is viewed by scholars.  

 
Where exactly do the British West Indies fit? As British colonies for most of the twentieth 
century, do they fit best within the history of the British Empire? Are these island and 
mainland colonies, with their largely English-speaking, primarily African-descended 
populations “foreign enough” to require their own historiography, or do we try to force 
them into African American history, despite some obvious and important distinctions? Do 
they fit best into the emerging field of Black Diaspora History, despite the fact that 
Caribbean peoples themselves would largely be divided over the characterization of the 
region as “black?” Should these colonies and nations be studied in conjunction with other 
regions of the Caribbean, or do we insist on dividing studies of the Caribbean by language 
and/or former colonial rulers, as if the history of Cuba is more closely connected with the 
history of Bolivia because of Spanish, than with neighboring Jamaica and Haiti? Such 
choices of course rest with the particular scholar, and the choices she or he makes in the 
production of their historical account. In the case of Jason Parker’s Brother’s Keeper, he 
chooses a transnational approach that defies simplistic or narrowly defined geographic and 
topical categories. 

 
Jason Parker’s award-winning study is a welcome contribution to the interconnected 
histories of the United States, United Kingdom, and Caribbean in the twentieth century.1

                                                        
1 Brother’s Keeper recently won the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations (SHAFR) 

Bernath Prize for Best First Book, and was named a CHOICE Magazine Outstanding Academic Title for 2009. 

 
Written largely as a diplomatic history, Parker investigates the decolonization of the British 
West Indies and the corresponding Anglo-American-Caribbean relations from the late 
1930s, through World War II, and into the first two decades of the Cold War. During these 
years, the British Caribbean, considered by some to be a colonial backwater and 
anachronistic symbol of colonialism in an overwhelmingly independent Western 
Hemisphere, proved to be an area of great importance internationally with an array of 
interested parties and perspectives on the future of the region emanating from the United 
States, British Empire, Black America, the African Diaspora, Latin America, and the 
Caribbean itself. Taking into account the bulk of these perspectives, Parker argues that the 
understudied and underappreciated transition of the West Indies from numerous British 

D 
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colonies, to the ill-fated West Indies Federation, and ultimately to the creation of individual 
nation states, sheds new light on the history of “the Cold War, decolonization, diplomacy 
and race, and US relations with Britain, with the Americas, and with the Third World” (p. 5). 
The resulting study “yields both a diplomatic history of policy and strategy, and an 
international history of power, race, and empire” (p. 7). 

 
Such a multifaceted study of decolonization requires extensive research, and Parker fulfills 
these expectations with archival research in seven countries including the United States, 
United Kingdom, Jamaica, Trinidad, Barbados, Canada, and France. While Parker should be 
praised for his efforts, I think it is also important to note that he did so not to simply boast 
that he completed research in seven countries, but because the bulk of these ventures were 
required to tell the multinational history of the Caribbean at this time and on this subject. 
That is to say, one cannot tell the story of West Indian decolonization using only British 
sources, only American sources, or only Caribbean sources. As Parker astutely shows, 
decolonization was an evolving process based on negotiations between the interests of 
these three areas, and sometimes even others. 

 
Parker utilizes a range of archival materials. The bulk of his sources, however, are “official” 
government and political discussions on the West Indies within the United States, British 
Empire, and Caribbean. In the United States, Parker relies heavily on the records of various 
federal agencies and presidential administrations from Franklin D. Roosevelt through John 
F. Kennedy, including a wide range of domestic and international exchanges on U.S. policy 
housed in the U.S. National Archives and respective presidential libraries. In the United 
Kingdom, Parker focuses his research on governmental records (Colonial Office, Foreign 
Office, etc) housed at the UK National Archives (formerly the PRO). In the Caribbean, the 
records of various political leaders and parties, especially in Jamaica and Trinidad, 
contributed the bulk of information. 

 
While “official” voices dominate Parker’s narrative, it would be wrong to simply write-off 
his study as nothing more than a traditional political or diplomatic history. Indeed, beyond 
the official views of this period, Parker provides a noteworthy, albeit uneven, study of black 
diaspora perspectives of decolonization and nation-building in the Caribbean. These 
viewpoints are incorporated through his inclusion of various diaspora voices and 
organizations in the United States and the Caribbean whose records are housed in archives 
such as the Library of Congress, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center (Howard University 
in Washington DC), Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture (Harlem), Institute for 
Commonwealth Studies (London), and the National Library of Jamaica. This makes for a 
crucial and interesting addition to several chapters of this study. 

 
In my opinion, the most impressive aspect of Parker’s archival work is his use of the 
various U.S. federal agency records housed in the U.S. National Archive. With all due respect 
to the helpful staff of this facility, as many scholars undoubtedly know, the successful 
navigation of the U.S. National Archive can often prove to be a daunting task in comparison 
with archives such as the National Archive (PRO) in the UK, or even the Library of 
Congress. Nevertheless, Parker superbly mines these sources, particularly consulate 
records, to bring fresh and insightful perspectives to Caribbean decolonization and Anglo-
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American-Caribbean perspectives. Many of these same sources also include important 
diaspora perspectives on the Caribbean.  

 
Brother’s Keeper is organized chronologically into six chapters, with the requisite 
introduction and conclusion. Though Parker offers a multinational study of Caribbean 
decolonization, the organization of his work shows that US perspectives will predominate 
with chapters largely divided according to the respective US presidency of the era. 
Chapters one and two cover the last two Roosevelt administrations from 1937-1945, which 
coincides with the bulk of World War II. The remaining chapters focus on the rise of the 
Cold War with chapter three centered on the Truman administrations of the late 1940s and 
early 1950s, chapters four and five on the Eisenhower administrations of the 1950s and 
into the early 1960s, and closing with chapter six under John F. Kennedy. While some 
readers may find this a little too American-centered, the organization is not problematic 
since the respective breaks in administrations largely correspond with major events from 
Caribbean perspectives too, including the close of World War II and the emergence of a 
more sustained push for federation, the inauguration of the West Indies Federation, and 
the fateful Jamaican referendum that doomed federation.  

 
Chapter one focuses on the “crisis of colonial rule” in the British Caribbean from the late 
1930s into the early 1940s. For those familiar with the history of this region, this is the era 
noted by many scholars as the presumptive birth and proliferation of West Indian 
nationalism and nation-building projects originating from the wave of labor uprising that 
arose and shook the region for much of the late 1930s, producing many of the labor unions 
and political parties that would lead the region into the independence era of the 1960s and 
beyond.  Parker offers a glimpse into the increased calls for self-government from within 
the Caribbean, the rise in racial consciousness among many colonial peoples, especially 
among peoples of African-descent in reaction to the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, across the 
globe which accompanied many calls for Caribbean reforms, and the push for and reactions 
to calls for economic, social, and political reform of the region involving West Indians and 
the British. At the same time, this chapter portrays the ever-increasing U.S. interests in the 
West Indies via its promotion of a purportedly anticolonial agenda with reform of the 
region, while simultaneously establishing a greater presence in the region via the Bases for 
Destroyers Deal with the British and seeking solutions to their own security and raw 
materials concerns in the region. It is also here that Parker introduces the readers to what 
he calls “Diaspora Diplomacy” -- the activism of expatriate West Indians and African 
Americans based in Harlem who pushed for self-determination in the region alongside 
Anglo-American-Caribbean discussions of the region. Overall, the chapter provides a nice 
introduction to the multiple parties and interests that would dominate discussions of the 
West Indian future in coming decades. 

 
Chapter two explores the actions and attitudes towards the British Caribbean between 
these groups from the early 1940s through the close of World War II. Here, Parker 
examines the increased presence of the US and its efforts to remake the Caribbean in 
relation to FDR’s “three R’s” in the Caribbean: realism (military-strategic concerns), 
reformism, and race. The bulk of the chapter follows the efforts of the U.S. to create “a more 
American lake” without alienating or offending its longtime British ally.  The competing, or 
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rival, colonialisms of the U.S. and UK marked these years with both cooperation and 
contestation. While the U.S. and UK found common ground to stand upon, including much 
of the work of the Anglo-American Caribbean Commission and growing support for a 
federation of the British Caribbean colonies, there were also significant disagreements over 
the shape and extent of reform of the region with each power pushing its own interests and 
highlighting the shortcomings and hypocrisy of each other’s rule in their respective 
Caribbean colonies. Beyond such U.S-.UK debates, Parker once again sheds light on the 
important, though in his estimation limited, role of “diaspora diplomacy,” as well as an 
insightful summary of Jamaica’s 1944 election (the first with universal suffrage).  

 
Chapter three examines the shift to the Truman years and the onset of the Cold War which 
shaped U.S. policy in the Caribbean and across the globe for the next several decades. With 
this change, the United States became more concerned with a global communist threat than 
the more limited hemispheric concerns of previous decades. Under such new 
circumstances, the United States shifted from a rivalry with the UK in the Caribbean, to a 
general policy of deference to the British in most matters related to the West Indies. Parker 
skillfully argues for the importance of the Caribbean in these early Cold War years as a core 
area in U.S. policy. While the Caribbean may have been less important and “peripheral” to 
more pressing regions such as post-WWII Europe and Asia, the West Indies were at the 
same time a “core” region given their crucial location in the Americas, possession of 
strategic raw materials such as oil and bauxite, and their symbolic importance as a proving 
ground upon which to judge U.S. sincerity as a friend of the Third World. In these years, the 
U.S. sat in a paradoxical position as a supposed friend and ally to the emerging colonial 
world, while at the same time maintaining close and strategic ties with most of the colonial 
powers that these new nations were becoming independent from in the post-World War II 
era. Parker describes this process as “balancing Wilson with Machiavelli, weighing the 
rhetoric of self-rule against the reality of instability” (p. 70). In the British Caribbean, such a 
balancing act meant support for endeavors such as the continued push for a West Indies 
federation, while also working with the British to control the pace and scope of 
decolonization. It also meant that while issues like “race” would continue to play a role in 
American foreign policy, including an increasingly ideologically divided “Harlem nexus,” 
such matters would take a backseat to security issues: “Race, anticolonialism, and 
communism [may have] added color to the picture of US-British-West Indian relations 
under Truman, but national-security concerns drew the lines” (p. 83). 

 
Chapter four investigates Anglo-American-Caribbean relations through most of the 
Eisenhower years, and the efforts to create an anticommunist bulwark in the West Indies. 
The United States, now firmly engulfed in the Cold War, pursued the anticommunist 
mission as its highest priority. This meant continued deference to the British in the West 
Indies, while simultaneously seeking to maintain U.S. bases and gain greater access to 
strategic raw materials in the region. It also meant continuous U.S .support for both British 
and internal West Indian efforts to prevent communism from taking root in the Caribbean. 
Parker offers a case study of such actions through his discussion of the rise and fall of the 
Jagan regime in British Guiana, as well as the aftershocks throughout the region. In 
conjunction with the push to create a secure, anticommunist region, the gradual pursuit of 
a regional federation continued as the dominant idea for an increasingly self-governing 
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British Caribbean. Parker captures this drive for federation through much of the chapter, 
which also allows him to introduce the reader to the emergence of Eric Williams from 
Trinidad as a powerful West Indian leader who both the U.S. and UK would increasingly 
have to deal with in the coming years. Moreover, Parker also returns to his previous 
discussion of “Diaspora Diplomacy,” which he argues weakened in the 1950s due to Cold 
War fears of internationalism and African American pursuit of a more nationally-focused 
civil rights agenda. Nevertheless, race remained a crucial issue for United States foreign 
policy in the Cold War with the beginning of decolonization in Africa, starting with Ghana, 
the continued rise of the Third World, and a growing domestic civil rights movement. The 
chapter closes with the formal arrival of the West Indies Federation, and the accompanying 
capital site/Chaguaramus dispute that would trouble Anglo-American-Caribbean relations 
in the coming years. 

 
Chapter five covers the latter years of the Eisenhower era in the late 1950s and into the 
1960s, which corresponds with most years of the actual West Indies Federation. Here, 
Parker notes the effects of the successful Cuban Revolution of 1959 on Anglo-American-
Caribbean affairs. Would the British Caribbean continue to be a pro-U.S. ally in the Cold 
War, or would it succumb to a new, closer communist threat? These questions made 
Caribbean issues even more pressing in the West Indies and shaped Anglo-American-
Caribbean relations in these years, as the US moved beyond “benign neglect” and deference 
to the British in the region. Much of the chapter explores this shift through an examination 
of the continuing Chaguaramus controversy which not only became a point of contention 
between the US and West Indies Federation (especially with Eric Williams in Trinidad), but 
also a symbolic fight with international ramifications in the Cold War.  Parker also notes the 
almost immediate internal troubles of the West Indies Federation, including political 
bickering, island-federal rivalries, and a generally poorly planned structure. While 
acknowledging the continued relevance of race in international politics, there is little 
mention of the diaspora diplomacy of the 1940s. 

 
Chapter six addresses the collapse of the West Indies Federation in 1962 (after the 1961 
Jamaican referendum), which was followed immediately by the creation of individual 
nation states, beginning with Jamaica and Trinidad in August 1962. While federation had 
long been pursued as the answer for the region, the withdrawal of Jamaica hastened the 
collapse of an already weak and dysfunctional federation.  Combined with the continued 
Cuban crisis of these years, including the failed Bay of Pigs invasion, the era was marked 
with a degree of uncertainty.  Nevertheless, the quick birth of an independent Jamaica and 
Trinidad offset this setback in many ways as the U.S. settled for and focused on these 
islands as the “twin pillars” of the region. While the decolonization of the Caribbean had not 
occurred quite as planned, it had occurred and the U.S. was intricately interested and 
involved for much of the process. 

 
Overall, there are many noteworthy accomplishments in Brother’s Keeper. First, Parker 
should be congratulated for covering the topic of British Caribbean decolonization and the 
issue of federation. As stated previously, the region as a whole remains largely 
understudied, and the history of federation has overwhelmingly been ignored and written 
off as a failure unworthy of study (and in many ways longed to be forgotten). Nevertheless, 
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one cannot tell the history of the twentieth century of the British West without 
acknowledging the long and important history of federation. In Parker’s case, he uses that 
subject to help tell an intriguing history of diplomacy and decolonization in a region whose 
importance far outweighed the limited territory of the colonies, with ramifications far 
beyond the seascape of the Caribbean. Parker should also be applauded for his ability to 
examine this history through the eyes of multiple participants. Though U.S. views of these 
years do dominate the dialogue for much of the story, readers never lose sight of British 
and Caribbean interests and efforts. Moreover, many sections of Parker’s study also shed 
light on the important role of diasporic interests and activism that traversed national 
borders. Finally, Parker’s study adds to the growing literature on the international 
ramifications of race and diaspora activism in the mid-twentieth century.  

 
While I have no staunch criticism of Brother’s Keeper, as someone who works on nation-
building in the Caribbean, and federation in particular, I do wish to offer a few critiques, if 
only to provide an opportunity for further discussion. First, I remain troubled by works on 
decolonization, nation-building, and nationalism in the Caribbean that start in the 1930s. 
While I acknowledge the importance of that era, especially for a more U.S.-centered work 
such as this one, it is simply untrue that this era is the genesis of West Indian nationalism, 
diaspora activism, British reforms efforts, U.S. interests in the region, the labor movement, 
or even federation. Each of these issues could be studied in previous decades, as early as 
the turn of the century in some cases, but particularly in the WWI and immediate post-war 
era. For instance, the work of William Galwey Donovan, T.A. Marryshow, and A. A. Cipriani 
(to name but a few) on early West Indian nationalist groups and even the push for 
federation must be recognized. There were also significant diaspora movements in Harlem, 
London, and the West Indies themselves with important interests in the future of the West 
Indies. British reform efforts, albeit limited, can be found in important examples like the 
1921-1922 Wood Commission, while one can also note the Anglo-American-Caribbean 
debates over possible U.S. annexation of the region in the earlier twentieth century as a 
precedent to some of the conversations in Parker’s study. Nevertheless, I do understand 
why Parker’s study began where it did, and one should not criticize authors for doing the 
study they chose to do. However, I think even a passing nod to the previous decades could 
have been useful. 

 
Next, while I found Parker’s coverage of “Diaspora Diplomacy” to be one of his most 
important accomplishments and contributions, I did have some issues with it. At times, 
particularly within the middle chapters of the 1950s, there was increasingly less discussion 
of the diaspora. I understand some of this could be attributed to Parker’s argument that 
“Diaspora Diplomacy” became less important as the Cold War and civil rights era set in. 
However, while Parker correctly notes a domestic shift in the outlooks of many African 
Americans in the early Cold War era, I think it is perilous to judge the extent of diaspora 
activism and interests by the appearance of West Indian issues within mainstream groups 
such as the NAACP. I would caution the author against making the NAACP agenda the 
means through which to judge African American and Black Diaspora interests in a subject, 
lest we exclude the lengthy radical and non-mainstream efforts of these groups throughout 
the twentieth century. One could find many examples when the NAACP arrived late and/or 
left early. Along these same lines, Parker’s depictions of diaspora activism seems a little too 



H-Diplo Roundtable Reviews, Vol. X, No 21 (2009) 

12 | P a g e  
 

“neat” at times, as if there was a clear divide between West Indians and African Americans. 
I would caution against making African American and West Indian monolithic groups, 
when in fact, there was often intra-ethnic divisions and inter-ethnic cooperation. That is to 
say, some West Indians and African Americans got along and worked together just fine for 
decades, while others did not.  Finally, while Parker acknowledges the importance of 
“Diaspora Diplomacy” for much of his story, whether intentional or not, he seems to imply 
such diplomacy was less “real” than official Anglo-American-Caribbean diplomacy. While I 
understand that diaspora activism had its limitations and was based in many ways on 
“imagined” identities, I would argue so were Anglo-American-Caribbean identities and 
outlooks. Moreover, I think some such dismissals of diaspora diplomacy undermine some 
of his arguments for its importance. 

 
Despite these critiques, which many readers of the study may not even consider if 
unfamiliar or uninterested in federation or the role of the black diaspora, the study remains 
a crucial contribution to the history of the British Caribbean and the many interested 
parties who played a role in its decolonization. I would highly recommend this to students 
and scholars of the British Empire, Caribbean, and United States, especially for those 
interested in diplomacy, decolonization, and the diaspora. 
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Review by James Meriwether, California State University Channel Islands 

 
ason Parker takes what might seem to some a topic on the periphery -- the story 
commencing as the world rapidly gravitated toward a war that by and large did not take 
place in the Caribbean, and the story unfolding as the major decolonization episodes 

demanding attention seemingly were happening in Asia and Africa -- and makes a strong 
and persuasive case that what was under way in the Caribbean indeed offers a welcome 
and insightful window onto larger processes and issues of fundamental significance to the 
mid-twentieth century.  There, centuries of North-South European colonialism, and 
decades of East-West rivalry between democratic capitalism and communism, came to a 
literal crossroads.  Parker argues convincingly that the intertwining of these two major 
historical processes in this time and place offer an exceptional opportunity to see these 
historical processes intersect and unfold.  Thus, while his immediate focus is on the quarter 
century during which the British territories in the Caribbean transitioned from colonies to 
independent states, Parker tells the story of this in the context of the broader global 
history.  This, then, becomes a story as much of decolonization, Great Power interests, and 
the agency of the colonized writ large as much as it is the story of political changes in the 
British Caribbean.  Or, as Parker puts it, "Integrating the decolonization of the West Indies -
- and American, African-American, British, and Caribbean contributions to that long 
process -- into the narrative of the Cold War thus yields both a diplomatic history of policy 
and strategy, and an international history of power, race, and empire" (p. 7). 

 
Parker begins with the years leading up to the "watershed" moment of the United States 
establishing military bases in the West Indies in 1941 as part of the Bases-for-Destroyers 
deal.  He traces what he calls the "three R's" of U.S.-Caribbean relations during the Franklin 
Roosevelt administration: realism, namely military/strategic concerns; reformism, focusing 
on the drive to remake the region socially, politically, and economically; and race, 
encompassing diasporic ties and interests.  In subsequent chapters Parker continues this 
multilayered approach.  He wrestles with matters of U.S.-British relations, the pursuit of 
economic and strategic assets abroad by Washington, processes of decolonization and the 
multiple actors involved with it, and transnational race relations.  This latter topic centers 
primarily on a Harlem-West Indies nexus built by diasporan communities that saw mutual 
interests across the waves.  Yet he also takes it across the Atlantic to the changing 
landscape of a decolonizing Africa. 

 
Others with deeper knowledge of the politics of the Caribbean will no doubt speak to the 
specifics of Parker's handling of those details and nuances.  As one whose primary interests 
lie with ties across the Atlantic, I could not help but find striking the number of parallels 
and connections Parker's story has with events and relations in Africa during the same 
time period.  Parker, for instance, skillfully addresses the motif running through the war 
and postwar years during which U.S. officials had one eye on their own black constituents 
when addressing change in the European colonial structure (pp. 42-43).  

 
Parker resists the temptation to expect an unvariegated black diasporan solidarity, offering 
much evidence that such solidarity only went so far before facing the rocky shoals of 

J 
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national interests or personal rivalries.  "Solidarity within the hemispheric black 
'community'," Parker notes, "waxed and waned according to external events and to the 
ultimately different, specific objectives of blacks in island and mainland.  The potential of 
race-based activism to influence relations was greater than is usually perceived.  However, 
and perhaps paradoxically, the potential of this solidarity to overcome parochial intra-
'ethnic' priorities was less" (pp. 11-12).  Parker argues that the hemispheric connections 
flowing from the West Indies to Harlem were perhaps most influential during the 1930s 
and 1940s -- I'd argue that the influence during the 1950s seems somewhat understated -- 
but that throughout this era (and throughout Parker's writing) they consistently played a 
primary role in shaping the contours of the story.  At the same time, Parker makes clear 
that differences of analysis and opinion just as consistently were a part of that relationship.  
"Although united on the need to end imperial rule, native-born and West Indian blacks in 
America splintered along ideological and even island lines" (p. 47). 

 
Such differences add numerous complexities to the story, which Parker deftly negotiates.  
Ultimately, this duality in diasporic relationships helped lead to a desire to federate in the 
form of the West Indies Federation (WIF), but also helped weaken that very federation.  
Weakness and schism in federation structures in fact was seen throughout the decolonizing 
world.  As Parker rightly points out, while efforts in the decolonizing world to create 
federations consistently failed, historians have just as consistently failed to discuss this in 
broad terms. 

 
In advancing his analysis through the independence movements and the efforts to create 
the WIF, Parker brings a dizzying range of actors into the story: U.S. administrations and 
policymakers from Roosevelt to Kennedy, British ministers and colonial officials, Caribbean 
nationalists and Harlem activists.  In detailed prose, Parker analyzes the shift, for example, 
from an initially more active anticolonial stance favored by FDR and others to a generally 
greater acquiescence to the concerns of the British ally -- and colonial power.  Yet the 
Truman and Eisenhower administrations found this path never entirely clear or 
comfortable, for events and pressures in specific locales forced a greater action on their 
part -- a story strikingly similar to that seen with colonial structures in Africa. 

 
Specific events in particular places resulted in a range of actions in Washington and 
London, yet we see that in many ways U.S. officials, with their emphasis on fighting 
communism, pursued similar strategies across many parts of the globe.  These strategies 
may have been at times to accept the status quo, at times to tweak it, but Parker helps show 
that they were not 'unconscious' or 'non-thinking' in character. 

 
Parker's nuanced view of the effects of the Cold War on the process of decolonization 
results in an argument that suggests that the Cold War at times repressed, at other times 
quickened, the pace for change.  While in other hands that may be seen as trying to have it 
both ways, Parker's close reading of the sources leads to thinking that helps replace blunt, 
either/or views of the Cold War and its influence on decolonization with a recognition of 
the Cold War's ability to cut both ways, depending on time and place. 
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This analysis is enhanced by one of the most commendable aspects of this book: Parker's 
multiarchival and multilayered approach.  Using archival material from Washington, 
London, Ottawa, multiple Caribbean nations, and beyond, Parker uses a wide range of 
material to build his multipronged analysis.  While support for such research and analysis 
has become part of the mantra for diplomatic historians, it still is a pleasure to see it in 
actual practice -- and the results that it yields. 

 
A final strength of Parker's is his ability to negotiate the multidimensional aspects of this 
story, which necessarily demands that he master a range of complexities.  While 
occasionally he tends to enumerate and list, in general his effortless style makes transitions 
from aspect to aspect flow smoothly and freely.  And he prods readers to think in important 
ways about the global implications of his story, even if at times for Parker that means he 
must reach boldly.  As he argues that the West Indies relationship indicates that national-
security doctrine of the post-WWII years had its origins in an earlier time (p. 167), it's not 
entirely clear that, even as similarities manifested themselves, "the Truman Administration 
applied the basic tenets of the national security 'prototype' [of the Caribbean region] to the 
wider postwar world" in some sort of systematic fashion (p. 67).  But Parker's thoughtful 
analysis pushes us to realize that what is needed is more work like this in the rich realm of 
looking at decolonization amidst the global Cold War. 
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Review by Darlene Rivas, Pepperdine University 

 
n Brother’s Keeper, Jason Parker has produced a complex portrait of a region largely 
disregarded in the literature of U.S. foreign relations, a portrayal that will no doubt spur 
further interest in the role of the British Caribbean in the twentieth century.  What is 

most surprising about this book is not so much Parker’s interpretation or his contributions 
on the role of race, an area in which he builds on the work of such scholars as Penny von 
Eschen and Brenda Gayle Plummer, but the relatively late attention given to the British 
Caribbean by scholars of U.S. foreign relations.  A notable recent example is Stephen Rabe’s 
U.S. Intervention in British Guiana.  Some obvious reasons for the neglect include the 
exclusion of the British Caribbean from analyses by scholars of inter-American relations 
between Latin America and the United States, the lack of Cold War flashpoints in the British 
Caribbean, and perhaps the assumption that British oversight of its colonies made U.S. 
relations with them relatively insignificant.  Parker turns these very reasons for inattention 
into merits for attending to the region.  By reminding scholars of the intersection of 
decolonization and the Cold War in the Western Hemisphere, Parker rescues from neglect 
this fascinating region and its complex relations with the United States.  In doing so, he also 
illustrates underlying continuity from the 1930s to the 1960s in two ways, first by 
demonstrating the constant need to tend to rising tides of race consciousness and 
nationalism during this era and second by emphasizing the paramount role that national 
security concerns played compared to other factors in the U.S. calculus of its interests in the 
Caribbean.  Parker ably demonstrates these continuities in the Caribbean from the 1930s 
through the Cold War, which suggests that Cold War lenses not only affected policymakers 
of the post-World War II era but have shaped the scholarly outlook for the last half century.  
Decolonization has arguably been as central to historical study as the Cold War, but 
because of the exigencies of history and geography, studies of decolonization in the 
Western Hemisphere have been peripheral relative to attention to this momentous 
historical development in Africa and Asia.  

 
How to offer in one coherent study the perspectives of the British colonial and foreign 
offices, the United States government and military, African American activists and West 
Indian diaspora, and West Indians of multiple island communities, themselves divided by 
politics and race?  Parker integrates Anglo-American relations within a triangle marked by 
increasing West Indian agency as the two imperial powers attempted to manage the road 
from colonial rule to independence while ensuring their geo-strategic interests in a world 
threatened by war and Cold War.  Central to this story is the replacement of British 
oversight by that of the United States as the gatekeeper of stability and security of the 
British West Indies while each responded to growing nationalism and race consciousness 
primarily in Jamaica and Trinidad from labor unrest in the late 1930s to the achievement of 
independence in 1962.  Two institutions offer primary entrée to this story, the Anglo-
American Caribbean Commission and the West Indian Federation.   The Anglo-American 
Caribbean Commission (AACC), while gradually incorporating greater West Indian voices, 
was largely the imperial powers’ tool to ensure security in the American sphere of 
influence in light of declining British ability to do so itself.  It became a vehicle to manage 
the devolution of imperial rule, and it was this cause that brought about the nurturing 
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within the AACC of the notion of regional integration through federation as a means of 
orderly decolonization toward stable self-rule. Parker demonstrates that the federation 
idea enjoyed both British and American support, as Britain attempted to use the vehicle 
elsewhere in its empire and the United States preferred a regional body to multiple small 
and vulnerable sovereign entities scattered about the “American Lake.”  The consequent 
preparations for, then birth and ultimate demise of the West Indian Federation (WIF-
January 1958-May 1962), follows as the main story-line. 

 
Parker’s argument is that given their geographic proximity and strategic mineral 
endowments (principally Jamaican bauxite for aluminum production and Trinidadian oil 
refining capacity), national security concerns trumped all others so far as the United States 
was concerned.  Unlike in British Guiana, anti-communism played only a minor role, largely 
due to West Indian politics, which accommodated gentlemanly socialism while expelling 
more revolutionary brands, albeit with some Anglo-American encouragement.  Parker 
argues effectively, however, that anti-colonialism was a real, if lesser value than national 
security in shaping U.S. relations to the region.  This U.S. anti-colonialism found support not 
only among government representatives, such as AACC initiator Charles Taussig, but in the 
West Indian diaspora in the United States, primarily in Harlem, and their allies among black 
American activists.  “Diaspora diplomacy” was energized by the vision not only of West 
Indian independence and race progress, but by broader global causes, catalyzed by anger at 
international inaction against the Italian destruction of Haile Selassie’s Ethiopia in the late 
1930s. Of course, U.S. anti-colonialism was complicated not only by the fact that security 
concerns were paramount, but by the negative image the United States faced due to its 
troubling race relations.  Parker argues that West Indians seemed overall to prefer 
American hegemony to British, although they were deeply aware of ongoing Jim Crow 
practices in the United States, in the recent past in neighboring Spanish-speaking islands 
with experiences of U.S. military occupations, and to a limited extent in the British West 
Indies themselves at bases acquired in the 1940 Bases for Destroyers deal.  While this 
preference may have represented tactical maneuvering given that unraveling British rule 
was an immediate goal, Parker suggests that there was significant sentiment among West 
Indians (an immediate example being Jamaica’s Alexander Bustamente) that American 
oversight of its informal empire and even its formal one, Puerto Rico as exhibit number 
one, permitted both opportunity for greater autonomy and for more significant economic 
development.   

 
Indeed, Parker labels Anglo-American tensions “competitive colonialism,” suggesting that 
at times the two powers competed not only among West Indians but in the global arena.  If 
early on this took the form of contrasting Puerto Rico and the British West Indies for 
evidence of opportunities for self government and for socio-economic progress, later each 
highlighted their respective roles in providing for orderly decolonization.  For example, the 
British saw their West Indies policy in 1957 as their “anti-Suez,” and Parker notes that 
about this same time the United States Information Agency attempted to tout the American 
role in the region as emblematic of its anti-colonial record.  The British West Indies, 
projected as a model to the Third World of constructive collaboration among colonial 
peoples, their colonial overseers, and a mediating, progressive United States had obvious 
appeal—if it could be sustained. 
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It is at this point that the drawn out story of West Indian Federation at last gains some 
drama.  Eric Williams, the brilliant but unpredictable leader of Trinidad’s People’s National 
Movement (PNM), previously ambivalent on the politics of Federation, began a sustained 
campaign to pressure the United States to cede its base at Chaguaramas to the WIF for the 
federation capital.  The story is illustrative of the ways in which local politics, the 
devolution of British power, and the role of the United States intersected.  Anti-imperialism 
conveniently worked as a vehicle for Williams to press all at once for partisan political 
advantage, and contrarily, Trinidadian nationalism and pan-West Indian Federation.  The 
Chaguaramas controversy posed a dilemma for Anglo-American relations, pitting the 
British Foreign and Colonial offices against one another, and in other ways revealing the 
triangular tensions among Britain, its colonies, and the United States, where meeting 
security needs and the obligations of the decolonization process, were each sought after by 
all parties to varying degrees.  Ultimately for the story of the WIF, Chaguramas highlights 
the tensions inherent in West Indies Federation, as the Federation prime minister, Grantley 
Adams of Barbados, opportunistically killed Chaguaramas as capital site, placating 
Americans who were convinced of its continued strategic value.  The Federation then 
collapsed with a failed Jamaican referendum on membership in it, a vote that caught the 
British, Americans, and chief federation supporter, Jamaican Norman Manley, by surprise. 

 
There is little to fault with Parker’s multifaceted and nuanced argument, his extensive 
multinational research, and his decision to focus his narrative on the AACC and WIF, which 
successfully permits him to weave a complex story. The main quibble with this very good 
account is the absence of what could have made it great.  There are occasions when the 
narrative fails, when he leaves out key elements of an event (for example, when the 
governor of British Guiana called on “Churchill to intervene” after Cheddi Jagan rose to 
power, what happened?)  While Parker commendably details the main contours of West 
Indian politics, there is a lack of cultural depth to his portrayal and little sense of the 
intensity of opinion or lack thereof among West Indians.  Parker’s occasional reference to 
steel drums and calypso offers commendable but limited cultural context for the story, for 
this is by and large a conventional, at times mundane tale of political leaders and 
bureaucrats charged with overseeing processes and managing low-mid-level crises.  Parker 
makes them significant to historical scholarship but underplays their meaning in their own 
day.  Some in the cast of characters intrigue—New Dealish reformer and pragmatic 
visionary Norman Taussig, the dignified and cultured semi-socialist Norman Manley, the 
strangely populist conservative Bustamente, and the temperamental, unpredictable 
Williams.  But most, including Americans Adam Clayton Powell and C.L. R. James as well as 
the many British and American policymakers appear as names or categories devoid of 
personality.  Parker is extremely attuned to his analytical voice, a great strength of his 
work, but at times this very virtue may have led to his succumbing to a vice—the failure of 
narrative flow and emotional depth at the same time he has convinced us that this is a 
significant tale. 

 
Still, Brother’s Keeper is fine scholarship and a good read.  Parker loves a happy metaphor, 
and his prose is thus embellished with pots and kettles, horse latitudes, reshuffled decks 
and the like.  The overarching analogy that Parker uses with good effect, prompting further 
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reflection, is the story of Cain’s response to God after murdering his brother—Am I my 
brother’s keeper?   What Parker suggests is that regardless of who is cast in the role of Cain, 
be it the United States, Britain, Jamaica, Trinidad, or other players, the answer was 
ultimately, “no.”  The transcendent cause, be it brotherhood, anti-colonialism/anti-
imperialism, pan-African solidarity, or West Indian Federation was the casualty when 
confronted with immediate self-interest.  Parker ends with a passion lacking in his 
narrative by suggesting that rather than merely accepting Realist dogma that this is how 
the world works, rather than dismissing such casualties, such thoughts should inspire 
efforts to grapple with the moral implications of foreign relations among peoples and 
nations.  After all, Cain knew “his deeds were evil but his brother’s were righteous.”  What 
next, after mourning the death of good Abel? 
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Review by James F. Siekmeier, West Virginia University 

 
his is an excellent book.  Jason Parker does a fine job in his investigation of the 
British Caribbean in the mid-twentieth century of integrating three very important 
historical processes, all going through critically-important turning points: the history 

of great-power decolonization; the origins of the Cold War in the nonindustrialized (Third) 
world; and the rising consciousness of persons of African extraction for full civil and human 
rights. 
 
Parker’s book fills an important gap in the historiography of these three critically 
important historical developments. No scholar to date has thoroughly investigated how 
these three important historical trends reinforced each other (and at times contradicted 
one another) in a critically important part of the world for the United States, Latin America, 
and the world. In its investigation of the histories of the United States, the Caribbean, and 
the British Empire, it uses the methodologies of both U.S. diplomatic, political, social, and 
cultural history to weave a truly transnational and/or international history of the 
Caribbean. Parker’s discussion of the confluence of African-American and Afro-Caribbean 
civil rights movements is especially persuasive — it shows how social history can impact 
both political and diplomatic efforts. In sum, the book will be a model for future scholars 
studying not only the Caribbean, but the nonindustrialized world as a whole. Not only is the 
impressive, multi-archival research extensive, Parker’s writing style is clear, forceful, yet 
graceful.  
 
Enough accolades. One of my high-school English teachers taught me you lather them up 
three times before you shave them.  Now for the shave.  Parker  does a good job in setting 
up his argument regarding why the U.S. Government supported decolonization in the 
British Caribbean. He discusses how the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Administration pressed 
the British to accelerate the process of decolonization in the Caribbean to stem potential 
unrest while allowing for the future growth of U.S. influence in the region – a win-win from 
Washington, D.C.’s point of view. Then, in chapter 2, “A Chill in the Tropics,” Parker 
discusses the U.S. pause in its accommodation of decolonization in the British Caribbean.  
As brisk Cold War winds blew across the world (including the Caribbean) during the Harry 
S. Truman Presidency, U.S. leaders thought a temporary halt in the process of 
decolonization would be in the interests of the noncommunist world—
stabilizing/bulwarking great-power influence in the developing world would be good in 
the short run to deter communist advances there. To place his argument in broader 
context, Parker could have noted that U.S. policy made a similar calculation in other parts 
of the world—most notably, but not exclusively, in Southeast Asia, and where 
decolonization produced a profoundly different outcome—on-and-off war from the end of 
World War II until the 1980s. 
 
In addition, in his concluding chapter, Parker might have systematically compared  the 
British Caribbean with what could be termed the U.S. “neo”-colonies in the region: Central 
America and those nations in the Caribbean, such as the Dominican Republic and Cuba, that 
have historically fallen under a great deal of U.S. influence. Parker does tantalizingly hint at 
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the possibility of comparing the two groups of nations; but he could have more 
systematically pursued this potentially fascinating comparison.  A dose of economic 
analysis here could have helped – enough to put the argument in broader context, without 
muddying the argument too much. 
 
In post-World War II Central America, one finds that, like the Caribbean, the region was 
going through a type of decolonization –not political decolonization from a “formal” 
empire, but economic decolonization in the sense that some of  the Central American 
nations since the early 20th

 

 century had become economic “neo”-colonies of the United 
States.  Economically, in Central America, Cuba, and the Dominican Republic, vast U.S.  
influence pre-dated World War II – as did protest movements to curtail or eliminate it.  In 
1954, the U.S. Government covertly worked to overthrow a reformist government that 
challenged U.S. economic power in Guatemala. Half a decade later, U.S. leaders blanched at 
Fidel Castro’s elimination of U.S. economic presence in Cuba – as well as, of course, the 
introduction of Soviet power in the Caribbean.  The ill-fated CIA-sponsored Bay of Pigs 
invasion resulted. In 1965 (granted, after the time period Parker’s book covers), the U.S. 
sent in 22,000 U.S. troops to the Dominican Republic to prevent a radical (another Castro?) 
government from taking power – a government that could challenge U.S. influence in the 
nation, and the region. 

As such, Parker could have more systematically compared why, on the one hand, 
decolonization in the Caribbean proceeded without a great deal of violence;  whereas the 
“economic decolonization” in the Central American isthmus and Caribbean U.S. “neo”-
colonies proved more violent. In general, however, this book does an excellent job 
discussing a little-studied, and extremely important, case of decolonization, Cold War 
politics, and race relations. Parker’s book will prove valuable reading, and open up new 
avenues for inquiry, for U.S. historians, Caribbean historians, and anyone interested in the 
multifaceted process of decolonization. I am confident it will be the standard work on the 
subject for years to come. 
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Author’s Response by Jason Parker, Texas A&M University 

 
 would like to begin by expressing my thanks to Thomas Maddux and H-Diplo for 
assembling this roundtable, and to my fellow participants Eric Duke, Jim Meriwether, 
Darlene Rivas, and Jim Siekmeier.  At the outset I must say how gratifying it is that the 

reviewers all enjoyed the book’s multinational archival base and what Meriwether calls its 
“multilayered” approach.  It is deeply satisfying, moreover, to find agreement on some of 
the biggest points the book seeks to make: that the Caribbean is worthy of more scholarly 
attention than it has yet received; that the region can be successfully employed to 
illuminate larger issues and deeper dynamics of modern history; and that it lends itself so 
well to the transnational-international approach.  That approach has become quite the 
vogue in historical scholarship, and rightly so.  But I am convinced it serves some topics 
better than others, and perhaps none better than decolonization– the modern moment of 
national formation itself, when transnational groups, international diplomacy, and imperial 
legacy etched borders and asserted polities on a new world map.  I am grateful for the 
roundtable’s consensus on this, and on the place of my story within it, as well as for the 
reviewers’ kind words.  The reviewers largely overlap in what they liked about the book, 
but their critiques, for which I am equally grateful, differ in many particulars.  I will 
concentrate on these in the interest of exploring areas where the book did not achieve all 
that it might have, and where further research and discussion are therefore needed.   

 
One of these areas – and one of the most difficult questions regarding decolonization – is 
periodization, as Duke makes clear.  When I began researching this book, I envisioned it as 
basically a Cold War story, if one less bloody than many Third World theaters of that 
conflict.  The archives, especially the non-official ones, convinced me otherwise; it was a 
Cold War story, but not only a Cold War story.  For while the bipolar conflict had a strong 
influence on Caribbean events, the gradual and fundamental shift in governance – 
decolonization – began earlier.  It thus demanded a different periodization.  Duke suggests 
that starting the story in the 1930s does not go back far enough.  He identifies currents of 
West Indian nationalism and even of pro-Federation sentiment two decades earlier, in the 
wake of World War I.  

 
Glenford Howe and others have shown that these years did spark a kind of proto-
nationalism in the islands, especially among returning veterans.  As Duke points out, T.A. 
Marryshow and Arthur Andrew Cipriani promoted similarly new, even radical thinking 
about the Caribbean future, in what Erez Manela calls the “Wilsonian Moment” that 
catalyzed anticolonial nationalism.  As for pro-Federation sentiment, Marryshow especially 
proved a prophet.  In this he joined a long, broken line of pro-union visionaries of various 
stripes dating back centuries.  But it was not until the late 1930s and especially World War 
II when a line began that stayed unbroken all the way to the creation of the West Indian 
Federation (WIF).  For this reason, while I agree that our periodization of the process must 
begin earlier than the post-1945 era, I think it overstates the case to say that these 
Versailles-era currents got things decisively rolling in the West Indies.  They were 
necessary preconditions, perhaps, or a vital prelude– but still short, in my view, of the 
“perfect storm” of the 1930s: economic depression, an increasingly faltering imperial 
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regime, returned expatriates, black-consciousness movements, and above all the labor riots 
and their reply.  In and after that turbulent decade, the pressure for change came from 
several directions at once, including, in fits and starts, from the imperial centers of power 
themselves. 

 
This connects to another of Duke’s criticisms– that I give short shrift to the “diaspora 
diplomacy” I describe, relative to the “real” kind practiced by states.  I plead guilty to this, 
and I committed the act with sound reason aforethought.  For while the mere existence of 
diaspora diplomacy, let alone the influence it could exercise at the margins of official 
power, is a fascinating story, the internal bifurcations, practical limits, and wax-and-wane 
phases of the phenomenon are unmistakable.  The success of diaspora diplomacy – non-
official by definition – depended on sympathetic American and British officials.  Sometimes 
such officials, and paths of access to them, could be found.  More often, they could not.  
Diasporan activists could not deploy military forces, control a sovereign currency, set terms 
of trade, or exercise the other prerogatives of state power.  They could and did lobby, 
cajole, protest, manipulate, resist, inspire, and lead.  They formed alliances with groups 
such as the NAACP, and while Duke correctly points out that that organization did not 
speak for the whole of the African Diaspora, Carol Anderson’s forthcoming book outlines 
the group’s global scope– joining research by Jonathan Rosenberg, Tim Borstelmann, and 
others suggesting that the “civil rights movement” was more than just a domestic-American 
story. 1

 
  

I agree wholeheartedly with Duke that we must be attentive to the “intra-ethnic divisions 
and inter-ethnic cooperation” if we are to have a full, true, and nuanced picture of diaspora 
diplomacy.  Those fissures and bridges complicate the story of solidarity greatly, as Duke’s 
own work demonstrates.  Perhaps that makes it all the more remarkable that diaspora-
diplomats were able to exert any force at all, and that independence ultimately followed 
lines they generally endorsed.  The constraints within which they worked were real, and 
the gap between their power and that of state actors was cavernous.  In short, on one hand 
it seems clear that diaspora diplomacy is far more interesting than it was powerful.  On the 
other, the fact that it existed at all and in the end saw most of its agenda come to fruition is 
hearty food for thought. 

 
As Meriwether notes, this diaspora diplomacy connecting islands to mainland overlapped 
with networks connecting both to Africa.  He finds striking parallels between these 
hemispheric and transatlantic exchanges, though we appear to agree that in both cases 
these connections had greater symbolic than practical power.  Perhaps “intellectual” is a 
better term than “symbolic” since in both cases the ability of these actors to influence the 
drawing of national borders lay not in their role as icons but in their talents at persuasion.  
That ability was tested from three directions – popular-colonial, metropolitan-imperial, 
and American-hegemonic – when it came to creating federated entities like the WIF.  It is a 
helpful reminder of the fluidity of the decolonizing moment, as both the spatial and 

                                                        
1 Jonathan Rosenberg, How Far the Promised Land?  World Affairs and the American Civil Rights Movement 

from World War I to Vietnam (2005); Thomas Borstelmann, The Cold War and the Color Line:  Race Relations 
and American Foreign Policy since 1945 (2001). 
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temporal frames which we now basically take for granted were negotiated by multiple 
parties over years, even decades.   

 
That those decades overlapped with the Cold War introduced a key variable, one whose 
value changed over time.  That is, it did not go in both directions– slowing down and 
speeding up the decolonization process– at once.  I found that in the West Indies it went in 
the two directions in sequence, with a turning point in the mid-1950s.  At that time the U.S. 
was modifying its national-security Cold War strategy, without erasing the template’s basic 
lines, which I suggest – unpersuasively, in Meriwether’s view – were descended from 
Washington’s wartime Caribbean policy.  I should perhaps emphasize that this descent was 
largely unwitting.  Especially as compared to the ways in which Anglo-American-Caribbean 
wrangling was a direct and explicit influence on late-war and postwar conversations– 
regarding regional commissions or imperial trade, for example– the ways in which the 
Caribbean predicted the national-security strategy were subtle and unintentional.  It was in 
the manner of a “default setting” that the Roosevelt administration bequeathed to its 
successor.  The Truman team extended a scaled-up version of the same policy design to the 
rest of the world without being entirely aware of its earlier, smaller incarnation.  In a sense 
this amounts to nothing more than policy coincidence, and the claim should not be 
overstated.  But the similarities in outline are as self-evident as they are intriguing. 

 
Discerning such similarities and contrasts between the Caribbean story and its offshoots 
and contemporaries depends heavily, of course, upon the beholder, and on the kind of 
evidence beheld.  As Rivas observes, my account is largely though not totally lacking in 
“cultural depth” in that it fails to plumb popular West Indian opinion about decolonization.  
We agree on this point; had space and sources permitted, more cultural context would have 
undoubtedly produced a fuller picture.  But such additions, to my mind, are not necessary 
to tell this book’s particular story.  The kind of story I sought to tell, and the source-base I 
consulted, unfortunately all but precluded such inclusions.  As Rivas notes, I chose to err on 
the side of “analytic voice.”  I assembled my documentary record primarily around the 
diplomacy and strategy of multiple parties, in the course of which, culture-matters tended 
to be a luxury or an afterthought.  Area-focused studies such as Harvey Neptune’s excellent 
book2

 

 show the gains to be had by reversing this order of priority, but these often come at 
the expense of a thorough analysis of multilateral diplomacy.  In the case of West Indian 
decolonization, the fertile cultural context on the ground rarely had any consequential 
connection to the course of diplomacy.  Mass-politics was far more decisive.   

Indeed, one of the most striking and ironic aspects of this story is how far apart culture and 
politics were on the crucial issue of federation.  Expatriate Caribbean men and women of 
letters gleaned from their own experiences abroad that a “West Indian” identity existed.  
This conclusion hardened into a conviction, reinforced in their writings distributed across 
the Diaspora.  To these literate elites, union came to seem not just desirable and useful but 
noble and inevitable.  To their shock and chagrin, the WIF’s collapse via the Jamaican 
referendum and the Trinidadian withdrawal proved that popular opinion disagreed.  Thus 
to the extent that culture exerted a political influence, it was most readily detectable in its 

                                                        
2 Harvey Neptune, Caliban and the Yankees:  Trinidad and the United States Occupation (2007). 
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expressions by cosmopolitan writers – which turned out not to reflect political realities in 
the two largest islands.  This is not to gainsay the political importance of, say, calypso in 
Trinidad; indeed, closer attention to vernacular culture would no doubt have enriched my 
own story-telling.  But it would be a luxury, not a necessity, in attempting to reconstruct 
this multilateral process of politics and diplomacy – a process accompanied but not driven 
by “cultural” currents.  

 
Siekmeier joins Rivas in noting the relative absence of helpful context around some 
individuals and events in the story, leaving some blind spots in the narrative.   In some 
cases these are microcosms of blind spots in the scholarship, some of which have been 
illuminated in other recent works: Stephen Rabe on British Guiana, and Colin Palmer on 
Eric Williams, for example.  But others remain.  Charles Taussig in particular on the 
American side, Arthur Richards on the British, and Alexander Bustamante on the West 
Indian come straight to mind as figures in need of a biographer’s evenhanded attention.  My 
hope is that my book, along with Rabe’s, Palmer’s, et al., will elicit further work on these 
individuals.  For others on whom I did not long linger – Rivas names C.L.R. James and Adam 
Clayton Powell, along with unnamed U.S. and British policymakers – I can only hope that 
readers will turn, as I did, to the sizable literature on these well-known players in the 
drama, and that scholars will turn their attention to the not-so-well-known. 

 
Siekmeier also laments the missed chance to connect Washington’s “bulwarking” strategy 
to its south with similar initiatives far afield, in Southeast Asia for example.  More 
incisively, given the West Indies’ location, he observes that a fruitful comparison could have 
been had via more comparative economic analysis of the formal British Empire and the 
informal American one, cheek-by-jowl in the region.  I cannot disagree.  This spot-on 
critique goes to the heart of a debate ever-present among scholars of decolonization – i.e., 
what exactly did “independence” mean, given the strength of the economic bonds that 
frequently remained after the political ones had been cut.  This, in turn, underlines some of 
the permanent questions about formal and informal empire.  In the Caribbean Basin, the 
comparison is especially tantalizing given the proverbial dog that didn’t bark, whose 
silence was one motivation for me to write this book in the first place: the near-total lack of 
violent U.S. intervention in the British West Indian colonies compared to the promiscuous 
incursions in American economic “colonies” next door.   

 
Another way of phrasing the question would be to ask how formal and informal empires 
respectively handle transfers of, and challenges to, their power.  The close coincidence of 
British Guiana in 1953 and Guatemala the next year showed that both kinds of empire 
could stamp out challenges to their writ.  This one-two punch revealed the shared resort to 
violence by both kinds of empire– even if, as I ultimately conclude, the British presence 
prevented U.S. incursion in the British colonies.  Formal empire pre-empted the 
interventions of informal empire, everywhere except and until British Guiana in the early 
1960s.  As I note in the book, it is striking how little American attention was paid to 
economic matters across the long decolonization process.  Except for bauxite, oil, and 
aviation– none of which are strictly economic assets– it is difficult to find such concerns 
driving Washington’s decolonization diplomacy.  In any event Siekmeier is certainly correct 
that more systematic comparative economic analysis of the Caribbean littoral empires 
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would, so to speak, profit scholars greatly.  It is a conversation I look forward to continuing.  
 

Advancing this and other discussions is the great pleasure of roundtables like this one.  As 
we continue to wrestle with the issues that connect decolonization to the Cold War – 
assessing the agency of Third World actors without overestimating it; redrawing our 
scholarly atlases to overcome misleading inclusions and exclusions in global affairs; and 
examining the  metropolitan/domestic and colonial/”foreign” exchanges under and after 
empire, to name a few– we can only hope for comments as constructive as those above.  I 
thank again my fellow roundtable participants for these.  I hope that they and others will 
pick up and run with the batons which the reviewers note I dropped before reaching the 
finish line.  As Rivas provocatively concludes, there are large lessons yet undrawn from the 
histories we write, including those like mine which are recent enough to influence our 
consideration of practical and even moral questions about their legacies to us: “what next, 
after mourning the death of good Abel...?”  What next, indeed? 
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