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McIntyre, Alister M. (2016). The Caribbean in the wider world: Commentaries on my life 
and career. Kingston Jamaica: UWI Press. ISBN: 978-976-640-633-2. 288 pp. US$35.00.  
 

Sir Alister McIntyre is a retired Caribbean academic and technical expert who served 
at a very high level in several United Nations agencies and regional organisations. His 
autobiography is divided into five parts. The first covers his childhood and adolescence in the 
1930s and 1940s in Grenada as well as his university education in Britain. This section is of 
particular interest for its glimpses into colonial life in the 1930s Caribbean and the structural 
obstacles and opportunities encountered by the author in the course of acquiring an education, 
entering the labour market and pursuing the elusive dream of higher education overseas.  There 
are numerous insights into life in a very small society, balancing personal initiative, intelligence 
and determination against the risks of rocking the boat and incurring societal or workplace 
sanctions. Chapter Three is instructive on the growth of a shared regional identity and 
professional networks among West Indians educated abroad in the 1950s whose student 
encounters often laid the foundation for lifelong friendship and collaboration. The writer’s 
narrative demonstrates that, throughout his professional career, he was able to draw on the 
extensive collegial networks of people from developed and developing countries with whom 
he had studied and worked in Europe and North America. 
 

Section Two focuses on the construction of a regional university in the Commonwealth 
Caribbean, one of the more enduring legacies of the short lived West Indies Federation. The 
author chronicles his 14 years spent as a lecturer in Jamaica and Trinidad & Tobago and his 
stints at universities and research centres in North America. It is a narrative of the growing 
pains and periodic parochial spasms of a university closely linked with the decolonisation and 
development struggles of the Caribbean region, the debates over the academy’s mission and 
what should be an appropriate balance in the curriculum between global and locally generated 
knowledge, between the study of theory and the analysis of policy and praxis. This section 
mentions in passing the turbulent politics of the times in Jamaica and Trinidad & Tobago; but, 
in general, the author remains circumspect on such themes. His strong commitment to regional 
and national development issues is very much in evidence.  
 

Sections Three and Four review his work with regional and international organisations 
and the various personal assignments entrusted to him by Caribbean governments. Section 
Three offers an insider perspective on the formation of the Caribbean Free Trade Association 
(CARIFTA) 1967–68, and on the early years of the CARICOM Secretariat. There is interesting 
information on the ACP-EC negotiations, which led to the signing of the Lomé Convention in 
1975, and on the Commonwealth’s involvement in hammering out proposals for a New 
International Economic Order. McIntyre was keenly aware of the importance of the external 
environment for Caribbean development; he worked hard to strengthen the region’s diplomatic 
capacity for international negotiations. He offers insights into the workings of small state 
diplomacy, the strategies employed to exert influence over more powerful actors and the 
challenges of coalition-building within the Group of Seventy-Seven. Equally, the reader gains 
insights of the dynamics of bureaucratic politics, tensions that may arise between politicians 
and public servants, and the risks of excessive informality and weak institutionalisation in 
regional organisations. The book here offers a thought-provoking account of decision-making 
and implementation within very small circles of regional and international technocrats well 
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known to one another. The writer himself sometimes advocates for a greater involvement of 
the private sector and from the world of finance; but there is little mention of socio-economic 
policy-making that would involve large scale public consultation.       
 

There is considerable detail on the establishment of UNCTAD’s Common Fund for 
building buffer stocks and stabilizing the world prices of key commodities produced by 
developing countries. There is also useful information on the review of the United Nations’ 
social and economic programmes, undertaken around the time of the UN’s fortieth anniversary 
at a very challenging time for the multilateral system. This has relevance for those studying the 
future of today’s crisis-ridden multilateralism as the power structures and agreements on which 
it was built continue to erode. Finally, the author chronicles his work as the UN Secretary-
General’s representative to mediate the border dispute between Guyana and Venezuela in 1990, 
concluding that little was achieved. He also documents the establishment of the South 
Commission in 1987, and the work of the IDB/OAS Experts’ Group in Smaller Economies in 
Western Hemisphere Integration, carried out in 1996–97.  
 

Section Four is a whirlwind tour of his advisory work assisting Caribbean governments 
to address public policy challenges. The issues encompass economic sectoral development, 
post-hurricane rehabilitation, mismanagement of public funds, capacity-building in the OECS 
and Belize, and socio-political crises in Jamaica, Trinidad & Tobago, Guyana and Grenada. In 
Section Five, the author’s life comes full circle and he ends by commenting on a decade spent 
as Vice-Chancellor of the University of the West Indies 1988 – 1998. He arrived at UWI Mona 
just before the devastation wrought by Hurricane Gilbert to the university and the entire island 
of Jamaica. This helped to shape the new Vice Chancellor’s agenda and catapulted him into an 
era of post-disaster reconstruction and resilience-building, working with the local private sector 
and international agencies and eventually crafting both the UWI Development and Endowment 
Fund, and a ten year Development Plan for the institution. McIntyre’s term of office focused 
on various aspects of internationalisation, including intense engagement with donor agencies, 
the establishment of alumni offices and foundations in major Caribbean diaspora locations, 
networking with major research universities and multilateral institutions to strengthen the 
UWI’s academic exchanges, teaching, research and development impact on the Caribbean 
region. He recounts an ambitious vision which produced a scorecard of successes and 
disappointments in equal measure. This section is an interesting case study of the globalisation 
of higher education as experienced by a medium-sized public university in a developing region, 
searching to boost its relevance and international competitiveness.       
 

McIntyre’s autobiography is a valuable resource for scholars of multilateralism and 
small developing states, and for those interested in the past century of Caribbean political, 
institutional and socio-economic development. His participant accounts of key events and his 
pragmatic reflections on the possibilities and inherent limitations of multilateral governance 
are instructive. His writing style is simple, direct and clear; and readers are generally left to 
draw their own conclusions.  Apart from being a resource for researchers and practitioners, this 
volume is recommended reading for courses on Caribbean International Relations, 
Development Economics and Public Policy.  
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