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Astrid Cubano Iguina. 2006. Rituals of Violence in Nineteenth-
century Puerto Rico: Individual Conflict, Gender, and the Law. 
Gainesville: University Press of Florida. 200 pp. ISBN:
0-8130-2996-1.

In Rituals of Violence in Nineteenth-century Puerto Rico: Individual 
Conflict, Gender, and the Law, Astrid Cubano Iguina examines 

interpersonal violence in late nineteenth-century Puerto Rico, focusing 
on the judicial district of Arecibo. Drawing on court records, she exam-
ines the kind of quotidian conflicts that occurred in public spaces (streets, 
taverns, and shops) and private homes in urban and rural areas. Cubano 
Iguina emphasizes the gendered nature of this violence, exploring its sig-
nificance in the realm of interpersonal relations. But she carefully links 
these conflicts to wider social, political, and economic developments, 
tracing the changing relationship between individual men and women 
and the contemporary state, particularly the judicial system. 

Cubano Iguina emphasizes the gendered nature of interpersonal 
violence. She explores cases of “man-to-man” conflict, fights between 
individual men, which she argues were relatively common. She places 
these within contemporary social and economic developments; she pays 
particular attention, for example, to the situation of white males living 
in rural areas, many of whom were agriculturalists or landless labourers. 
The cases in the court records, some of which she describes in detail, 
demonstrate a number of patterns. Cubano Iguina concludes that fights 
tended to occur between men who knew each other or who were friends 
and that some resulted from work-place conflicts or emerged from 
sociable encounters. Although class played an important role, race was 
less obviously significant. Cubano Iguina argues that ideas about mascu-
line honour played an important role in these conflicts and that “[h]onor 
was the dramatic script in the performance of the violent masculine” 
(p. 27). But men also incorporated the formal judicial system into these 
rituals of conflict.

Cubano Iguina points out that although male conflict over access to 
women did not directly cause many of these man-to-man fights, women 
themselves were targets of male violence, particularly in the form of 
rape and domestic abuse. Although authorities responded to such acts of 
violence against women, they tended to accept contemporary gender ide-
ologies which acknowledged men’s rights to control women’s behaviour. 
Despite an increasing willingness to see abuse of women as violent acts 
rather than as representing violations of honour and the loss of  virginity, 
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a “belief in male privilege” continued to dominate the discourse (p. 
49). In her exploration of women’s interactions with the judicial system, 
Cubano Iguina emphasizes the unstable nature of judicial narratives and 
the extent to which they could be contested in the courts. She argues 
that “[d]omestic violence and rape as criminal offenses were changing 
concepts under the influence of disputed notions of gender” (p. 49), 
where “definition[s] of rape as well as the nature of domestic violence” 
were contested (p. 71). Women participated in this debate, arguing for 
their “right to resist coercion” (p. 72). This discussion of the contingent 
nature of such narratives and encounters is a strong point in the book.

Although much of the book focuses on conflicts in rural parts of the 
district, urban areas are included. In expanding her analysis to include 
towns, the author makes a useful contribution to the history of Caribbean 
urban spaces. She argues that honour was a significant factor in inter-
personal conflicts in urban areas just as in rural areas. But in allowing 
for closer residential and social proximity among individuals, urban life 
was significantly different from life in the countryside. Non-elite men 
and women lived in small homes that were close together and did much 
of their socializing in the streets. Cubano Iguina argues that in urban 
areas, quotidian conflicts readily acquired a political dimension and were 
“transformed into instances of confrontation with the colonial regime.” 
In cities, “colonialism showed its most disciplinary face” (p. 98), and the 
largely white police frequently intervened in conflicts. By contrast, the 
countryside “facilitated alliances with colonialism by enabling support 
of the authorities for the victims and landowners’ paternalist interven-
tion” (p. 98). 

Rituals of Violence in Nineteenth-century Puerto Rico joins the grow-
ing number of books that examine law and conflict in the post-emancipa-
tion Caribbean. Cubano Iguina places the Puerto Rican developments 
in a Latin American context, drawing on the excellent work produced 
by scholars of the Hispanic Caribbean (especially Puerto Rico) and 
mainland Latin America. Yet the author could usefully have drawn on 
the literature for other parts of the Caribbean; although the Caribbean 
scholarship is not as extensive as that produced in other jurisdictions, 
its incorporation would have enabled the author, and her readers, to 
identify larger, Caribbean-wide patterns in this important subject. As 
well, the work would have been strengthened by the inclusion of more 
detailed socio-economic information. But with its nuanced and sophis-
ticated exploration of the cultural and social significance of the often-
neglected quotidian of acts of violence that marked the lives of men and 

JUANITA DE BARROS



RESEÑAS DE LIBROS • BOOK REVIEWS • COMPTES RENDUS 257

Vol. 35, No. 1 (January - June 2007) Caribbean Studies

women in the past, this work makes a contribution to the Caribbean 
historiography.

 
Juanita De Barros
McMaster University, Canada 
debarr@mcmaster.ca

Frederick H. Smith. 2005. Caribbean Rum: A Social and 
Economic History. Gainesville: University Press of Florida. 
440 pp. ISBN: 0-8130-2867-1.

Smith’s rich account is indebted to Sidney W. Mintz’s classic 
Sweetness and Power (1985). A historically-minded anthropolo-

gist, Smith attends to the economics of rum production and the social 
significance of alcohol consumption in the Caribbean without losing 
sight of dynamics that cut across the Atlantic world. Smith’s analysis, 
however, does not connect production to consumption as seamlessly as 
Mintz did when he proposed that sugar planters and merchants created 
a mass market for their product through the cultivation of British work-
ers’ sweet tooth. Smith argues that an abundance of rum throughout the 
region contributed to the popularity of the drink with poor whites, Afri-
can slaves, Caribs, and even planters. But Smith cites numerous factors 
beyond the planters’ designs to explain rum’s hold on Caribbean peoples. 
He argues that the first drinkers to acquire the taste for an alcohol 
distilled from the by-products of sugar making had long acquaintances 
with fermented drinks, wines, and European brandy. Rum reportedly 
displaced older beverages with celebratory, religious, and medicinal 
uses. Nevertheless, Smith insists that the conditions that prevailed in 
the Caribbean promoted the use and abuse of the new spirit. A scarcity 
of potable water, a monotonous and often insufficient diet, the threat of 
epidemic diseases and hurricanes, the brutality of slave-holding regimes, 
and the prospect of rebellions gave rise to anxieties that rum assuaged. 

The first chapters, which deal with rum production and markets 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, are the broadest in scope 
and the most persuasive. Smith shows that a combination of economic 
considerations, sugar manufacturing practices, and metropolitan trade 
policies determined when and where rum was produced and drunk. 
Between the 1640s and 1650s, distillation took hold in Martinique and 
especially in Barbados. In that British colony the “claying” of molds 
used for drying sugar resulted in greater amounts of molasses for rum 


