
Cubans have so romanticized death in the sea is "to assert control over one's 

battle, Pdrez s~~ggests, that it has becolne life, an act of agenc!·, even if...also a 
a form of suicide. Later ill the 1C)th cen- deed of self-clestruction.'' 

turp, the nearly 30-year struggle for iIlde- Despite the occasional lapse into acaclem- 
Pendence from Spain gave rise to a patriot- ic jargon, PCrez offers a highly readable, 
ic duty to sacrifice oneself. In "a vastly evenhanded look at Cuba's tumultuous his- 
unequ"l struggle of civilians against soldiers, 1-or): through an umusual lens. And for a book 
of machetes against Mausers," PCrez writes, about suicide, To Uie in Cuha is surprising- 
"the only advantage possessed by Cubans ly undreary. "Suicide was not necessarily a 
was the will to win aIld the willingness to deed of hopelessness," PCrez stresses. "OI1 
die." The prototypical figure is jose Marti, the contrary, under certain circumstances, 
whose fatal charge into battle atop a white it was ~mdertalien as an affirmation of hope." 
horse PCrez, calls a quest for Inartyrdom. --KEnEccilA. CLAY 

Sis decades later, Fidel Castro urged 
Cubans to follow Marti's esample and ac- 
cePt tile idea enshriI~ecl in the national an- t3ECO~IING IUSTICE 
them that "to die for the Patria is to live." ULACP(I\ICIR~!· 
Che Guevara's "suicide platoon" \Yas so pop- Flarry Blnc~mt~n' 
ular that soldiers not chosen for it ~ould ~lurrms Cuartlo:rr,~ry. 
weep Many urban revolutionaries carried By Linda Greenhouse. Times Books. 
cyaIlicle pills in case of capture. 268 p,. $25 

With the success of the CubaII Re\io- Waslzilzgtoll Post publisher Philip Gra- 
lution, a new sense of optimism and col- ham once called joumalisIn the "first rough 
lective purpose drove down the rate of draft of history." In her book on justice 
suicides. But the suicide rate iuInped back Ilarry Blackrnun (190S-S)S)), Linda Green- 
"p in the 1 990s, whe~ the Soviet Union's house of The New Yoriz Tinzes - who has pro- 
collapse sent Cuba's econo~y into a condi- vided the best journalism out of the 
tion rivaling the Great Depression. SoIne Suprer~e Court for Inore than 25 years-- has 
young people intentionally infected thein- given us, for both better aI~d \yorse, a second 
selves with MTV, tloping to spend their last draft. 
years ill the relative cOITlfort Of the sanitari- Better: Greenhouse bad early access to 
ums where AIDS patients were cluarantiIled. Blackmun's voluminous papers, which in- 
Even the Cuban esiles in i\/liaI-ni have a elude childhood diaries as well as Court 

higher-than-average suicide rate, perhaps doculneIlts. After a pear immersed in the pa- 
the product of despair over lives spent in pers and in Blackniun's ~S-hour oral history, 
eternalwaiting. she has culled the newsworthy nuggets. 

Although the particulars vary, the basic There is a good bit of important history here, 
story remaiIls the same: I;'aced with un- and Greenhouse thus achieves the goal slle 
bearable circumstaIlces, and urged on by sets out in her prologue: "to estract from this 
a cultural discourse that presents self-de- immense collection ...a coherent narrative 
struction as socially acceptable, eveI1 de- ofa coIlsequential life." 
sirable, Cubans kill themselves. To do so, Worse: Readers especting the insight and 
the!, use whate\rer's available. "Progress context that are the Inarks of strong biography 
came to Cuba in the form of gas stoves, will be disappointed. Greenhonse acknowl- 
skyscrapers and bridges, trolley cars and edges that she ventured little outside the 
passenger trains, all of which facilitated Blackmun papers. justice Blackmun, who 
the act of suicide," writes P~rez. After the served on the Court from 1970 to 1994, re- 

revolution, guns, medicines, and house- mains enigmatic, while his contemporaries 
bold poisons became scarce, so Cubans are undeveloped as characters. The lack of any 
turned to hanging aIlcl self-immolat-ior~. notes is a short-coming. In all, the "draft" is still 
Pi·rez also sees a suicidal elemeIlt in the rough. 
hcllseros, or rafters, who die trying to cross T\vo st-dries lie at the heart of this book. 
the Iilorida Straits. To thro~i oneself in The first is that of Roe v. Wade (1973)--in 
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Justice Harry Blachmun wrote many oftlze controversicll Su~r~me Court 
decisions of his ercl, including Roe v. Wade (1 973). 

which Blackmun wrote the opinion of the I-net in kindergarten) through Blackmun's 
Court- and the evolution of the law of abor- ascension from a federal appeals court to the 
tion and gender discrimination between Supreme Court--a promotion, it seems, in 
1970 and 1995. Greenhouse does a superb job part engineered by Burger. Then she details 
of laying out this evolution, aIlcl provides a the accumulation of slights BlackInun felt 
number of tantalizing anecdotes along the thereafter, and the legal disagreements he 
way. Of these, the most memorable Inay be took personally. But there is no incident 
one that confirms many legal conservatives' chronicled here in which Burger recipro- 
worst fantasy: Blackrnun literally studied cates Blackmun's resentment, and no hint 
Gallup poll results while formulating his of Burger's side of the story. 
Roe opinion. And the Blackmun of this book remains 

The second tale, less revealingly told, is of a hard man to unclerstancl. We are told that 
the relationship between Blackmun and he annually marked the anniversary of the 
Warren Burger, who served as chief justice appendectomy he required at age 14, but 
from 1969 to 1986. At first referred to as the aren't told what to make of this. Blackmun 

"Minnesota Twins," the two justices came was a stickler for accuracy--the only jus- 
famously to disagree, as Blackrtlun moved tice who double-checked the citations in 
steadily to the left during his years on the the \York of his clerks. But he also broke 
high court. Greenhouse charts the two with Court protocol to cooperate with Bob 
men's close friendship from childhood (they Woodward and Scott Armstrong for their 
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behiild-thc-scenes book ?.he Brctitreil The Blackmun ilortrayccl here was far 
(1979). Blackrnun was, as Greenhouse more concerned ~ith equitabl~ doing ius- 

notes, "al~ays thin-skinned," actually rice in each case than with strictly interpret- 

recording on a list of the most significant ing the law. In the contentious debate over 
events of 1985 a February day when "C7 the role of i udges in a democratic societ~, he 

[Burger] picks on me at conference." But clearly chose a side. Perhaps because she 
when justice Anthon~ Kennedy, a friend, still covers the Court, Greenhouse seems re- 

took deep offense at a gratuitous paragraph luctant to pass judgment on the key question 
in a draft Blackmun opinioI1 and pleaded for her book raises: Mihether Blackmun's ap- 

its removal, Blackmun changed only one proach is the right one or not. 
--RICHARD j. TOIiEL :: 

word, and then grudgingly. 
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