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Review by Michael L. Krenn, Appalachian State University 

t sometimes seems that it was just a short time ago that Carol Anderson, Scott Lucas, Helen Laville, and I 
contributed our work to a special symposium in Diplomatic History on “African Americans and U.S. 
Foreign Relations.”  With commentaries by Gerald Horne, Penny M. Von Eschen, and Brenda Gayle 

Plummer we all felt at the time that we were opening up a new and interesting phase in the development of 
the field of U.S. diplomatic history.1  While reading through Leonardo Campus’s recent article on African 
Americans and the Cuban Missile Crisis it was with something of a jolt that I realized that the symposium 
issue was nearly twenty years ago and that a great deal of work has appeared in those two decades that has 
transformed the study of African Americans and U.S. foreign policy from an interesting niche into a powerful 
and significant piece of the story of American diplomacy.  Campus’s article reminds us that while much has 
been accomplished, much more remains to be done. 

The basic premise of the article is that the African American response to the Cuban Missile Crisis was “one of 
strong and solid support for President John F. Kennedy’s policy, although there were a few voices of dissent.  
This support on foreign policy matters, however, did not halt the domestic battle for civil rights….  On the 
contrary, domestic and international aspects intertwined” (2-3).  Campus supports these contentions with 
evidence from the leading African American newspapers and magazines of the time, and quotations from 
black leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr., A. Philip Randolph, James Baldwin, Bayard Rustin, Angela 
Davis, Langston Hughes, and Huey Newton, as well as public opinion polls conducted in the midst of the 
crisis.   

Campus certainly provides enough evidence to support his contentions.  Most African Americans did support 
Kennedy’s actions in regards to the missiles in Cuba, even while seething over the racism that continued to 
plague their nation.  Coming on the heels of the domestic racial crisis in Oxford, Mississippi it would not 
have been entirely surprising to see more African Americans taking a somewhat jaundiced view of the 

                                                      
1 The articles and commentaries appeared in Diplomatic History 20:4 (Fall 1996): 531-650. 
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American government’s tough response to the placement of Soviet missile bases in Cuba, particularly when 
Cuban propaganda tried to link U.S. aggression toward the ‘colored’ population of Cuba and the repression 
of African Americans in the Deep South.  The vast majority of black publications, however, maintained the 
same message as this one found in Jet:  “‘bub, you can’t be fooled now.  This is your country and you’ve got 
to remain calm, cool, and collected’” (6).  Other African Americans made it clear, however, that support for 
the President in the Cuban crisis would not translate into a slackening of the demand for civil rights reform at 
home.  As Roy Wilkins of the NAACP put it, “‘We don’t see any reason why in this emergency we should not 
go full steam ahead [with our civil rights struggle]’” (16).  Finally, the quotations from U.S. government 
officials highlight the fact that they certainly saw the connections between what was happening in Cuba and 
what was occurring in Mississippi.  Attorney General Robert Kennedy’s quip about the missiles—“‘Can they 
hit Oxford, Mississippi?’”—was a clear indication that the two issues were “intertwined” in the minds of 
American officials (1).   

It is an interesting story that Campus tells and it does add to the immense body of literature published in the 
past twenty or so years.  To a large degree, however, the article adds to the cache of facts and events related to 
African Americans and U.S. foreign policy without taking some additional interpretational steps that would 
help to flesh out some meaningful and important questions that continue to intrigue scholars in the field.  
Campus is absolutely correct when he concludes that his story “corroborates the interest of a historical 
approach more aware of the potential presence of such interconnections and ready to include non-traditional 
angles, such as race, within the study of the Cold War” (23).  However, this follows decades of work by 
numerous scholars who have already quite clearly and forcefully traced those interconnections.2  He is right, 
again, when he points out that “African Americans’ reactions during the Cuban Missile Crisis still [appear to 
be] worth highlighting on account of their sense of patriotism and non-partisan ‘wisdom’” (23).  As the 
author himself observes, however, this is also a point that has been highlighted many times in regards to the 
African American reaction to the Spanish-American War, World War I, and World War II.3 

                                                      
2 Some of the most important works are Brenda Gayle Plummer, Rising Wind: Black Americans and U.S. 

Foreign Affairs, 1935-1960 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Penny M. Von Eschen, Race Against 
Empire: Black Americans and Anticolonialism, 1937-1957 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996); Carol Anderson, Eyes 
Off the Prize:  The United Nations and the African American Struggle for Human Rights, 1944-1955 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003) and Bourgeois Radicals: The NAACP and the Struggle for Colonial Liberation, 1941-
1960 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Michael L. Krenn, Black Diplomacy: African Americans and the 
State Department, 1945-1969 (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1999), and numerous books by Gerald Horne dealing with 
African American involvement in U.S. diplomacy. 

3 On African Americans and the Spanish-American War see, George P. Marks, III, “Opposition of Negro 
Newspapers to American Philippine Policy, 1899-1900,” Midwest Journal 4 (1951-1952): 1-25, Willard B. Gatewood, 
Jr., “Black Americans and the Quest for Empire, 1989-1903,” Journal of Southern History 38 (1972): 545-66, and 
Lawrence S. Little, Disciples of Liberty: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the Age of Imperialism, 1884-1916 
(Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 2000).  For World War I, see Nina Mjagkij, Loyalty in Time of Trial: The 
African American Experience During World War I (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2011) and William 
Jordan, “’The Damnable Dilemma’: African American Accommodation and Protest During World War I,” Journal of 
American History 81 (1995): 1562-83.  On World War II, consult Rawn James, Jr., The Double V: How Wars, Protests, 
and Harry Truman Desegregated America’s Military (London: Bloomsbury Press, 2013) and Neil A. Wynn, The African 
American Experience during World War II (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2010). 
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If the article does little more than add some additional information to some already well-defined areas of 
investigation, in doing so it also assists us in looking at some questions that deserve greater attention.  While 
Campus argues that the ‘divided loyalties’ demonstrated by African Americans during the Cuban Missile 
Crisis have a history that extends back well into the nineteenth century, he also passes up an opportunity to 
more fully examine the ‘voices of dissent’ that were raised during those terrifying days in October 1962.  
Given that similar African American voices of in the 1950s—W.E.B. Du Bois, Paul Robeson, and Josephine 
Baker, to name but a few—were thoroughly harassed, persecuted, and effectively crushed, what explains the 
fact that in the midst of an actual military crisis black critics in America found at least some outlets and 
forums for their views without (apparently) suffering a Cold War backlash?  Is Campus’s study an indication 
of a clear break between what some historians have referred to as the African American retreat from criticisms 
of America’s foreign policy during the 1950s and this apparently more politically relaxed atmosphere of the 
early-1960s?  Or, do these criticisms support the analysis provided by Carol Anderson in her brilliant new 
book, Bourgeois Radicals, that black Americans (particularly through the NAACP) never quieted their 
objections to U.S. policies concerning colonialism, imperialism, and apartheid?  Campus, however, merely 
recounts the words of the dissenters without further theorizing about their importance. 

In a fascinating aside in the paper, Campus writes, “But if a (nuclear) war had indeed broken out, what would 
have become of African Americans?”  It is a startling question and it hinges on Campus’s intimation that 
because some cities, such as New Orleans, had a “Negro Section” of their Civil Defense Divisions, there was 
the possibility of segregated bomb shelters (9).  Again, this intriguing argument is not pursued beyond a brief 
paragraph and another possibility for moving the historiographical debate a bit farther along comes to naught. 

Campus is to be congratulated for digging into a previously little-known episode regarding the African 
American involvement in U.S. foreign policy issues.  His thorough mining of black newspapers—a still 
underused source—is helpful and meaningful to his story.  All of this is certainly welcome evidence that the 
work of the past few decades is still bearing fruit.  However, in failing to pursue his findings in order to push 
beyond some already thoroughly tilled historical questions, the author also reminds us that twenty years after 
announcing the ‘arrival’ of the field of African Americans and U.S. foreign relations we still have monumental 
amounts of work to do in order to answer some still-pressing questions. 
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