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Review by Spencer Mawby, University of Nottingham 

ost roads in the historiography of the Caribbean Cold War still lead either to or from the Cuban 
missile crisis. It is to Aaron Coy Moulton’s credit that it is not until the final pages of his 
investigation of regional communism and anti-communism during the first Cold War decade that 

he succumbs to the temptation to consider the events of the early 1950s as a harbinger of the great 
superpower confrontation to come. Even at that point, his aim is to assert the historiographical autonomy of 
events in the immediate post-war period or, as he puts it, to decentre the Cuban Missile Crisis and the 
Guatemalan coup of 1954.  This ambition is consonant with the broad purpose of his work, which is to 
remind scholars of the region that the indigenous Caribbean right and the indigenous Caribbean left were 
quite capable of acting independently of Washington and Moscow, as they did during the little known Costa 
Rican wars of 1948 and 1955. More particularly, he focuses on the role of a reactionary, anti-revolutionary 
front under the direction of three dictators, Anastasio Somoza of Nicaragua, Tiburcio Carías of Honduras, 
and Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic, in extending the Cold War in their own backyard. Such 
counter-revolutionary conspiring across frontiers has drawn considerably less attention from historians than 
anti-authoritarian revolutionary activity, such as the abortive 1947 Cayo Confites expedition against Trujillo 
which was orchestrated by Dominican exiles inspired by the example of the Venezuelan President, Rómulo 
Betancourt. 

Moulton’s recording of the moves and counter-moves of these regional actors demonstrates the way in which 
national histories were shaped by the activities of these networks. Guatemala and Costa Rica were the two 
countries in which the rival ideological networks went furthest in testing their capacity for influencing 
domestic political conflicts. In the case of the former, the counter-revolutionaries obtained a notorious 
triumph when, in 1954, enabled by the CIA, local insurgent forces labelled as anti-communist overthrew the 
Arbenz government. In the case of Costa Rica, the democratic President José Figueres survived attempts to 
unseat him because the United States did not wish to appear to be consistently supporting authoritarian 
political solutions across the region. The coverage of these events provided by Moulton raises considerations 
concerning the balance of inter-American power. With the exception of the coup against Arbenz, which he 
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suggests was an anomaly, Moulton portrays the United States government as consistently at odds with the 
regional counter-revolutionary front on the question of interference beyond the frontiers of their national 
territories. At one point he speaks of ‘all’ U.S. officials and one cannot but suspect that the situation in 
Washington was a little more fractious on these matters. Investigating this issue further would lead researchers 
straight back to their volumes of FRUS and the North American archives which, now that pioneering work is 
being undertaken on regional perspectives, would appear to be a retrograde step. However, even while this 
work is conducted it is worth taking cognisance of the overwhelming power of the United States to shape 
national histories in its own hemisphere which the Guatemalan crisis so amply demonstrates. Once we have a 
better understanding of the actions of regional governments and their opponents, the question will arise as to 
whether the successes and failures of the Latin American counter-revolution are attributable more to the 
constraints imposed from the north or to the efficacy of tactical manoevering at a local level in the fields of 
diplomacy, intelligence, and propaganda.  

A second and closely related question pertains to Moulton’s sources, about which the article is surprisingly 
reticent. Much of the material to support his analysis has been culled from previously under-utilised archives. 
Alongside the familiar battery of Presidential Libraries, the National Archives at College Park (NARA 2), and 
the British National Archives at Kew, Moulton has investigated and exploited a number of collections located 
in the Caribbean. After noting the significance of the material he found in the Dominican Republic, Costa 
Rica, and Cuba, Moulton does not offer much detail about the nature of the material available in these 
locations. Judging from his notes, anybody wanting to pursue similar themes in the future will need to visit 
Santo Domingo, where much of the counter-revolutionary plotting is evidently recorded in the Presidential 
files. Moulton’s expeditions to Costa Rica and Cuba appear to have been less fruitful, but he still deserves 
enormous credit for his enterprising approach. The use of this Hispanophone material reflects Moulton’s 
preoccupation with the Spanish-speaking majority in the region which creates an impression that the Spanish 
speakers of the region were operating entirely independently of the French, English and Dutch speakers and 
this may well be the case. Nevertheless, the cursory attention given to Haiti is somewhat surprising given the 
exceptionally intimate ties between the two nations of Hispaniola which have marked the Dominican 
Republic’s modern history. Returning to the mainland, it might also have been worth registering that the 
anti-communist coup in Guatemala was anticipated by the ousting of Chief Minister Cheddi Jagan in British 
Guiana a year earlier, a fact which points to the fact that the Cold War was not just conducted in the 
Hispanophone regions of South and Central America. 

Thirdly and finally, Moulton’s tentative use of transnational in the title raises questions pertaining to the 
significance of the concepts employed in this analysis. Theories of transnationalism are generally regarded as 
being in competition with notions of internationalism, and the key battleground has been the significance of 
the nation state. On this understanding, transnationalism has grown out of a wider project influenced by 
poststructuralism whose key aim is the decentring of the nation state. Shoving Placing transnationalism 
alongside internationalism in the title is bound therefore to raise questions about how Moulton conceptualises 
the relationship between the two. Turning to the text, ‘transnationalisation’ tends to be coupled with ‘Latin 
Americanisation’ as joint historiographical enterprises which aim to prevent the Caribbean past from being 
swept wholesale into the history of American foreign policy. This is also an admirable goal. However, 
Moulton is silent on the key question of whether he is in sympathy with the wider ambitions of pushing the 
nation state towards the analytical margins of historical practice. One is left to conclude from the substantive 
analysis that he is not and that, despite his concern with the significance of networks of non-state actors, he 
thinks of the region as being comprised primarily of nation states. Many of the actors with whom he is 
concerned, such as Trujillo, were operating the levers of states and those who were not aspired to do so or at 
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least to have influence over national politics. All accorded enormous significance to the actions of the United 
States government in the region. Moulton’s analysis of these events is entirely plausible but it begs the 
question of whether the concept of transnationalism is doing anything more than ornamental work in this 
interpretation. 

Despite these caveats, Moulton’s pioneering research sets a new and encouraging precedent for those 
historians working on the Caribbean Cold War.  The substance of Moulton’s analysis is refreshing in the 
sense that it draws our attention back to the actions of political leaders and activists within Hispanophone 
Caribbean even if it also reminds us that those actors appeared to place a great deal of emphasis on drawing 
on the power and influence of the Cold-War superpower to their north.  
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