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Global child-saving, transatlantic maternalism, and the pathologization of Caribbean childhood, 1920s-1940s
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ABSTRACT
In a rapid shift between the 1920s and 1940s, British imperial policy went from paying almost no attention to child-rearing among colonized populations to hailing family order among the colonized as essential to economic progress and social stability.  The shift resulted from the intersection of processes occurring on three different scales: global scientific and ideological developments, transimperial gendered professionalization, and local social and political struggles.  This paper illuminates those multi-scalar dynamics by examining a specific subfield of empire, the British Caribbean.
As riots and general strikes in Trinidad, Barbados, Jamaica, and other colonies shook the imperial order in the late 1930s, metropolitan observers discovered the “native” family as the crucial incubator of proper working-class citizens. This article uses British Caribbean newspapers and unpublished Colonial Office correspondence generated by the 1938-39 West India Royal Commission (Moyne Commission) to make visible the global and transatlantic dialogues that brought the “problem” of the Caribbean family to the forefront of policy debate.  Although imperial rule would not last, the pathologization of Caribbean parenting would prove painfully persistent.
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Introduction
The 1940s are recognized as a turning point in academic and policy interest in Caribbean childhood experience. The 1945 report of the West India Royal Commission (a fact-finding mission sent from England in the wake of colonial strikes and riots), the social welfare initiatives of the West Indies Development and Welfare Organization established in response, and major projects funded by the Colonial Social Science Research Council in the 1950s cumulatively articulated the “problem of the Caribbean family” as a defining regional challenge.[endnoteRef:1] Loose conjugal ties and disorganized family structures—high-profile observers argued—handicapped personality development and hampered educational advance.  The particular sufferings of British Caribbean children in this analysis were not merely the result of poverty, but rather crucial contributors to the region’s poverty and political inadequacy.[endnoteRef:2] [1: I am grateful to Juanita De Barros, William French, Alissa Trotz, the special issue editors, and an anonymous reviewer for comments on earlier versions of this essay.
 Barrow, Family in the Caribbean; Bush, “Colonial Research”; Chamberlain, “Small Worlds”; Chamberlain, Family Love; Smith, “Family, Social Change, and Social Policy”; French, “Colonial Policy Towards Women.”]  [2:  E.g., Simey, Welfare and Planning.] 

It has seemed natural to understand this mid-twentieth-century pathologization of Caribbean childhood as part of a long tradition of white observers’ interest in black reproduction in the Atlantic world. Pursuing emancipation, missionaries paraded images of slave mothers; after emancipation, they made conjugal practice among freedpeople the index of moral advance (or degradation).  As the nineteenth century ended, both the proponents and particulars of concern over Afro-Caribbean family practice shifted. New child-saving initiatives championed by local medical authorities (some white newcomers, some local men of color) and staffed by British nurses and local midwives under their supervision, reached out, more or less thoughtfully, to teach hygiene and infant-care to poor black mothers.  The missionaries’ campaigns had focused on the moral, the doctors’ on the physical; in each case, they easily reinforced racial stereotypes, and thus shored up hierarchies even as they promised improvements.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  De Barros, “Improving the Standard”; De Barros, “A Laudable Experiment.”] 

The mid-century focus on Caribbean childhood differed in important ways. First of all, attention centered on the social and social psychological consequences of child-rearing, rather than the moral or the medical. Secondly, different actors and alliances had pushed the issue forward: including, I will show, key leadership from race-conscious black activists and progressive international feminists. And therefore, the fact that the new wave of concern over Caribbean childhood ended up (once again) being fodder for stigmatization of race, class, and gender is particularly ironic. An alliance that sought explicitly to hew to universalist understandings of human development, and to place the interests of poor women and children at its core, proved highly vulnerable to the importation of old hierarchies and replication of old stereotypes.
How this happened is an interesting story in its own right, and also bears broad relevance.  For the Caribbean shift did not happen in isolation. It depended on extraregional circuits of travel and expertise, imagery and discourse.  Nor was it unique: similar shifts happened elsewhere, within the British empire and beyond.  Looking with a microhistorical optic at the emergence of Caribbean parenting as policy concern can thus help us understand the systematic centrality of “family” in the mid-century shift from biological to cultural explanations for collective inequality.
We will find that the articulation of Caribbean parenting as problem reflected the interaction of local, region-wide, trans-Atlantic, and global processes.  Key initiatives came not mainly from laboratories or legislatures but from civic activists worldwide. Child-saving spread through spiraling circuits. Scouting moved from Mafeking to Gilwell Park to Panama, lady doctors promoted women’s health from London to Pondicherry to Liverpool, child-slavery fears echoed from Hong Kong to Geneva to Kingston. Yet identical projects could have very different implications when championed from afar versus promoted from within. 
By the late 1930s the spiraling of civic activists’ rhetoric and practices from metropoles to colonies and back had made child welfare a common language across multiple sites. This made possible both understandings and misunderstandings, temporary alliances and enduring wounds. Gendered struggles were crucial drivers of the process, as were racial ideologies, albeit in very different ways for colonial and metropolitan actors. Female reformers in Britain and the Caribbean alike used maternalist arguments to claim expertise and political voice. But the rhetoric resounded differently when uttered by Afro-Caribbean activists than when wielded by British "lady doctors" or "woman educators." Unacknowledged divides were integral to the transatlantic debates that brought the “problem” of the Caribbean family to the forefront of colonial policy in the final decades of imperial rule.
In this article I look in depth at the dialogues and debates surrounding the West India Royal Commission of 1938-39, as a window onto that process. A wave of violent strikes and riots rocked the British Caribbean colonies during the straitened years of the late 1930s. The WIRC sought testimony on the territories’ ills from local elites, colonial experts, social reformers, and political leaders. Even as they disagreed over fundamentals like political economy and constitutional reform, interviewees coincided in linking parental inadequacy—poor women’s willingness to bear children that poor men were unable to support—to the colonies’ poverty.  The WIRC’s two female members assiduously sought information on the conditions of women and children. They received it from social reformers drawn from the rising black and coloured middle-class and professional stratum whose vision of race-proud self-help had long chastised lower-class sexual looseness and promoted moral education for black youth.[endnoteRef:4] Thus the question of the lower-class family as social incubator entered into the WIRC’s deliberations and recommendations, and the “problem of the Negro family” assumed a central place in the agenda for “Welfare and Development” moving forward. [4:  Altink, Destined for a Life of Service; Moore and Johnson, Neither Led Nor Driven. ] 

The new attention to child development was simultaneously progressive for its day and deeply regressive in its ability to shift attention away from land access, labor rights, and enfranchisement towards matters of individual character. If poor parenting was the root cause of poverty, perhaps the privileged need not give up their privilege after all?
Child-saving in the interwar Caribbean: scout troops, women’s pages, and black internationalist uplift
In a sense, colonial observers were just catching up.  In the first three decades of the twentieth century, it was Afro-Caribbeans dedicated to “race consciousness”— convinced that “the Negro’s” moral worth and potential was equal to that of any people on earth—who wrote at length of the failings of Afro-descended mothers and fathers. Belief in educability was central to their anti-racist brief. “There is no superior race, nor yet any race forsooth,” insisted a typical letter to the editor: “The Negro’s backwardness is painfully due to his lack of opportunities” and “if given equal privileges and opportunities [the Negro] is second to none in all the arts and sciences of life.”[endnoteRef:5]  [5:  “A Reply to Audacity,” (Limón) Searchlight, August 23, 1930, 3.] 

This letter reaches us from a British West Indian-run paper in Limón, Costa Rica. The twin gospel of youth uplift and race-based solidarity rang out loudly in the West Indian immigrant communities of the Central American rimlands, where Jamaicans, Barbadians, and other islanders had been drawn by Panama Canal construction and banana expansion decades before. Circum-Caribbean migration spawned a literate, mobile, and savvy working class, sharply aware of contemporary developments among U.S. Afro-Americans and across empire. The Great War, too, saw tens of thousands of young men recruited in Jamaica, Barbados, Trinidad, and Panama for service in the British West Indies Regiment (BWIR) in Europe and North Africa, who carried new ideas back to their home islands or on to Panama, Cuba, and Harlem upon return. The voice of the emergent West Indian middle strata—race-conscious, internationally aware, proud colonial subjects but critically aware of the inequities of empire—is particularly easy to trace in these emigrant communities, home by 1930 to some 170,000 island-born sojourners and some 130,000 of their locally born children.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  See James, Holding Aloft the Banner; Putnam, Radical Moves; Putnam, “Citizenship from the Margins.”] 

On islands and rimlands alike, interwar reformers preached community and character-building to protect the next generation in a hostile and changing world. Their vision drew on multiple sources, British child-saving prominent among them. In late-nineteenth-century Great Britain, reformers had sought to rescue working-class children from poor home environments. Concern for child welfare and domestic hygiene inspired concrete programs, increasingly supported with municipal funds in addition to voluntary donations. Home visits for new mothers, midwife training, subsidized milk, and well baby prizes spread across municipalities in a burst of enthusiasm between 1900 and 1910; many of the new policies were codified by the Children’s Act of 1908.[endnoteRef:7]  [7:  Lawrence and Starkey, Child Welfare; Davin, “Imperialism and Motherhood,” 89. On Caribbean echoes, see Altink, Destined for a Life of Service, Ch. 3; De Barros, “Improving the Standard of Motherhood”; De Barros, “A Laudable Experiment.”] 

The imperial context was a crucial driver. The military debacle of the Boer War had fanned fears that Britain’s youth were degenerate or enervated, lacking the vigor empire needed.  “The result,” suggests historian Anna Davin, “was a surge of concern about the bearing and rearing of children—the next generation of soldiers and workers—the Imperial race.”[endnoteRef:8]  It is no coincidence that Boer War hero Robert Baden-Powell’s book, Scouting for Boys, published in 1908, attained extraordinary popularity in the British Isles, nor that “Boy Scout” (and later, Girl Guide) troops under Baden-Powell’s leadership burgeoned. As with the public health measures described above, youth recreation was understood simultaneously as a matter of racial prophylaxis and imperial strength. By 1909 more than 130,000 scouts belonged to troops in Great Britain and other troops were being founded rapidly across the empire.[endnoteRef:9] [8:  Davin, “Imperialism and Motherhood,” 90.]  [9:  Paisley, “Childhood and Race”; Putnam, “Nothing Matters But Color.”] 

Caribbean reformers embraced the example of British child-saving even as they recognized that in empire’s reality, their children were last in line for saving.  Crusading journalist and BWIR veteran Clennell Wickham informed his fellow Barbadians in 1919 that “statesmen in England” were “clamouring for better education of children so that the men of tomorrow may be better able to discharge their duty not only to themselves but to the state.  Except in a comparatively small number of cases, children in England are no longer looked upon as a form of cheap labour but as a great national asset, as tender plants that need the utmost attention at the hands of the state gardener in the interest of future progress.”[endnoteRef:10]  The contrast between this tender cultivation and the colonial government’s approach to Barbadian youth made mockery of the claims to imperial unity. With bitter sarcasm Wickham summed up the colonial government’s message: “More prisons, harsher treatment and less education are the reforms we need, and in process of time Barbados will become the most ‘progressive’ country in the world.”[endnoteRef:11] [10:  “Salary of Our Elementary School Teachers,” Barbados Weekly Herald, March 1, 1919, p. 4.]  [11:  Ibid.] 

If action would not come from without, reformers determined, it would come from within. Scouting boomed in the circum-Caribbean receiving societies, as returning soldiers of the BWIR merged British child-savers’ notions of civic training and physical revitalization with Marcus Garvey’s “Race first” approach to self-help. In the British colonies, early Scout and Guide leaders were almost always white elites or light-skinned bureaucrats. In contrast, rimland troop founders were middle-class or working-class black men, ex-soldiers or their peers, the troops as often sponsored by Garveyite UNIA chapters as Anglican churches.[endnoteRef:12]  [12:  Putnam, “To Study the Fragments/Whole.”] 

Scouting was one piece of a broader a focus on character-building that filled the rimlands’ black-run Anglophone press, all the more so as xenophobic hostility intensified there in the late 1920s and 1930s.[endnoteRef:13] Internal critique seemed urgent. As one op-ed writer in Panama warned in 1927, “Ninety-nine per cent of the our rising youths are to be found drifting heedlessly, if not hopelessly, in the direction of life’s thundering cataract. […] Ignorance and cupidity hold sway among the vast majority, and the baneful stigma of undiminished race-prejudice continually operates to retard our progress.”[endnoteRef:14] Extraordinary character was needed to overcome extraordinary prejudice. Would the youth be ready? It would depend on the parenting they received, another contributor underlined in 1927. “Are their parents or guardians, or they themselves, making the right choice between the development of the intellect and of character, on the one hand, of jobs and fine clothing and harmful pleasures, on the other hand?”[endnoteRef:15]  [13:  Putnam, Radical Moves; Putnam, Company They Kept, Ch. 5.]  [14:  Hector Connor, “One Wish to Make,” in Isthmian Echoes, 28.  First published Panama American, Christmas 1927.]  [15:  S.H. Whyte, “First Place,” in Isthmian Echoes, 19. First published Panama American Oct. 30, 1927.] 

Concern over the future of “our youth” often stressed young women’s sexual vulnerability. A typical letter in Limón’s black press warned in 1931, “Whilst mothers are scandalously gossiping with their neighbors, or otherwise employed; whilst fathers are indeed occupied enjoying drinks of stimulants in some filthy corner, then after exchanging a few hours of thoughtless ideas with their associates, whilst they spend profitless hours over some chess or draft board with boys, their interiors, their children are left to the mercy of ravenous wolves, that are ever ready to destroy them.” As they matured, children needed parental guidance all the more. “Are you really accepting that obligation, and performing it rightly, since you have taken upon yourself that burden of parenthood?”[endnoteRef:16]  [16:  “Where are your children,” (Limón) Searchlight, November 28, 1931, 1.] 

As with this article’s portrait of scandalous women and rum-drinking idlers, internal critique could run uncomfortably close to the canards of external racism. But for these child-savers-from-within, problems of black youth deportment were a summons to communal action rather than evidence of biological destiny.  “The Negro race wants men of ability therefore we cannot afford to allow promising youths to join the confraternity of non desirables in their deadly march to a dishonourable grave,” insisted a 1930 letter. “How many a waif and a stray have been snatched from the scrap heap of humanity and manufactured into men of renown.  Its never too late to try.  Had the white race refused to reform their degenerates, their suns would have set long ago.”[endnoteRef:17] While the condemnation of popular culture could reinforce class divides, in these papers the explicit message was collective responsibility.  If black children were on the streets, using vile language and running wild, "Who is responsible for this sad state of affairs?” asked one scout leader in Colón, Panama. “Parents, for the major part, are the responsible agents”—but “then comes every individual who is not doing something in the interest of child welfare work.”[endnoteRef:18] [17:  “New Year Celebration,” (Limon) Searchlight, January 11, 1930, 1.]  [18:  “The Child Welfare Problem,” Panama Tribune, November 11, 1928, 14.] 

Rather than leaving the solution of social dangers to individual parents, or awaiting state support that, as Clennell Wickham bitterly noted, never came, interwar activists sought to build community response. In Belize, the Garveyite Black Cross Nurses promoted child welfare innovations from an annual Baby Exhibition to home visits.[endnoteRef:19]  In British Guiana, the Negro Progress Convention embraced a similar agenda, insisting “the future of a race belongs to the children.” As Rhoda Reddock, Anne Macpherson, Juanita De Barros, and Henrice Altink have shown, similar groups led child-focused initiatives across the interwar British West Indies.[endnoteRef:20] [19:  Macpherson, "Colonial Matriarchs.”]  [20:  Daily Chronicle, August 2, 1931, 3, 7. Text available at http://guygenbiosociety.blogspot.com/2006/07/tenth-annual-assembly-of-negro.html  De Barros, Reproducing the Caribbean; Reddock, Women Labour & Politics, Ch. 6.] 

It was not happenstance that speakers at the Negro Progress Convention’s 1931 assembly foregrounded “Women and Social Progress” and “Our Women and Guiana’s Progress.” Within the British Caribbean, just as in Western Europe and North America, new attention to the public impact of child-rearing supported new claims for women’s public voice. Just like Afro-American women in the same years, British Caribbeans cast this maternal mission in raced and gendered terms: the “upliftment” of the Negro race depended on women.[endnoteRef:21] As one worried to her “Fellow West Indians” via a Panama newspaper, “Our children are rising in such numbers.  They must copy the lives we lead. […] It is said a people cannot rise higher than its women, and so the responsibility hangs on us fellow West Indian women to raise the standard by aiming high and living clean lives.”[endnoteRef:22]  While the embrace of gender propriety might sound deeply conservative, for black women to claim ownership of uplift was also inherently radical, as they elbowed aside the white missionaries who had long claimed authority over black people’s moral lives. [21:  Altink, Destined for a Life of Service, Ch. 5; Mitchell, Righteous Propagation.]  [22:  “A Word to My People,” Panama Tribune, January 6, 1929, 16.] 

Idealization and stigmatization went hand in hand. The claim that proper mothering ensured racial uplift necessarily implied that improper mothering brought ruin. Jamaica-born, Panama-based editor Sidney Young spelled it out in 1927: “A home in which the mother is intelligent and progressive will be a home in which the children are inheritors of every advantage whereby they may become mentally alert, morally clean and industrious. […] Conversely, in the home where the mother is loose, vulgar, shiftless and ignorant, the children will be under every handicap, every disadvantage.  Such a home will become but a breeding place for children who are mentally deficient and who lacking proper guidance and care, must grow up into depraved and vicious human beings.”[endnoteRef:23] [23:  Sidney Young, “Educating Our Women,” in Isthmian Echoes, 277-278.] 

If women carried such great responsibility within the home, could they still be excluded from responsibilities outside it? In the greater Caribbean, as in the metropoles in the same years, women’s claim to moral authority as mothers went hand in hand with new claims to an expanded role in public affairs.[endnoteRef:24]  Even the gender-conservative Limon Searchlight declared proudly to readers in 1931 that the modern woman’s “place today is no longer that of a handmaid to man, it is that of being his consort and coworker in those fields of human activity where not merely muscle, but moral force and brain power are the sine qua non.”[endnoteRef:25] As in the industrialized societies of the north Atlantic, the conviction that women had superior social insight became a central plank of the case for political rights. [24:  Michel and Koven, Mothers of a New World; Digby and Stewart, Gender, Health and Welfare; Altink, Destined for a Life of Service.]  [25:  “The Place of Woman,” (Limón) Searchlight, November 21, 1931, 4.] 

Efforts echoed around the region. Propertied women in Trinidad—led, in characteristic maternalist fashion, by social worker Audrey Jeffers and voluntary social service activist Beatrice Greig—fought to secure women’s right to run for Municipal Council.[endnoteRef:26]  When the (elite-run) Port of Spain Gazette editorialized that the “strain and struggle and anxious thought” of a councilor’s existence would be “too heavy a burden” for “mothers and daughters and sisters” to shoulder, the Panama Star and Herald reproduced the editorial in order to agree that the West Indies was not yet “the kind of political soil in which ‘lady statesmen’ may flourish.” Incensed, Panama resident Mrs. Linda Chubb published a letter praising the Trinidadian activists for “their courage in desiring” political posts, a desire that in itself proved “them much in advance of the women of other centers who have not yet begun to ask for such things.”[endnoteRef:27] She also underlined the distance of Caribbean women’s lives from the romanticized vision the Trinidadian editorialists had invoked. Strain and struggle of governance? What of “those mothers and daughters and sisters employed by governments—that is by men or by a majority of men—in breaking stones on the public highway, or who permit them to be employed in tilling the fields and in loading vessels with coal and bananas!”[endnoteRef:28] For Chubb, family roles, physical labor, and political desires were all characteristic parts of West Indian women’s experience, and she refused to let others pretend otherwise. [26:  Reddock, Women, Labour and Politics, Ch. 6.]  [27:  Linda Smart Chubb, “Will Trinidad Spurn the Call?” in Isthmian Echoes, 140. First published Panama American October 13, 1927.]  [28:  Ibid.] 

Overall, then, interwar British West Indian community activists at home and abroad had a well-articulated vision of why child-rearing mattered. They understood child welfare as a mission for parents and community alike, involving both men and women in both cases. While their rhetoric of moral probity stigmatized elements of working-class popular culture, they never dropped from view the structural determinants—backbreaking labor, poverty, and racist exclusion—that taxed working-class families’ lives.
Setting the agenda for a royal commission: London, 1938
The grim panorama of threats these men and women saw around them only got worse as the 1930s wore on.  Global commodity crisis battered the Caribbean islands, triply hit as exports collapsed, remittances from abroad dried up, and emigrés poured home.[endnoteRef:29] A wave of strikes and riots shook British West Indian ports and plantations from 1934 to 1939, focusing metropolitan attention on an aging set of colonies Britain often seemed to want to forget. [29:  Putnam, Radical Moves, Ch. 6.] 

As the Colonial Office considered convoking a royal commission to enquire into the causes of unrest, in-house analyses focused squarely on the political and the economic, treating “native workers” as rational economic actors with no reference to cultural particularities or stages of "racial" or moral development. In internal documents, Colonial Office staff pointed to the pernicious conservatism of local elites, the low standard of government efficiency, the drop in agricultural exports in the current world economy, and the consequences of all the preceding: “wages are generally low; unemployment is in places serious; and housing and sanitary conditions leave much to be desired.”[endnoteRef:30]  Compared to the onslaught of diagnoses that would follow, the lack of attention to color, culture, personality, sex, or social life among the impoverished majority was striking. [30:  National Archives of the UK, Colonial Office [henceforth, CO] 318/433/1, no. 8, rpt. in Ashton and Stockwell, Imperial Policy and Colonial Practice, 61. See Johnson, “Political Uses of Commissions”; Johnson, “West Indies”; Fraser, “Twilight of Colonial Rule.”] 

Yet in the British empire more broadly a “maternalist moment” was underway, one that would steer attention toward all of these things.  Decades of effort by imperially minded British women professionals had successfully heightened both their own standing and the perceived salience of “women’s issues”—child-rearing, gender relations, family structure—to imperial governance.[endnoteRef:31] Women had staked a claim to specialized expertise and gone some way towards convincing officials of its value. The elevation of “Child Welfare,” the “African Child,” and the “Traffic in Women and Children” in League of Nations initiatives both indexed their success and sped it along.[endnoteRef:32] [31:  Burton, Burdens of History; Burton, “Contesting the Zenana.”]  [32:  Pederson, “Maternalist Moment,” 196 et passim; Metzger, “International Human Rights”; Smith, “International Conference on African Children.”] 

The shift did not begin in Whitehall, but it was felt there. When the Colonial Development Public Health Advisory Committee was established in 1930, conveners explicitly sought to include “woman members” who would be “specially qualified to advise, from the woman’s point of view, on the matters referred to the committee.” The first invited was Lady Wilson, wife of Permanent Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies Sir Samuel Wilson, on the grounds of her “personal experience in this work in several areas of the West Indies, West Africa and East Africa,” including “wide knowledge of the Infant and Child Welfare Services and the Nursing Services of the tropical colonies.” (Her husband responded on her behalf that she would be happy to serve). The second was Dr. Mary Blacklock of the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine, “formerly of Sierra Leone, who has had both Indian and African experience.”[endnoteRef:33] Social hygiene crusader Sybil Neville-Rolfe was eventually appointed as well, for a total of three women on the ten-person committee. Not coincidentally, the committee’s eventual report underlined that medical teams sent to the colonies should include “women specialists,” who would take responsibility for education regarding “maternal and child health” and “maternity and child welfare.”[endnoteRef:34] At the committee’s behest, Dr. Mary Blacklock then prepared a report on "Certain Aspects of the Welfare of Women and Children in the Colonies." Yet there were limits on what imperial administrators wanted to hear. With its frank criticism of the status quo and its obsessive (some said) insistence on the linked needs for European women professionals and education for native women, Blacklock’s report would not be circulated to the colonial staffs who were its intended audience until 1942, and then only in partial form.[endnoteRef:35] [33:  CO 323/1090/1 (Colonial Development Public Health Committee: recommendations to Colonial Development Advisory Committee: 1930), Minutes; ibid., “Report of the Colonial Development Public Health Committee, July 1930.”]  [34:  Ibid.]  [35:  CO 859/77/11 (Maternity and Child Welfare, Women’s Services, in the Colonies, and training of Personnel, for Report by Dr. Mary Blacklock: 1942).  Blacklock published the report on her own in the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine’s journal in 1936. Blacklock, “Certain Aspects of the Welfare of Women and Children.”  See also Blacklock, “Co-operation in Health Education”; Smith, “International Conference on African Children.”] 

Nevertheless, the linkage between female input and colonial social issues had been solidified. At a minimum, the need for the appearance of attention to such issues was now beyond question. “By the late 1930s,” historian Susan Pederson confirms, “officials had learnt that they could best defend imperialism in a democratic age by appropriating a rhetoric of social progress—of which this new commitment to child welfare formed just one, but not an insignificant, part.”[endnoteRef:36] Thus, as soon as the Prime Minister declared in 1938 that a royal commission of inquiry would be convened to “investigate social and economic conditions” in the British Caribbean, the Colonial Office began to search out a “woman educator” and “lady doctor” to include.[endnoteRef:37] [36:  Pederson, “Maternalist Moment,” 198; see also Allman, “Making Mothers.”]  [37:  CO 318/433/1 (Proposed General Commission of Enquiry: 1938); Johnson, “Political Uses of Commissions,” 270-273.] 

Five women educators turned down invitations to serve on the WIRC (at least one because the Colonial Office could offer her no job option in civil service if she gave up her teaching post to serve).  Ultimately officials had to cast the net more widely, appointing Dame Rachel Crowdy, recently Chief of the Department of Social Questions and Opium Traffic in the League of Nations: highest ranking woman at the League, and not coincidentally, international child welfare activist.[endnoteRef:38] A report of the League’s Advisory Child Welfare Committee, co-chaired by Crowdy in 1927, enunciated that body’s vision. It coincided with the interwar British West Indian activists, above, in viewing children’s needs as race-blind and universal. Parenting mattered to all children, and in all cases included spiritual, emotional, and social as well as hygienic, nutritional, and educational dimensions. As assessors summed up Crowdy’s committee’s vision, “The child is to be dealt with as a young human creature […] as a growing person to whom many agencies must contribute, to whom the physical and moral nurture of good and wise parents are the first essential (and for whose lack Society must provide), for whom education, recreation, social protection, the inculcation of true ideals of behavior, are rightfully due.[endnoteRef:39] As we shall see, this vision would shape not only Crowdy’s own inquiries as part of the WIRC, but that body’s emergent treatment of culture and character more broadly. [38:  Crowdy, “Humanitarian Activities,” 153-169; Pederson, “Maternalist Moment,” 188.]  [39:  Lathrop, “International Cooperation,” 422.  See also United States, Children’s Bureau, Thirteenth Annual Report, 35-38.] 

The search for a lady doctor for the WIRC was straightforward: the Colonial Office sought the opinion of their Chief Medical Advisor, Dr. A. J. R. O’Brien, who was “not at first too enthusiastic, but if we are to have a lady doctor on the Commission, he would definitely recommend Dr. Blacklock.”[endnoteRef:40] The lady commissioners (as they were routinely tagged) did not disappoint.  Within days of accepting, Dr. Mary Blacklock wrote to the WIRC’s secretary asking for secondary readings to take on holiday, in order to get a jump on the issues. She was particularly desirous of materials “bearing not on the economic conditions of the West Indies, but rather on the social side,” she underlined.[endnoteRef:41] [40:  CO 318/433/1 (Proposed General Commission of Enquiry: 1938).]  [41:  Ibid.] 

Before departing on their fact-finding mission, the WIRC held hearings in London.  The commissioners received unsolicited letters from people ranging from an aging Marcus Garvey to a very young W. Arthur Lewis, from minor planters’ spinster sisters and resentful former bookkeepers to a Miss Rosenbloom, London hatmaker, who reported that she met many West Indians buying hats to take home to the islands, that no people in the Empire were more loyal, and that she was eager to tell the commissioners all about it.[endnoteRef:42]  All letters considered of possible interest were circulated to all commissioners, who then decided whether to invite the author to testify in person. [42:  CO 318/434/7 (Miscellaneous Observations on West Indian Conditions: 1938); CO 950/56 (Mr. W Arthur Lewis, B Cam., Memorandum of Evidence: 1938); CO 318/446/10 (Comptroller’s Staff: Social Welfare: 1940); CO 950/44 (Mr. Marcus Garvey (Universal Negro Improvement Association), Memorandum of Evidence: 1938).] 

Unsolicited memoranda covered every topic under the Caribbean sun. The most disparate submissions often coincided in mentioning issues of sex and childbearing, sometimes at length.  While ideologies of race and gender always echoed in such discussions, there was no simple correspondence between the writer’s own race and gender and the politics of the intervention he or she urged.  J. A. Brown wrote to denounce “a social evil” which in his view trumped all else: “Ignoring that item while attempting to ameliorate all other conditions among the labouring classes there, would have the effect of retarding greatly the benefits to be derived from any readjustments.” The evil? The age of consent, which left girls of fourteen vulnerable to “the vile intrigues of unscrupulous men.”[endnoteRef:43] Brown described families’ pain and societal consequences in detail, and promised society-wide benefits if pregnancy out of wedlock were checked: “A greater number of children would have fathers to be responsible for them until they reach maturity.  They would get a better start in life. All taken together would be effective in raising the social and economic standard from its present appallingly low level, and better citizens would be affected in the future.”[endnoteRef:44] In referring to this “long needed social reform among my people,” Brown was likely signaling his status as a Jamaican of color more educated than those whose frailties he explained: certainly, that was the connotation the phrase “my people” carried in private discussion in the era.  The letter as a whole, with its paen to responsible paternity and the training of future citizens, echoes the British Caribbean community-level discourse detailed above. [43:  CO 318/433/2 (Royal Commission: Miscellaneous, 1938-1939).]  [44:  Ibid.] 

Meanwhile, one Hilda Pierce, “recently returned” from Jamaica, where she had served “as organizing secretary for the Mothers’ Union” (a worldwide effort of the Anglican Church to support Christian family life) offered a different and broader agenda. Her letter too focused on the welfare of children and young women, yet highlighted laboring rather than sexual exploitation. She urged inquiry into child fostering, the hours and conditions of shop assistants, “the conditions under which banana boats are loaded” (this was women’s work on the island), housing conditions, and workmen’s compensation. “I believe the Jamaican peasant only wants a fair chance,” she concluded, with far more confidence in West Indian men that J.A. Brown had expressed.[endnoteRef:45] [45:  Ibid.] 

British journalist and Fabian socialist Harold Stannard, whose 1938 reporting on poverty and official incompetence had deeply embarrassed the Colonial Office, advocated constitutional changes toward broad suffrage and self-rule. Stannard’s memorandum ranged widely, but it too described serial unions and lack of paternal support for illegitimate children as grave problems. Where Brown had urged compulsion toward marriage, Stannard suggested the opposite: acknowledgment of vernacular practice. Recognizing common law marriage and creating a divorce registry would “at least […] give the women the beginnings of a definite social status [...].  The servile quality which still attaches to West Indian life is rooted in the system which makes women the chattels of men, and so long as that system endures, neither housing nor education nor economic reform will prove effective.  Unless social conditions foster a true and sturdy family life, all plans of betterment will lack foundation.”[endnoteRef:46] [46:  CO 950/24 (Harold Stannard Memorandum of Evidence: 1938), 39.  See also Stannard, “The West Indies,” 202-214.] 

The range of letters and testimonies received by the WIRC confirms that by the late 1930s denunciations of difficulties of child-rearing within a system of serial coupling came from across the social and political spectrum, from individuals of every ancestry, from people who promoted the cause of black self-rule as well those who opposed it.  There was no simple correspondence along these various dimensions. Some of the strongest moral condemnations came from islanders of color, while some more materialist readings, attributing domestic arrangements to policy-induced poverty rather than predatory masculinity, came from English observers. Concern over Afro-Caribbean domestic arrangements, as quantified by illegitimacy rates and as manifest in the difficult lives of women and children, was a rare common denominator within the highly polarized debates over British Caribbean crisis.[endnoteRef:47] [47:  See also, among many, CO 950/8 (Memorandum of Evidence, Peggy Cox: 1938); CO 950/9 (Correspondence regarding visit of Major Orde Brown to West Indies: 1938); CO 950/11 (Memorandum of Evidence, Mrs. Hilda MacDonald: 1938); CO 318/434/7 (Miscellaneous Observations on West Indian Conditions: 1938).] 

The limits of maternalist alliance: Una Marson and Amy Bailey before the commission
Harold Stannard was not the only progressive activist just off the boat from Kingston.  There was significant solidarity work underway among trade unionists, women’s activists, and leaders of color in London.  Among the busiest speakers were Jamaicans Una Marson and Amy Bailey, each working to raise support for a new group, Jamaica Save the Children, a product of the same maternalist child-welfare vision that had driven Belize’s Black Cross Nurses and Guiana’s NPC, now ever-more urgent as economic crisis worsened.[endnoteRef:48] I will discuss their written and oral evidence to the WIRC at some length, for in their moments of convergence and misunderstanding with Crowdy, Blacklock, and the other commissioners we can see the ways in which British Caribbeans’ uplift ideology and child-saving mission, explored above, intersected with British maternal-imperialists’ claims to expertise and the emerging international model of child development.  Marson and Bailey and Blackwood and Crowdy—cosmopolitan, progressive, professional women all—shared many assumptions and goals regarding women’s role in collective progress.  Yet their dialogue was sharply constrained by the accumulated history of white racist ideas about black people and sex, a cultural frame unacknowledged and therefore unrenounced. [48:  Jamaica Save the Children Fund, JSCF 50th anniversary 1938-1988 (Kingston, 1988) [Jamaican National Library, Pamphlets].] 

Una Marson had moved to London in 1932.  She worked as Secretary to Harold Moody’s pan-Africanist League of Coloured Peoples, and accompanied Haile Selassie to the League of Nations in 1936 to demand support for Abyssinia in the face of Italian invasion.  She had also begun to make a name for herself as a feminist speaker, and was a member of the Women’s International League for Peace.[endnoteRef:49]  But it was not the anti-racist/radical activist side of her resume that Una Marson chose to stress in her cover letter to the WIRC.  Rather she described herself (accurately) as a Jamaican journalist, playwright, and clergyman’s daughter: “My father was a minister and I learnt a great deal by visiting and helping the people in our village. […] I am thoroughly acquainted with my country, and I know my people.” (Note again the use of “my people,” claiming up-close expertise and crucial social distance at the same time.) The only mention Marson made of racism was carefully muted, tucked at the end of a sentence that would likely be read as confirmation of Afro-Jamaican backwardness: “I am very anxious about the cultural development of our people and if the Commission regards this as in order I would like to say something about that matter and also on the difficult question of Race Prejudice in Jamaica.”[endnoteRef:50]  The fight against anti-black racism, locally and globally, was at the forefront of Marson’s London life and yet here, if you blinked you could miss it. At a minimum, you could be confident that no one was at risk of being blamed for such a “difficult question.”  [49:  Donnell, “Una Marson”; Jarrett-Macauley, Life of Una Marson.]  [50:  CO 950/36 (Miss Una Marson: Memorandum of Evidence: 1938). Letter from Una Marson, Sept 13, 1938.] 

Marson’s memo began by denouncing the inadequate education in the island’s overcrowded elementary schools, dominated by rote learning and the strap, where “the true education of the child—the awakening of the intellect to an understanding of things and the birth of a desire to acquire knowledge of all kinds throughout life—is totally neglected.”  Here and throughout, her account echoed the vision of integral child development expressed by Dame Rachel Crowdy’s League of Nations Child Welfare Committee, only to underline the cost of its absence: “hunger, flogging, drudgery in the yard or in the field make [our children] resigned and philosophical about the hardships of life before they learn to play and know the joys of childhood.”[endnoteRef:51]  It was mothers’ dire economic straits, Marson insisted, that drove this reality. [51:  Ibid.] 

Moving on to “Social Conditions,” Marson began, as outside commentators routinely did, with the “illegitimate birthrate in Jamaica,” at 75% “the highest in any civilized country in the world.” Her explanation was culturalist rather than race-based—this was “the result” of the “pernicious” disruption of marriage under slavery—but her description of the results would hardly trouble racist canards: “Still her peasant women breed like animals, still her men folk remain unbound by home ties.”[endnoteRef:52] As island elites often did, Marson drew a distinction between stable consensual unions and more fleeting alliances.  “It is the women who bear children for men who may justly be termed irresponsible nomads who give cause for the greatest concern.”[endnoteRef:53] [52:  Ibid.]  [53:  Ibid.] 

Marson’s description of female victimization and societal consequences echoed the internal critique we traced in the interwar black press and reencountered in J.A. Brown’s letter. She described the cycle through which a poor woman entered successive relationships, hoping each time that the man would stay and provide for her (growing) family.  “And so when mothers write to me as Organizing Secretary of the Save the Children Fund and start their letters by saying ‘I have six children without a father’, I know exactly wheat they mean.  Sometimes the men are anxious to support the children but are unemployed, and often what they earn is too small to support a family.” Not just poverty but cultural practice became ingrained. “Naturally a girl who grows up and sees that her mother alone is responsible for her accepts it as her fate that she too must go the same hard way.  A boy who sees that his father seldom comes near his mother and does not support him, expects to treat his woman with the same indifference when he grows up.  The idea of building a home is foreign in his mind.  To be the father of several children with different mothers is no shame to him.”[endnoteRef:54] In line with the commitment to collective responsibility that uplifters espoused, Marson suggested a collective rather than individual sanction, in her case via an activist state: a tax on all employed bachelors to subsidize care of children lacking paternal support.[endnoteRef:55] [54:  Ibid.]  [55:  Ibid.] 

Marson then turned to women’s voluntary work in Jamaica, noting that governors’ wives and their like refused to work alongside “those who would be called in England the native women.” Indeed, one “dark” woman who attempted to collaborate was told that she and her kind should “start their own organizations.” Though Marson did not say so, this was precisely what she and Amy Bailey had done with Jamaica Save the Children. Racist hierarchy in the voluntary sector was the unspoken backdrop of Marson’s call to professionalize social work, including “Women’s Institutes” with “paid Officers,” to help “stop the drift to the cities” from the villages: “Money will have to be spent if bad social conditions are to be tackled.” Poor relief must be entirely reorganized.  Setting a minimum wage would merely “add to the unemployment of women”; rather, “native industries such as making hats, canning fruit, making pottery” should be developed to provide employment. 
In sum, Marson’s testimony combined a brief for leadership roles for women like herself—“Because a woman is wealthy and is the wife of a Custos of a Parish it does not necessarily follow that she is the woman to put her back into uplift work for the peasantry”[endnoteRef:56]—with an activist state agenda centered on women’s experience of motherhood and poverty. [56:  Ibid.] 

Meanwhile, Amy Bailey—teacher, social welfare proponent, leading member of a prominent family of black educators—was described by WIRC staff to Lord Moyne as simply “in municipal employment in Jamaica.” Nonetheless, with a letter of introduction from Anglo-Jamaican planter Sir Arthur Farquharson to Lord Olivier, she had attained an audience with Assistant Under-Secretary of State Sir Henry Moore, who judged her “a person of sensible opinions, with a good knowledge of the problems of Jamaica from the woman’s point of view.” Writing to the WIRC, Bailey stressed both her professional expertise and her insider cultural knowledge. “As a teacher with 17 years’ experience, a social worker of over 8 years’ work among young people and children, and a writer on social and economic conditions especially for the last 4 years; I know not only my country’s problems, but its needs.”  Her memo covered the headings Agriculture, Industries, Education, and Social Work, emphasizing the latter two as “very much needed.”  Like Marson, she sought an expanded state role in welfare and development: “[Now] all the work done is voluntary, and the time has come when the Government should shoulder this responsibility. Trained workers are needed for schools as well as homes. Due to poverty there is much ignorance, and malnutrition among the people.”[endnoteRef:57]  [57:  CO 950/31 (Miss Amy Bailey, Memorandum of Evidence: 1938).] 

More explicitly than Marson, Bailey underlined the economic etiology of the island’s crisis, insisting that poverty drove social ills (illegitimacy explicitly included) rather than vice versa.
The average income of 92% or 184,000 people in 1935 was below 25/- per week: that of 71% or 148,7000 people was below 14/- per week. This means poverty which results in disease, malnutrition and a population unable to give their best services. Thousands of children cannot go to school through lack of food, clothes, and books. 70% illegitimacy is due to economic conditions and ignorance chiefly. The bastardy law must be tightened up so that fathers are registered. England has got to step in and spend a large sum of money on Education and Medical and Social Work, and let Jamaica carry on from there.[endnoteRef:58] [58:  Ibid.] 

An exchange between WIRC chairman Lord Moyne and Amy Bailey during her oral testimony the following week suggested the partial ear through which the commissioners heard the testimonials before them.  After hearing Bailey talk at length about inadequate educational infrastructure, child labor, and the desperate need for subsidized milk to combat malnutrition, Moyne changed the topic.  “We have been told by other witnesses that the poverty in Jamaica is due to the fact that there is practically no family life.  The father is not held responsible for his children and because he lives as a single man he is willing to take a lower wage. [...] He works three days a week instead of six and so earns sufficient for himself.”  Carefully, Bailey attempted to adjust the equation Moyne posited.  Although she agreed that “fathers are very irresponsible,” she insisted that this “was both an economic and a social question,” and that the prevalence of part-week wage labor “is not because they are lazy.”[endnoteRef:59] [59:  Ibid., Transcript of testimony before the commission on September 20, 1938.] 

Questions from Crowdy, Blacklock, and the Welsh Labourite Morgan Jones allowed Bailey to return to the themes of the high cost of schooling, the poverty of dedicated parents, overcrowded classrooms and outdated curricula.  Blacklock then reached out to define her and Bailey’s common ground, on the issue of the need for trained (and implicitly, female) experts in the helping professions. “You speak of social work, do you mean infant welfare and medical inspection?” Bailey eagerly concurred there was “great demand” for “Qualified nurses and social development workers.” [endnoteRef:60] On the gendered prescription they could agree, masking the fact that on the underlying diagnosis—economic exclusion vs. sexual irresponsibility—Bailey and the commissioners remained miles apart. [60:  Ibid.] 

Una Marson testified ten days after Amy Bailey.  After discussing her ideas on education, Lord Moyne shifted gears to marvel at the portrait that was emerging of domestic life in the West Indies: “You tell us [in your Memorandum] about the social conditions.  It is very extraordinary that there is practically no marriage.”  He fastened on to Marson’s descriptions while systematically dismissing her prescriptions. When she proposed to legalize co-residential unions after ten years, Moyne replied tartly, “You would not be changing the morals of the people by putting on paper that they were married.” “Perhaps not but at least it would make it better for the children,” she replied, holding her ground.  But debating these issues before this audience was clearly painful.  Asked, apropos of her written proposal, whether “it would be a good thing to tax the bachelors?” Marson replied “I have worried myself ill over it.  It is the women who suffer, the men do not care very much.  Sometimes it is just carelessness but sometimes it is wickedness.”[endnoteRef:61] [61:  CO 950/36 (Miss Una Marson: Memorandum of Evidence: 1938), Transcript of testimony before the commission on September 30, 1938, 344. ] 

If questions of sex and parenting were fraught for Marson, they were apparently magnetic for the commissioners. After lengthy discussion of school curricula and fees, Dame Rachel Crowdy stepped in to turn “back to the question of illegitimacy,” asking about the possible impact of registering fathers.[endnoteRef:62] And after later discussion of nursing and domestic service led by Dr. Mary Blacklock, another commissioner once again turned the topic back to illegitimacy, doubting Marson’s claim that common law marriage was needed to end children’s stigmatization. [62:  Ibid., 347.] 

Q: Yes, but if three quarters of the people are illegitimate who is there to despise them? I do not see how it can be so difficult for them.
A: But it is.
…
Q: Lord Olivier told us that the women would not get married because they do not want to be tied.
A. That may be true of some of them but you cannot generalize and say that none of them want to get married, because they do.
…
Q: You are not suggesting that their way of living is a higher ideal that the institution of marriage?
A.  No.  You will not find the people in the upper classes having illegitimate children.  It is looked upon as a disgrace.  It is only in the poorer classes that you get this.  When the young women reach the age of 20 to 25 years they feel they would like to get married and look around to find a man to suit them. If the man is not already married they may marry, but the probability is they will have children.[endnoteRef:63] [63:  Ibid., 350.] 

These were tricky shoals to navigate: defending female virtue while recognizing that the women you are defending would defend their men and attack you instead; reiterating the emotional pain of distant children before a British magnate who cannot believe that a group can be in the majority yet be despised for who they are; generalizing about “the African people” while refusing to generalize about poor mothers and marriage; being forced to clarify your own class position by averring the value of marriage, even when you have somehow reached the age of thirty-three with nary a husband in sight.
Maternalist social reform, based on the claim to special female insights into the domestic lives of immigrants and slum dwellers, had been an important route into public life for middle-class women activists in Great Britain and the United States in the Progressive Era.  But for Afro-Caribbean women to execute this strategy in 1938 required them to place their special knowledge into a discursive frame where the bond between black skin and black sin was deeply limned, necessarily hampering the activists’ efforts at self-articulation.  To blame Negro parents for the sufferings of black children in testimony before Lord Moyne in London was very different from doing the same on the pages of the black internationalist Panama Tribune. The presence of two English women commissioners, each committed to maternal and child welfare and feminist internationalism, provided female activists like Marson and Bailey with an eager audience.  Yet this alliance, on these terms, carried real costs for these Jamaican women for whom black political self-determination was a long-standing ultimate goal.
Veronica Gregg has summed up Amy Bailey’s life’s work: “To reorient the civic foundation by recognizing the people who existed at the edge of intelligibility, especially poor black Jamaican women and children.”[endnoteRef:64]  What we hear in the WIRC chambers is that Bailey’s recognition could not make those women and children intelligible to the commissioners on Bailey’s terms. Over the course of the WIRC’s first months in London, Afro-Caribbean women and children gained visibility in its emerging agenda.  But there were clear signals that the result would not be the socio-cultural reorientation Bailey sought. [64:  Gregg, “Writings of Amy Bailey,” 23.] 

The WIRC takes its questions to the colonies
Agenda-setting, in the case of a commission of inquiry, is not a metaphor but a concrete process.  In the questionnaire that Dame Rachel Crowdy and Dr. Mary Blacklock drew up for pre-circulation to colonies that the WIRC was now about to visit, we can track the way that the concerns raised by British Caribbean activists were translated by these two commissioners.  Dr. Blacklock had written to Lord Moyne to underline “the need for the collection of more detailed information about certain social questions, especially with regard to the welfare of women and children.”[endnoteRef:65] Crowdy pointed out in a letter of her own that these issues were inextricable from others central to the WIRC brief: “As a matter of fact it is extraordinarily difficult to disentangle health, social and labour questions. As far as I can see they overlap all the time.”[endnoteRef:66] And precisely these tangled issues seemed to draw the most fervent interest from islanders.  “I have seen between thirty and forty people of all colours and classes since the Commission met and find that most of them have something useful to say.  Many of them are specially interested in Social questions and are proposing to offer evidence before the Commission when it gets to Jamaica, Barbados and St Lucia particularly.”[endnoteRef:67] [65:  CO 950/42 (Social Services Etc; Memorandum by Dame Rachel Crowdy and Dr. Blacklock: 1938), Letter from Mary Blacklock, September 17, 1938.]  [66:  Ibid., Letter from Rachel Crowdy.]  [67:  Ibid.] 

The lady commissioners had not been deaf to Marson, Bailey, and others’ accounts of the challenges of West Indian women’s lives.  Their questionnaire posited women’s welfare as crucial to children’s welfare, and recognized both women and children as economic actors, living lives shaped by labor conditions as well as conjugal patterns. It began with the headings “General Social Conditions,” “Health” (including questions on maternity and child welfare interventions), “Education,” and “Women’s Welfare.”  The latter included questions such as “What is the effect of the looseness of the marriage-tie upon the welfare of women?” as well as questions about women’s organizations, housing for single women workers, conditions of employment for domestic servants, and prostitution.  The next heading was “Child Welfare (exclusive of health and education problems),” which unsurprisingly began with “A. The Illegitimate Child,” including questions on prevalence, differential mortality, the “probable main causes of illegitimacy,” the existence or not of “any effective public opinion against the persistence of a high illegitimate birth rate,” the registration of non-married fathers, and the existence child support laws affecting unmarried fathers. This was followed by a subheading on “Child Adoption” that showed West Indian testimonies being read against concerns originating in the East: witnesses’ references to the informal fostering of children as domestic servants had inspired questions seeking out any similarity to the mui tsai system of Hong Kong, the target of vocal feminist and abolitionist dispute in Great Britain and the League of Nations over the preceding two decades.[endnoteRef:68] Final items covered legislation “for the protection and welfare of children,” arrangements for the destitute child, and “Juvenile Offenders.” [68:  Pederson, “Maternalist Moment.”] 

In testimony across the islands, as had been expected by those who appointed them, Crowdy and Blacklock took the lead in questioning witnesses about social conditions, maternal and infant health, children’s labor, women’s work, marriage patterns, and early childbearing. Crucially, they found a receptive cohort of local experts eager to talk about these very themes—often progressive women activists of color, like Audrey Jeffers and the Coterie of Social Workers in Trinidad.[endnoteRef:69] Even where such activists did not push themselves forward, the lady commissioners’ line of questioning triggered their involvement. Interviewing a government representative about labor conditions in British Honduras, Dame Rachel asked about maternity and child welfare work; in response he “asked two of the foremost social workers in British Honduras to collect information that might be of interest.”[endnoteRef:70] [69:  CO 950/793 (Memorandum of Evidence: Coterie of Social Workers on Matters pertaining to the Welfare of Women and Children in the Colony (Trinidad): 1938).  Excluded from the white-led charitable ladies’ event for Blacklock and Crowdy in Jamaica, black women welfare workers reached out separately, spurring public comment. See Altink, Destined for a Life of Service, 185-186.]  [70:  CO 950/12 (Memorandum of Evidence: Mr P E Ely: 1938).] 

At times, the focus fed distortions and gaps. Interviewing Sir Murchison Fletcher, former governor of Trinidad who had left amid great controversy over violent strikes and union busting, Dame Rachel asked about training and apprenticeship for boys; Mary Blacklock asked about shopgirls being pushed into prostitution and about brothels.[endnoteRef:71] Meanwhile, the lady commissioners’ repeated interrogations regarding popular mores seemed to legitimize questions of a more openly regressive tone from other commissioners. Interviewing in camera the former head of a training school for girls in British Guiana, commissioner Percy Mackinnon began: “You rather emphasised [in your written submission] the fact that coloured people lack initiative and enterprise and are not trustworthy.  Is that a result of slave mentality, or are they unable to assume responsibility?” This narrow scope of possible explanation—historical pathology or pathological inadequacy?—did not bode well for the Commission’s ultimate findings.[endnoteRef:72]  [71:  CO 950/16 (Sir Murchison Fletcher, Memorandum of Evidence: 1938).]  [72:  CO 950/18 (Miss Briant (Carnegie training Center) Memorandum of Evidence: 1938).  To her credit, Miss Briant hinted at a third option: “I think it is partly the slave mentality, but we have not encouraged them to do otherwise.”] 

The importance of local dynamics in generating local interlocutors was underlined when the arrival of the WIRC to Jamaica coincided with a heated public debate over whether birth control should be promoted to mitigate the social consequences of illegitimate birth. Few debating disagreed about those consequences: over-population, poverty, and political unrest. But the debate occasioned complex cross-currents between black women’s efforts to gain leadership within voluntary activism, middle-class women’s struggle for political enfranchisement, and male nationalists’ political positioning. Norman Manley, prominent barrister and emergent political leader, supported birth control, as did black women reformers like Mary Morris Knibb, UNIA leader Maymie Aiken, and Amy Bailey. Clergymen rejected it on moral grounds, while some male Garveyites and other popular leaders denounced it as a plot to restrict the power of the black masses as representative democracy loomed.[endnoteRef:73] Crowdy and Blacklock followed the debates closely before arrival and on the island.[endnoteRef:74]  [73:  Bourbonnais, “Dangerously Large”; Bourbonnais, “Class, Colour and Contraception.”]  [74:  CO 950/279 (Population: Birth Control: 1938). ] 

The commissioners did not believe themselves to be imposing a focus on illegitimacy. Quite the contrary rings out in Dame Rachel’s question to Norman Manley as to whether the Community Centers proposed in the Jamaica Welfare Ltd.’s memo on rural reconstruction would “do something to reduce the figure of illegitimacy which is always being flung at our heads?”[endnoteRef:75]  And indeed the first pages of Manley’s group’s memorandum of evidence included a long paragraph on “Maternal Inefficiency” (likely penned by wealthy white birth control advocate May Farquharson): “In Jamaica our urban labourers and our peasantry (to less degree) have no home life of which to boast.  The highest illegitimacy rate in the world and the extremely high paternal indifference to the fate of their offspring, with lack of home life under the mother’s wing, leads to a maternal indifference of the most appalling kind.”  While noting that women’s need to labor for cash meant that “children are looked after by others and there is not enough money to supply proper food, proper cooking or even a proper home,” the report then turned on a dime to a culturalist rather than materialist explanation: “A moment’s consideration of the treatment of the children shows that the real causes lie in a social background of poverty, ignorance, and indifference of the male to the effects of his animal appetite.”[endnoteRef:76] [75:  CO 950/86 (Joint Memorandum of Evidence by Mr. N W Manley, Dr. W E McCullough, Mr. N N Nethersole, Mr. Graham Hawkins and Miss May Farquharson: 1938).]  [76:  Ibid., 3. For context on each of these actors, see Bourbonnais, “Out of the Boudoir.”] 

One journalist in residence in Kingston at the time believed that the commissioners’ encounter with real Jamaicans, and not just Jamaican elites, had an impact. Deciding to “find the reality of evidence for themselves,” the commissioners “took a stroll through the slums of Kingston” and “never really recovered from the shock.” Confronted by “cities of shacks, their lean-to shelters which house whole families […], slums infinitely worse than those in the depressed areas of Britain,” commissioners tackled their inquiry with new vigor.[endnoteRef:77]  Certainly, in Jamaica and later, the commissioners created occasions for populist display, as when (Welsh Labourite) commissioner Morgan Jones asked Norman Manley to assess the suitability of Legislative Council “for the development of social and economic affairs” and Manley responded, “I take the view that no more unsuitable instrument could possibly be devised”—inciting prolonged applause from massed listeners, who only quieted under threat of removal.[endnoteRef:78]  [77:  Makin, Caribbean Nights, 88-93. ]  [78:  CO 950/86 (Joint Memorandum of Evidence by Mr. N W Manley, Dr. W E McCullough, Mr. N N Nethersole, Mr. Graham Hawkins and Miss May Farquharson: 1938).] 

However, in the WIRC’s final report, lodged in December 1939, not only were all “constitutional” questions of governance omitted as outside its remit, but any populist weight the evidence of the colonies’ immiseration might have carried was muted by the culturalist model of poverty that framed it. West Indians were victims of circumstances not wholly, but partially, of their own making.  The report fulfilled the Colonial Office’s original intentions, providing cover to push island legislatures to legalize trade unions and demand increased imperial spending.[endnoteRef:79] But the WIRC did more. Their report’s 500 pages contained brief but indelible descriptions of family practice among, in their words, “a people whose immature minds too often are ruled by their adult bodies.”[endnoteRef:80]  [79:  Johnson, “Political Uses of Commissions”; Johnson, “West Indies.”]  [80:  West India Royal Commission Report, 221.] 

Precisely in line with the agenda that had been traced, the “status of women,” the “lack of family life,” and the “absence of a well-defined programme of social welfare” came in for detailed attention.[endnoteRef:81] Promoting social work professionalization apparently required stigmatizing its intended beneficiaries. Readers learned that “the best that a child of” a family of ten living in a “hovel” “can hope for is that it will find in its school life and in organised social centres compensation for its home conditions.” In fact, “Only the understanding, help and advice of the trained social worker, known in these homes as friend, could induce the parents to make an effort to improve the lot of their unfortunate children.”[endnoteRef:82] Colonial elites convinced of the “inefficiency,” “ignorance,” and “indifference” of West Indian mothers and fathers had found their megaphone. [81:  Ibid., 217-240.]  [82:  Ibid., 227.] 

Fearing the documentation of imperial neglect and colonial suffering would be fodder for international criticism, Churchill’s War Cabinet deferred release of the full report.  The Colonial Office did announce with fanfare the adoption of several recommendations: most prominently, the creation of a new fund for Development and Welfare in the West Indies. This brought some investment in tangible realms like housing, schools, public health, teacher training, land settlement, and prisons.  It also encompassed initiatives aimed at the WIRC recommendations’ more intangible goals: responsible parenting, sexual restraint, community cohesion, self-control.[endnoteRef:83] [83:  Ibid.] 

Observers took for granted that the report’s attention to women, children, and families bore the stamp of the women commissioners. A letter from the Conference of British Missionary Societies to the Secretary of State for the Colonies pointed to the report’s recognition of “a very distressing feature of social life in the West Indies—the prevalence of illegitimacy,” and tied this issue directly to the commissioners’ support for an expanded role for women.  “The Royal Commission, in several places, have put in a plea for a wider sphere for women in public life.  There were women serving on the Commission, and some critics have referred to these passages as containing traces of ‘feminism.’” But in fact, “the development of women’s service to women among women is a thing most ardently to be desired,” and the Missionary Societies urged the Comptroller to direct new funds to “women’s organisations which are attempting to strengthen self-respect in women and to promote and maintain the Christian ideal of marriage and the family.”[endnoteRef:84] As with others from Una Marson to Mary Blacklock, the message was that we (we women missionaries; we educated Jamaican women of color; we medically-trained lady doctors) are the ones who best understand those women and those children. One can accept the speakers’ sincerity and even their insights, and yet still mark the fact that the diagnosis of Caribbean society their claims required put cultural pathology at the center and pushed structural racism out of sight. [84:  CO 1042/163 (Education: Conference of British Missionary Societies. Comments on Recommendations of W.I. Royal Commission: 1940-1942), Letter from Conference of Missionary Societies of Great Britain and Ireland to Lord Lloyd, Secretary of State for the Colonies, September 2, 1940.] 

Observers at the time praised the modern and even-handed non-racialism of the WIRC report: “the coloured people are treated simply as human beings with no savor, on the one hand, of race prejudice or, at best, condescension or, on the other hand, of sentimentalism.”[endnoteRef:85] Yet this pretension that the report inhabited a discursive space beyond racism—a pretension shared by the commissioners themselves—was of course inaccurate.  The complex politics of who could say what about popular morals, in an era of precarious rule, were recognized in the corridors of Whitehall as they were from Kingston to St. Kitts. One Colonial Office official affirmed in internal correspondence that the WIRC’s criticism of popular immorality had urgently needed voicing, although any governor would have been called a “negrophobe” for doing so.[endnoteRef:86]  With reason. [85:  Platt, “Economic and Social Problems,” 673.]  [86:  CO 318/444/6 (Royal Commission Report and Recommendations; Social Structure and Conditions: 1940), Initial correspondence.] 

Black and coloured uplifters had been sounding these notes in the British West Indian press of islands and rimlands alike for over a decade, of course—but they had accompanied their criticism of parental failings among “our people” with a fierce denunciation of U.S. and British institutionalized racism that the WIRC report failed to adopt.  Apparently, universalist feminism provided cover enough for white crown representatives to tell black men and women that their own promiscuity was the cause of many of their social and economic complaints.
Conclusion
The West Indies Royal Commission report’s critique of female sexual activity and male irresponsibility, and its emphasis on the social and psychological as well as moral and economic consequences of parental choices, represented the acme of progressive British thinking on race and gender in its day.  The perspective, as we have seen, was not limited to metropolitan elites. An “interest… in Social questions” was the common denominator of testimony from “people of all colours and classes” before the WIRC. To hold that black children had the same intellectual, moral, emotional, and psychological complexity as white ones brought colonized populations fully into the educationalist and communitarian discourse that sociology and social work had built around poverty in Britain in the previous generation. The disavowal of racial thinking was the wave of the future.  Socialization, not eugenic inheritance, was the thing, and research on family sponsored by the Colonial Social Science Research Council in the 1950s would birth a half-century of academic debate over Caribbean kinship.[endnoteRef:87] [87:  See Smith, “Family, Social Change, and Social Policy”; French, “Colonial Policy Towards Women,” 199-201; Reddock, Women Labour & Politics, Ch. 8; Barrow, Family in the Caribbean; Chamberlain, “Small Worlds”; Putnam, “Caribbean Kinship”; Bush, “Colonial Research.”] 

Yet the prejudices that exited through the door reentered through the window. Following the lead of Crowdy and Blacklock in applying to West Indian homes the latest scientific notions of child welfare, human development, and culturally sensitive international public health work, the WIRC radically elevated the significance of the domestic sphere. It also stigmatized in new ways those whose domestic arrangements diverged from middle-class Euro-American norms. Crucially erased from the equation were the denunciations of racialized geopolitics, individual white racism, and workforce discrimination that had been fused with maternalist uplift in the interwar black press.  
The move toward to culturalist explanations, with scant attention to the systematicity of power, would prove typical of mainstream postwar social science. The WIRC report captured the shifting zeitgeist of educated international public opinion as it moved away from scientific racism and toward social psychology as framework for understanding difference and guiding policy.  Child-rearing mattered deeply within this new framework, and “damage imagery” stressing the emotional and characterological wounds of marginalized youth could spur significant social reform.[endnoteRef:88]  But it came at a heavy cost. [88:  Scott, Contempt and Pity.] 

In the 1950s, the British Caribbean colonies saw the colonial government sponsor education, home outreach, and community development as never before.  Just as the WIRC commissioners (and West Indian women activists like Amy Bailey and Una Marson) had advocated, Afro-descended women were prominent as both executors and targets of the new programs.  There was so much that needed to be taught.  Proper motherhood and fatherhood demanded emotional self-discipline, creative stimulation, and role models as well as the more mundane matters of hygiene and feeding.  Appropriate discipline of the growing child was a particularly vexed challenge in a home with no resident father, social workers insisted.  Only with external help to learn self-control would children become apt consumers, steady employees, and citizens ready for the challenge of self-government. 
These assumptions about the cultural coordinates of responsible citizenship, and its necessary anchor in particular domestic practices, guided the formation of the state apparatus (in housing, education, public health, child protection, labor and pension laws, and justice and incarceration) that each Caribbean colony would carry with it into nationhood in the 1960s.  The impact of this institutional and ideological legacy on the contours of belonging in the emergent nations has yet to be fully questioned.[endnoteRef:89] [89:  See, importantly, Thomas, Modern Blackness; Trotz, “Behind the Banner of Culture”; Thomas, “Violence of Diaspora.”] 
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