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Louis A. Pérez Jr. 2005. To Die in Cuba: Suicide and Society. 
Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press. 
480pp. ISBN 0-8078-2937-4 (Cloth).

Scholars of Cuba have come to expect of Louis A. Pérez 
work that challenges existing historiography. An early 

example was his treatment of bandits in Cuba’s 19th century 
independence wars. More recently he regaled us with “winds of 
change,” focusing on three major hurricanes of the 1840s, and his 
fascinating “on becoming Cuban,” embedding Cuba’s late 19th 
and 20th century nationalism in U.S.-Cuban history. He now takes 
us into the realm of dying, suicide to be precise, in a monograph 
fashioned over ten years of research and writing which have
fuelled his fascination with the topic.

To Die in Cuba begins with a poignant quote: the Lucayans 
“called it Cuba, the Beautiful Country of the Dead” (p.1). With 
Spanish conquest, indigenous peoples were killed and succumbed 
to disease, and an estimated 30,000 chose death by hanging, in-
gesting poison, eating dirt, and many other means. The legend of 
Yumurí, where hundreds leapt off a precipice to their death, to 
escape their pursuers, has endured to symbolise resistance.

Pérez explains this is a study of “the Cuban way of death, spe-
cifically an examination of the circumstances under which Cubans 
from the colonial period through the present have embraced the 
efficacy of suicide as a plausible response to life” (p. 5). His time-
frame is from the mid-19th century plantation to the present, in 
which “the rate of suicide in Cuba has ranked consistently among 
the highest in the world. It has long been the highest in all Latin 
America. From the late colonial period into the early republic, 
under capitalism as well as socialism, men and women in Cuba 
have killed themselves at a higher rate than people in almost all 
other countries (p. 5).

Suicide has loomed large in the Cuban imagination. Cuba’s 
national anthem La Bayamesa (1868) rings out Morir por la patria 
es vivir (To die for the country is to live), heralding Cuba’s 19th 
century independence struggles. The watchword of late 20th cen-
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tury revolution was patria o muerte (country or death). Voluntary 
death transcended the heroic to the private. Death by suicide was 
an accepted response to life’s inadequacies: physical disability, 
economic hardship, infidelity, violence, despair. Ending life with 
a sense of dignity was preferable to life without it.

Recognising the universality of suicide, Pérez claims that what 
has made Cuba different is “the frame of reference that appears 
to have lent general endorsement to the efficacy of suicide as an 
appropriate solution and that has served to lower the threshold at 
which this solution enters the realm of the admissible” (p. 8). Self-
destruction could be self-construction, part of national identity 
and national sensibility, accompanying aspirations to individual 
and collective fulfilment in epic and adverse times, as well as the 
inexorable condition of everyday living.

Pérez chooses his chapter titles well: “Dying to be Free: 
Suicide on the Plantation,” “To Die for the Patria”: the Logic of 
Exemplary Death and the Formation of Nation,” “Life through 
Suicide,” “A Way of Life, a Way of Death,” “An Ambience of Sui-
cide,” “Patria o Muerte: Living and Dying the Revolution.” The 
chapters live up to their promise.

In Chapter One, the spectre of death on the 19th century 
plantation is researched through statistics, contemporary ac-
counts, travelogues, poetry and prose. Annual slave mortality 
rates reached tragic levels: mid-century slave life expectancy after 
arrival averaged no more than seven or eight years, suicide rates 
were as high as 20% of all Africans. Physicians reported melan-
choly, refusal to eat and drink, and death by hanging, especially 
among the Lumumí. “Escape by flying” signified resurrection, 
return to Africa, freedom from bondage, pride, honour and self-
esteem. A similar story is told of the indentured Chinese, to whom 
death came swiftly with an estimated mortality rate of almost 50%. 
Superseding overwork, malnutrition, and tropical diseases, suicide 
was the largest single cause of death—by hanging, drowning, leap-
ing into cauldrons and furnaces, slashing throats and overdosing 
on opium.
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The theme of Chapter Two is heroic, patriotic death in nation-
formation, fired by sentimental attachment to place, long before 
patria acquired political meaning and the narrative of sacrifice 
and duty of death emerged as dominant discourse. Surrender 
implied dishonour; death was preferable. José Martí famously 
wrote on the day before his death: “I am everyday in danger of 
giving my life as my duty” (p. 91). The model of Cuban woman, 
especially mother, was stoic, discharging the duty of sacrifice as 
men went into battle. Some went into battle themselves—Mari-
ana Grajales, mother of Generals Antonio and José Maceo was 
a case in point.

Systematic tabulations of suicide began with the republic 
in 1902, and between 1902 and 1959, when the republic fell to 
revolution, some 30,000 Cubans were recorded as having killed 
themselves. Statistical patterns are considered in detail in Chap-
ter Three. The rate increased over the period, especially in the 
1930s. Men killed themselves at nearly a 2:1 ratio over women, and 
whites at 3.5:1 over people of colour. Women committed suicide 
by swallowing poison at nearly a 2:1 ratio over men; in Havana 
this tended to be household poison, in rural Pinar del Río tobacco 
insecticide, in Camagüey cattle tick poison. Men used firearms at 
nearly a 5.5:1 ratio over women, men usually shooting themselves 
in the head, women in the heart. The ratio of men to women 
hanging themselves was 4.5:1, drowning 3.5:1, and leaping to their 
death 3:1. Suicide was mainly an act of the young: more than 80% 
of suicides among women were between the ages of 10 and 30, 
and among men between 10 and 40. Three times as many women 
were unsuccessful as successful in their attempts—the less lethal 
means disposable to them were household poisons and wrist slash-
ing which allowed time for life-saving intervention. Rates were 
higher in cities, and methods differentiated by province: hanging 
in Havana, burning in Matanzas, and both in Las Villas. Suicides 
among male agricultural workers peaked in the seasonal “dead” 
cycle of sugar production, March-September.

Chapter Four, which links the export-driven economy to social 
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mores of life and death, opens with a quote which paraphrased 
reads: North Americans seized control of Cuba after 1898, took 
Cuba’s sugar and cigars, dispossessed peasants of land, and gave 
them high quality razors with which to slash their wrists. The 
spectre was raised of a suicide epidemic, attributed to poverty, 
unemployment, bankruptcy, loss, domestic violence, and infanti-
cide-homicide. Fernando Ortiz wrote of a disintegrating Cuban 
society and a propensity to suicide eight times greater in Cuba 
than in the U.S.

Chapter Five highlights how Catholic doctrine against suicide 
had limited reach, as Catholicism diminished in importance along-
side Free Masonry, evangelical Protestantism, and Afro-Cuban 
religions such as santería. Suicide made sense: the power to die 
was a last resort. Cartoons and sayings reflected this: me corto las 
venas (I’ll slash my wrists). Popular boleros sang of suicidal love. 
Eduardo Chibas literally committed political suicide. 

Chapter Six documents the continuing legacy of dying for 
the patria in the revolutionary period, as sacrifice and suicide 
were fates contemplated in epic struggle. But neither did private 
suicides end. Revolution was not easy, but rather “a relentless 
process of struggle and sacrifice, often on a heroic scale, against 
insuperable odds, in the face of chronic scarcities, shortages, and 
rationing, against internal mismanagement and external pressure. 
The effects on morale were often withering…” (p. 353). By the 
mid-1970s, the suicide rate was back up to 1940s levels. In the 
1990s, it increased markedly among the elderly and ranked as the 
third leading cause of death among youth, attributed to family 
conflict and difficult socioeconomic conditions. In 1993, youth 
hit the headlines injecting themselves with aids-infected blood. 
In 1994, balseros said they preferred to die at sea than stay and 
die slowly on land. As dreams dissipated, the spectre of suicide 
haunted the island and exile Cuban American community, a sub-
text in fiction, theatre, art and cinema. 

Pérez provides much thought for reflection, not least on 
whether Cuba is truly so exceptional. Nonetheless, on the evidence 
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marshalled, and in the absence of comparative study elsewhere, 
his conclusion is persuasive: “Such is the determination of men 
and women in Cuba to live life under the circumstances of their 
choosing and to accept the choice of death as a means toward that 
end. It has been thus since Yumurí” (p. 390).

Jean Stubbs
Caribbean Studies Centre
London Metropolitan University, UK
J.Stubbs@londonmet.ac.uk

Nathalie Dessens. 2003. Myths of the Plantation Society: 
Slavery in the American South and the West Indies. Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida. x, 213 pp. ISBN: 0-8130-2682-2 
(Cloth).

Comparative history is an inherently difficult exercise 
fraught with methodological challenges and questions 

about the ultimate objective of the enterprise. The slave regimes 
of the Americas with their obvious similarities of form and pur-
pose have long invited such comparisons and since the days of 
Gilberto Freyre, Frank Tannenbaum, Carl Degler, and David 
B. Davis there has been a persistent and conscious attempt to 
use comparative history as a way of integrating the question of 
enslavement within a larger global history. In this book, the long 
series of comparisons presented that are drawn from secondary 
works of synthesis for the most part is really designed as a pref-
ace for a final chapter about the “myths” of the different slave 
regimes. By “myths” the author is actually talking about literary 
works created in the areas of slavery during and after the existence 
of that institution. Her objective is to show that in the U.S. South 
an ideology defending slavery and the way of life associated with 
it developed during and after the life of that institution while this 
did not happen in the Caribbean. She seeks to find the reason for 
this difference in the nature of slavery itself and in the variations 


