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The suicide rate in Guam 
and Micronesia is higher than 
the U.S. national average and 
is increasing. Yap proper has 
~~en leadino with the highest 
rotc since 1971. 

According to Dr. Ann Lynn. 
chair p erzon. SocioloGY 
Department. . University o f 
Gliam. in 1866·70. Palau had 
the highest suicide rate of 15.8 
per 100.000. Since then. Yap 
has consistenti'J led with 40.8 
in 1871·75. 46'.5 in 1876·80. 
and 70.5 in 1883. In actunl 
numbers. Or. Lynn said 
bety/een 1960·83. lI.ere were 
fiG suicides in POn:ljJ0. 41 i'1 
Truk, 7[) in M::m.:h:;:lis, 7 in 
Kosrac, 55 in Polau, 37 in Y,lp 
Pr:>pJr. and 6 in the o~llcr 
is ands of Yap. or a total of 367 
confirmed cases in 
Micronesia. Or. Lynn said 
these figures are much· higher 
than the overall suicide rate in 
the U.S. 

Dr. Lynn said her stud~nts 
are still working on the rate in 
Guam but offhand. stw 
estimates it v/ould tl t Icnzt 
eqllol. if not 80 h'gher. than 
the ovcwll U.S. rale. 

These and other s'"tistics 
on suicide can be founll in a 
·booklet soon to be published 
by the sociology department. 
UOG. The booklet will contain 
studies made by three UOG 
students: "Suir.ide in 
Micronesia" by Seberiano 
Barnob:J5, "Suicide in GUllm" 
by Teresita Salar.. and 
"Suicide in Paradise" by Ladd 
Be:l, il formr.r PC\l ce Cor?!; 
m!!mUcr . 

The mozt common form of 
suicide. said Or. LYnn, is by 
hanging. usually outdoors," ': 
from 0 treo bronch i ... • . 

Or. Lynn said most of those. : 

who commit suicide are young ~ . iim~ii~I~~~~~~n~i men. The predominant cause, .. : 
she ~aid. has to do with the . 
love object. A 9;rl will tell a . 
young man he has to wait .:. 
befere they c~n get married. _ 
Then the girl marries · ; 
,()m~budy elsc. The young ' 
man commits suicide. 

A second cause, said Dr.· .' 
Lynn, is high aspirations 
which come from television or -
by coming to Guam or the :. 
U.S. mainland. : : . "-

"They come back to the 
isl<lnd <lnd ' things are dif­
ferent." said Or. Lynn. 

A third CilU~C is "future 
~hock" or the increasing 
l1 a mclc!;~[""Ic s S, or imper- . 
~onaJj.!\)tion of communities os· 
ti ,cy become more westerniz-
ed. . 

"People are not adjusting 

.. 

fast enough \0 the changes ., 
around them," said Dr. Lynn. .; .. ,. 

She said there arc also ·:';.'54':'':· . .'' .. ,. 
cultural factors, such as the . .... d~. I 

Japanese influence through ....... ALARMING SUICIDE Ann Lynn, chnlrp~r"o". Sociology Dllpartmontr 
"ilma kid", or killing one's seli ' .. University of GUllm, holds up two studies on slIie-ide:. "SuicirJo in Micronesia" by 
to ",,'.'e honor. Fear of failure, Seboriano Barnllbas and !'Suicide In Gunm" by Torcsit~ Solos. Together with 

., 

.-

. ', .~ . 

.~' . 

, .. 
: ~ " 

., . ; " 

or to .ave face for themselves "Suicldo in Pllradiso" by former Peace Corps volunteer Lodd Deli. the Studies will 
and their families, said Dr. . soon bo publishod by the deportmont. . . .': ~: :,. .. ,, __ 
LYlln. is also a factor. . . .._ . ., 

People who intend to com-. or education on how to can· Catholics. Dr. Lynn said this is age WOliPS in the U.S. WOre OS , .~"'A, 
mit suicide, she said,. usually. front .. problems without put· because of the strong . follows: , for white males . 65 .•.. 'j 
threaten to do so, argive hints -"' ting an end to your life:~ said :1"liiaching 'that ·the !:iody does · years lind over. 41.1 ··per' : 
to others. When it comes as a '. Or. Lynn. . . . ': not belong 10 us and suicide is 100,000 in 1970, 30.2 in 1879. , 
surprise. it is because other A study conducted by Steve ' a sin. Dr. Lynn, however. cau· For hhck male~ 25·34 years, .. 1, •• : 
people have not paid (lIten· : Stack, she said, found that ;. tioned against church ~(fili~ · 1!l.7. in 1970. ?(l3 ill 1978: For ....... ; 
tion. people who commit suicide i., · tion for the ~ake of church ~f·. hiack maier. 65 yems and over: " : · : 

"We need more training on the U.S. lack churd .. alten· ·. filiation: She cited the coso of B.7 ill lD70 nnd 12.D in .1879. . 
mental h~nlth in elementary dance and church affiliation. mass 5uicide by 101l0wor5 "I For white /Ctn1!IC5 4(;·5'\ years, . 
schools. We have physical Another study in the 19th cen· Rev. Jim Jone~ in Guyunn. 13.5 in 1870, 11.7 in 1979. For. 
cllucation. movbe we should tury by Emil Durf;heim found According 10 Dr. Lynn. Iho blacl, females 25·34 yems, 5.7 
have mental health education, lower rates among Roman rate 0/ suicide for the hi!l!"'" for both 1970 i'nll 1979. 
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TO ImOM IT K"Y CONCERN: 

The attached paper entitled "Suicides in Paradise" ...... as 
written as a research paper for Dr. Rebecca Stephenson and her 
cIa 5S in Cross-Cultural Proble;ns in Guam and l~icronesia at tr.e 
University of Guam, Anthropology Department. 

I am a former Peace Corps Volunteer \~ho served three years 
on Falalus, l~oleai Atoll, Yap outer islands with the first group 
of Volunteers to arrive in P.icronesia in 1966. I have maintained 
my interest in the islands since that time and am currently a gra­
duate student at the University of Guam pursuing a masters degree 
in Behavioral Science (emphasis psychology). 

At the outset of my research - \~hich \.;as conducted during 
the spring semester of Academic year 82-83 - I was truly concerned 
and puzzled by the reports of a high suicide rate among Trukese 
youths. In the course of my tape recorded intervie\vs .,ith several 
Trukese students on campus at the University of Guam, I feel that 
I gained considerable insight into the problem . 

. If any of the information contained in this paper is of 
use or interest to you, please feel free to make use of it. I 
\muld be very honored if you were to cite my research in your own 
writings. 

I only hope that better understanding of the problem will 
somehow lead to solutionIs). 

Sincerely, 

O-L-BeQQ 
CURTIS LADD BELL 



SUICIDES IN PARADISE 
Curtis Ladd Bell~ 

The Ne\~ York Times 
Sunday, March 6, 1983 

mCRONESIA' 5 ~IALE SUICIDE RATE DEFIES SOLUTIO~ 

In the ~licronesian Islands, young men are killing them­
selves at one of the highest rates in the world, research­
ers say, and no one knows what to do about it. Suicide 
among males betlieen the ages of 15 and 30 are so prevelent 
that they have become an accepted method of problem solving 
in the island societies, where harmony is highly prized, 
according to the Rev. Francis Hezel and Dr. Don Rubenstein. 

"For several years suicide has been the No. 1 cause of 
death for youths in Truk," said Father Hezel, a Jesuit who 
has served for nearly 18 years as director of Xavier High 
School in the Truk Islands, where the suicide rates are 
highest. 

"The general suicide rate for Truk is 40 per 100,000," 
Father Hezel said. "The rate for Trukese males between 15 
and 25 is a startling 250 per 100,000. This is 20 times the 
youth rate in the United States." 

The above is a partial quotation from a newspaper article also printed in 
the Pacific Daily News here on Guam. Why would this be true? 20 times higherl 
In an effort to ascertain the answer to this question that "defies solution," I 
tape-recorded several interviews with Trukese students at the University of Guam 
to see what they could tell me about lihy the suicide rate for young men on Truk is 
so high. The following are excerps from the interviews I conducted. Some extra­
neous verbage has been deleted and in some cases the dialogue has been re-arranged 
for more coherent reading, but the information supplied by the informants has been 
very carefully left in tact: . 

Merkey & Asa (both female Business Management ~lajors) ages 20 and 22 
What can you tell me about the suicides on Truk? 

When they get mad from their parents or his wife they go and they hang 
themselves. 

Is that the way they a1\~ays kill themselves? 
Yeah. 

How many people do you know that did this? 
Plenty. This last month we heard that three people . . • Where? In Truk? 

C,le from ~loen and t wo from Wonei. 

All men? 
Yes. 

Do you know how ol d they were? 
The one from Moen is about IS years . I don ' t knO\; the other tl'O. 

®Curtis Ladd Be 11 is a former Pe ace Corps Vol unte",r "ho served three ye:!.r5 
on Falalus, \iolei Atoll, Yap outer islands with the fil-st group of Vo~unteers to 
arrive in ~!icronesia in 1966. He is currently a graduate student at the University 
of Gua!lI pursuing a ~:aster' s degree in Beh(lvioral Science (Emphasis ill psychology) . 
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\fuat's the oldest that you know of? 
Twenty-some. Still young. 

Do you know why they did that? 
For their parents or their brother ••. sometimes for their wife. They fight. 

The one who was 15 wasn't married was he? 
Yes [giggle]. 

And he was fighting "ith the wife? 
I think so. 

Do you know of any girls that committed suicide (in Truk)? 
No, I don't know of any girls. 

Were they drinking? (the recent cases) 
The 15 years was drunk. The others I don't know. 

Do you have any idea "hy the young men on Truk are doing this? 
I don't know. 

How many suicides do you know of? 
Maybe 30 some - especially teenagers ••• all guys ••• since I was about 15 (5 yrs. 
ago) • 

Did you know any of these people personally? 
No. They're from a different island. We're from Tol. Tol is a peace (sic) 
place ..• no bars ••• about 1000 people on Tol. 

Chester, Political Science ~Iajor, a sophomore from the Mortlocks (Outer islands of 
Truk State) age 24 
What can you tell me about the suicides on Truk? 

I heard there was some just last week. 

Do you know anything about them? 
I heard that those guys committed suicide but I didn't hear why. (pause) 
Eight years ago there was one guy from island "ho committed suicide. 

Howald was he? 
He was about 20. 

Howald were you then? 
I was 16 ••• Most of the suicides are in the lagoon ••• (but) one months (sic) 
ago a guy from the Hortlocks committed suicide. 

Di d you know any of these guys personally? 
One guy from the upp<:c c!ortlocks attending Jr. High School in tPo" lower Hort­
locks. 

H.e.s hE< drinking? 
No - he had a family problem. He received a letter from hi~ parents. I don't 
know what they wrot'" about but thats why he COTIhllit suicide ... He ' :as 13 or 14 
years old. 

Do you know of any girls tllat committed suicide? 
No - I never heard about any girls. 

Do you have any opinion as to why the suicide rate on Truk is so high ? 
Hy own opinion is for family problems or caus ed by broken hearts like when a 
guy crying to a girl. 

• t 
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IThat kind of family problems? 
One example is when the parents get mad and scold the son for doing something 
bad like drinking or going out at night to somebody's house and peeping ••• and 
somebody catches them and tell their parents ••. And another example is when 
the parents don't approve of a girl that the boy wants to marry and they re­
fuse their permission .•• ln our custom, the boy has to ask his parents ••• even 
no matter how old he is. Even if you're 30 some. If your parents are dead, 
you have to ask your relatives. 

~~y would the parents say no? 
Haybe they don't like the girl or the girl's family ••• 

lfuat do you think the problem is in Truk (regarding the suicides)? 
I'm not sure but I think the problem is mostly about family problems ••• They 
didn't get along with their parents. Like my parents-I'm not getting along 
with my parents (even tho) they give me money. 

Are the suicides that you know of all by hanging? 
Somebody kill themselves by gun and by knife but mostly by hanging. 

Do you know anyone who attempted suicide but failed? 
Oh yeah. Somebody from my island. He's my cousin. 

Did you ever talk to him about it? 
Hy parents talked to him. The problem was he told his parents ••• he likes one 
girl and he wants to marry that girl but his parents said no. 

How old was he? 
The boy is 25 now, but I think he was about 20 then. 

What did he do? 
He ran outside the house and then he ran and tried to hide from those guys •• 
he took a small knife and cut the coconut leaf (to use for a rope) [Chester 
draws a sketch to show that he means he cut flexible strips from the sides 
of the center of the coconut palm frond]. 

What happened? 
His cousins found him seconds (later) and cut him down. 

How did his parents feel? 
They feel sorry when somebody told them about it. They feel sorry about it. 

Did they let him marry the girl? 
They still didn't let him marry that girl ... He's in Ponape now. 

Do you think he regrets having tried to do that? Or do you think he's sorry that 
he failed? 

(Laughs) I don't know. He was drunk at the time he (tried to) co,mllit suicide. 

I,as he drunk when he • .. as t a lking to his parents? 
Yeah. 

Are:1't guys afraid to let their parents see them drunk? 
Some-but some of them are not. 

Was he drinking at home? 
No-he was drinking in the jungle. 

~nat was he drinking? 
On the outer islands they drink yeast. He was drinking (a brew made with) 
yeast ..• then he went horne ... about 7 o'clock. 
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Are the suicides in Truk usually during the day or the night? 
Day or night. But they go far away from the house where nobody can see them. 

How did they find your cousin? 
He didn't go far away-He tried to hide in the mangroves. 

l~en did the suicides start (happening) in Truk? 
About 1976. I remember one guy from the outer islands commit suicide and then 
after that I heard a lot of people in the lagoon commit suicide. 

How many suicides do you think there have been (since then)? 
}lore than 20 - maybe 30. }Iostly from the lagoon. 

l~at percentage would you say were from the outer islands? 
[Chester draws a circle graph to show he estimates about 75% to be from the 
lagoon]. 

Did you know any other suicide victims personally? 
Yeah - this guy from the island next to me - about 3 miles away - and what they 
do on this island, we know about. 

And you knew the boy? 
Yeah - the boy is my father's cousin. 

What did he do? 
He hang himself because he told his parents about a girl, his classmate. He 
loves her - he wants to marry her but his parents said no. 

Howald was he? 
He was 18. His parents told him he had to wait but he don't want to wait. 
The girl married another guy - that's why he kill himself. 

Howald was she? 
She's 15 at that time. Some of the girls are engaged when they are 14 years 
old. 

Because their parents want them to or because they want to? 
Their parents want it. 

How do they hang themselves? 
They climb the trees and reach up to a branch and then tie the rope and then ••• 
[Another sketch to who they swi~ outward from the trunk of the tree once the 
rope is secured on the branch]. 

Craig Davis. former Peace Corps Volu teer on ~Ioen Truk, Graduate student i n Account­
ing, from Texas 

I '1 ltcllyou why I think they commit suicide in Truk. Truk is suc!: a con­
fininf'; culture. It's really bard. They have very rigid standards. Th-e-­
way the men and women conduct themselves. "''hat they say was instilled by 
the missionaries ••• no talking to the women in public •.. a lot of just sit­
ting around underneath the tr ('e s ..• and the jobs are basically kind of make­
shift t ype jobs ••• These guys come back from Oregon, California or Texas and 
there' s just nothing for them to do. 
I don't think its not being able to find a job - its the fact that there ' s 
nothing to do - its such a slow dow~. And the young kids have a.tendency 
to try to hurt their parents by killing themselves. 
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lfuere were you 
I was on 
people. 

working as a Peace Corps Volunteer? 
Moen, in the lagoon-the main island. 
I was Agriculture corps. 

But I stayed with Nortlockese 

I~ere there any suicides while you were there? 
They had some on Umon which is in the lagoon. I didn't know of any except 
the ones I heard about there. But Truk has a reputation for suicides. In 
one case (I know) there was a conflict with the parents. A woman married 
a man and there was a son from another man and the step-father really 
treated the child badly. It was where he was getting back at the mother or 
the step-father-I'm not sure which •.• They get frustrated. Television raises 
their aspirations-and when they can't get their aspirations, they get 
frustrated. Truk will never be Nontana (laughs)-or Tokyo. It's just not 
there ••• A lot of people on Truk have been to Saipan and Guam for stays of 
four or five months-a lot of them have been to the states. This raises 
their aspirations ••. Maybe the Japanese influence has something to do with 
it. Truk is very Japanese oriented. They relate very much back to the 
Japanese times. They talk about Japanese times this and Japanese times 
that-maybe the suicide thing is something that the Japanese instilled in 
them-cause the Japanese looked at suicide as a final avenue of recourse-
and an honorable way out ••• Anyway, there's nothing to do on Truk and yet 
they all want to go back-••• like this Trukesc friend of mine upstairs-he 
wants to go back to his island. His island is very very small and very 
strict Catholic. There's going to be no women there-there's going to be 
no drinking--there's going to be nothing! Except maybe a little fishing 
and that's it! He still wants to go back. He knows he's not going to 
have anything back there. 

What will he do with his education? 
Nothing! That's what I'm saying. And these young guys go there and it's 
like here (Guam)-the guy that has the government job. he's looked up at 
as being a leader. He's the guy that everyone considers success ful. In 
the past they could be proud of being a fisherman. or a farmer, or a canoe 
builder or whatever. They had something to build their respect on. But 
now-the only guy that gets respect is the guy with the government job-the 
guy with the government jeep. The guys-the young guys-can't get respect 
through fishing and farming-that's not what "gets the girls"-which is a 
form of winning respect in society. If they can't get a government job, 
they feel defeated-there's no avenue. There's only maybe 200-300 govern­
ment jobs on Truk and there's a multitude of guys who want the jobs. But 
the Trukese don't want to leave. They're not like the Palauans who go 
everywhere. They don't feel like they have a chance at home-but t hey don' t 
want to leave. They end up committing suicide. 

1!I' rmes , age 37. Eler.:entary Ed. Najor. Jr. year and Rysang. a ge 27. Polit ical Sci­
ence Najor. Sr. y""r - both from Nama (outer islands) 
i·,1wt do you guys know about the suicid es on Trllk? 

There was one guy on our i s land who cownit ted suicide just tt.;o ~"'e e:ks a go a 

I was not there bu t I "as told he got mad '-'ith his older b::other . His 
older brother was kind of drunk and t hen he scolded him , .\no that guy go t 
pissed off and talked back to his b~other. In our cuSto,", the younger ones 
should not talk back to the older ones." This was at ni~ht t i!:le-and the 
guy was really disappoin t ed (d"pres~etl ?) so he ,<ent out and hang hi,"self ... 
He was about 264 .. The re was another one from ~loen tha:: ! knm.J about (a t e2n­
age r ) . The guy got mad becaus e of the older brother--~he b-othar was scold-
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ing him. I think most of these suicides on Truk has to do with the cus toms 
and traditions-especially the younger teenagers-they cannot talk back to 
their older people. It's not like the American or western custom. Here­
even if you are 25-26 years old, you still belong to the family-your father 
and mother. You have to ask your father for money to got out drinking 
and if your father says no, the~ you get mad. 

At age 26, do you still need your parents permission to get married? 
Yes, speaking of marriage, sometimes when the parents disapprove of the 
marriage-doesn't like the girl-so the guy loves the girl-he really fall 
in love with the girl-and the father doesn't want his kid to get married 
to her, then the guy hang himself. 

Hhy do the parents say no? 
Naybe they don't like the girls family. Not only the parents of the girl­
but maybe the relatives-uncles, cousins ,--there's somebody in the girl's 
relatives that the parents don't like so they say no. 

The guy who hung himself two weeks ago was a friend of yours? 
Rysang: Yeah-I knew him very well-we went to the same high school. As a 
matter of fact we worked together on the US census on our island and 
then we both went to Hoen to work (on the census) there. 

Do you know why he hung himself? 
They told us that he got mad at his older brother. 

Do you think he hung himself to hurt the brother or because he was ashamed for 
having broken the tradition by "talking back?" 

Hermes: Yeah-because if the people know that the younger brother was talk­
ing back to the older brother then people will say that he doesn't res­
pect his older brother. They will say he is crazy. 

Do you know what they argued about? 
The older brother was trying to tell him to stop going around drinking at 
night with people you don't know. Both brothers were drunk but the older 
brother was not that drunk. 

Hhy do you think the suicide rate is so high on Truk? 
I would say because the young men are so aggressive and the older ones 
are (supposed to be) respected in the community. The younger ones are 
not respected except by each other. The older people look down on us 
and do not respect us--unless you have a position-a job-and are contri­
buting (money) to the family and the relatives. But most of the young 
guys don't have jobs. They just go around the island ..• The ones that get 
paid, they support their family, their parents, and their r elati ves ••• 
But, the parents don't really care much about their kids like the Ameri­
cans who ask their kids about why they come home late. I n Truk , you can 
go around the island till three o'clock in t he morning (laughs) and the 
parents don't say anything. They sleep outs ide the house so they can 
come and go when they like. 

I s n I t it Truk wh ere the people: cut the'T1$; l· .. .re s and burn thr;.!{T1selves to s how hm<3 
how brave they ar",? 

Yes-they usually do that. [J1eIT.l8S laughs and rolls up his pants l eg to 
show several large scars on the c3 1f of his l eg1. 



Ho" did you get those? 
We were a 
compete. 
cigarette 

group of guys-tJe were sitting around the fire and we tried to 
The one that can't do it is chicken. I burn my leg with the 
again and again. 

How old were you then? 
I was about 13-the guys around me were really scared. 

So that's how' you get respect from your friends? 
(Laughing) Some times, say if you're looking for me to fight-we don't 
really fight. l~e put our arms together. I cut your arm with my knife 
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and you cut my arm with your knife. [indicates sawing action]. The one 
that cries means he gives up-he's not brave. He's chicken. (more laughter) 
Crazy, huh? ' 

These guys are not joking around? 
No! the blood is really pouring down and you can see all the nerves-the 
knife is really going deep. Like you're cutting a fish or sashimi (big 
laugh). [Rysang shows me the scars on his upper arm]. 

You have some too? Howald were you when you did that? 
I I~as about 12 or 13-in elementary school. [Hermes shows me more on his 
are]. Here's some more. 

What's that from? 
Cigarette. 

This is in a group of guys? 
Yes-and if you can do it-the guys will respect you. 

Were you drinking at the time? 
Oh yes-I was drunk. 

How does this begin? 
Rysang: Somebody just says, "Hey, let's see who's gonna be the brave guy"? 
Hermes: I know a friend of mine from Dublon-the girl doesn't like him but 
he really loves the girl-so he took his knife and cut himself like this­
[indicates diagonal cut across the entire "idth of his chest] and the 
girl was crying and really grab him-take her blouse and try to plug up 
the blood and after that the girl like him and they got married. 

So i t "orks? 
It works! Because the girl really knows how much the guy loves her. She 
doesn 't want the guy to be killed. 

But does she really love hi m-or is she just afraid to be responsible for his 
death? 

That ' s another thing . She has no choice-s~e 5hould marry him so spe can 
5avc his life (laughter). 

Do wOi:len ever do things like thls-or burn themsel ves to show their love? 
He'nnes and Rys ang together: No-I never heard a E that. 

Do the older men-the men that are maybe 40 year s old now-the fathers at the 
young men today-do they have these ffi3 rks? 

Yes-most of t hem do ... The young guys ev~n c ut t he na:ne of the' bir1 or 
he r initials on thelr armS (to fo rm scars ). 



~mny suicides occur after the father refuses to give money to the son. Where 
does the father get the money? 
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Always the father has the money-some relative has a job-so the father gets 
a little money-but he doesn't spend it. He can hold on to it-even $10.00-
for 5 or 6 months and never spend it. The son knows that the father has 
the money so he wants the father to give him some. Whatever the son 
wants he can have (for everything else)-but when it comes to money, the 
father might say no. 

What does the son want the money for? 
Drinking, most likely. Maybe for cigarettes-but so he Can impress the 
girls. 

Switer Eter, Special Education, Senior(Switer was also alarmed by the news story 
reporting the high suicide rate on Truk and, along with three other Trukese, did 
a paper on Trukese suicide for their Education class-enclosed: a copy of that 
paper) • 
Do you know of any cases of suicide by women? 

I know one case where a guy had an affair with the mother of his wife­
his mother-in-law - and when the people found out they committed suicide 
together. You know in our society, that really looks bad-for a man to 
fool around with his mother-in-law. 

How did they do this? 
They jumped over a cliff-a very high cliff (laughs)-just like Two Lovers 
Point-and they died ••• (pause). Just recently, in the last two weeks, I 
heard there were two guys that committed suicide (in Truk) by hanging 
themselves - and they died! Just last week! 

Yes-I heard that too. 
Yeah-that's really something. And that bothers me ••• our survey showed 
that they (Trukese) hide their problems. They're not open. They're not 
willing to share with others. They're kind of withdrawn. (pause). Forty 
percent of the 129 (Trukese) surveyed said they would keep their problems 
to themselves (and/or) take revenge on others by inflicting harm on 
themselves. (See report). 

\.Jhat are some of the reasons you think these guys are hanging themselves on 
Truk? 

I think sometimes when they don't feel accepted by their community or 
their parents-they begin to feel that "1.Jhy live on earth if they don't 
have anything" - they feel left out. 

Do you know any of these victims personally? 
I know them but not really that good. 

Hell enough 
Some. 
loves 

to know why they did what they did'! 
One of them · .. as because they don't 

and then he committ2d suicide. 

How old was the guy in this case? 

let him marry the on: that he 

20 some. That's the case that I know becaUSE! it happened close to where 
I was. 

(your friend) Hermes .:as te l ling Oil about the Trukese burning or cut1:ing the:u­
selves to show their bravery-h<-lv~ you ever seen or heard about. this? 



Yes - it's very common. It's very common among the young boys of 10 or 
even less - 8 - we put fire on ourselves. 

Do you have any scars like this? 
Yeah - I have one here. [He shows me his arml. 

How did you get that scar? 

9 

We were just trying to see who's the bravest and we burn ourselves with 
the coconut leaves - and if you say ouch! - then you're not that brave -
but if you can stand the pain, then they say "that guy's strong." Some­
times they show their love affection in doing that - when you're older and 
you talk to your lover and she doesn't really believe you, then you show 
her by stabbing yourself or burning yourself or mark her initials on your 
body. 

Hermes says sometimes they even write out the whole name. 
Yeah - I have one here. [shows me his other arml. See? When I was in 
High School, I wrote my sweetheart's name (laughs) - just to show her I 
love her. 

How did she feel about that? 
(laughs). I don't know. Naybe she thinks, "he really loves me" (more 
laughter) - (long pause). Suicide was a common thing in the old days -
especially for the old people when they felt they were too old and they 
feel they were no use anymore - or they were bothering their relatives 
to take care of them - then the easy way out is to commit suicide. That 
was in the old days. 

How long ago was this? 
Even before the Japanese time - way back! ••• Also, another thing that they 
commit suicide for - you know, when they do something wrong - something 
that is bad in the eyes of the public-then they committed suicide. Like 
the guy having an affair with his relatives (incest) - and that's really 
bad in our culture. In the old days it was considered a way of solving 
your problems. 

Can you tell me any more about this (suicide by old people)? 
In fact there was an old man back in 1970 who committed suicide because 
he feel that he was too old. Thay guy was related to my grandfather. 
Sometimes when they feel that their relatives don't care about them then 
they commit suicide. 

In the old days - before the Japanese - how did the old people commit suicide? 
Hanging - t hat's the easiest way. 

Tell me more about this practice of burning and cutting yourself. 
Lovers do that too. You burn your girlfriend's a1~ Dr leg or whatever 
and she'll burn yours. 

At t he same time? 
Yes , a t the s ame time! 

And if you last the longest then that shOl,s your love is s~ronger? 
Yes , but it also medns that you love each other. Th'lt's the proof. 
That' 5 a seal ! (laughs) - (long pause). There can be tIm reasons that 
you can harm yourse l f. One is to show your lover that you love her and 
the other is to show your parents that you feel left out Dr rejected. 
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IThy don't you chop off your finger (instead of committing suicide) to show your 
parents how you feel? 

I don't know (laughs). 

Father Hezel says that Trukese don't commit suicide because of not having a job 
that that's an "American work ethic." Do you agree? 

Yeah-he's right. A job is not that really important. It's that the old 
people and the young people don't understand each others. The young 
people feel that it's time to change-in order to keep up with the rest of 
the world. For instance, the marriage custom - Before, most of the 
marriages were arranged by parents - but nowadays, you can hardly find 
any couples that were arranged by the parents. They go to school and they 
find the one that they love and they take it. 

But the parents of the young people today - their wives and husbands were found 
for them by their parents? 

Yeah - most of them - or if the son likes a girl, then he approaches his 
parents and his parents do the talking for him. They go and make the 
arrangements with the other parties. But now if a son likes a girl and 
she likes him, then they just run out and elope . 

Trukese don't consider leaving the island as a way of escaping from the press­
ures of his parents? 

IThen 

No - he doesn't consider that as an alternative. We're not like the 
other Nicronesians that can move around and stay away from home for so 
long. A Trukese who runS away from his island would be looked down on by 
all his friends and his family - and he wouldn't find friends on other 
islands - like the Palauans, who have friends on other islands. 

someone commits suicide on Truk - what do people say about him? 
There are different feelings. Some people say "that guy is crazy." 
people say he was right for doing it. Nost people express a feeling 
sadness. Sometimes they blame the parents. 

Some 
of 

If he commits suicide to hurt his parents, isn't that what he wants? For other 
people to blame the parents? 

Yeah - sometimes they get revenge by hanging themselves - thinking that 
"if I die. they will suffer for that - they will know the consequence." 
There is a song composed by some of the youths about how they want to 
commit suicide so that when they die their spirit will see their loved 
ones sipping coffee and eating •.• something like that-about what would 
happen after their suici~e-the reaction of the people. There's another 
popular song that was on the radio-by a female compuser, very popular in 
Truk-She was asking the Lord t o t ake her life away so that when she dies 
everyone "ill talk about he r and sure enough, a f ew years later she 
died (of natural causes) and everyone was sayinr; tha t " ha t she ',;as sing­
ing nbout came true! But you kno~ - in the Tru~ese songs you can hear 
about expressing of l:i lling themselves . 

I-1hat is the Trukese attitude about life dfter death? 
They believe that yout' spirit wi ll go to anothf'r place - where the s pirits 
go. 
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Do they believe the spirit can look back and see the living? 
Yeah! And they believe that the life after death is better than today's 
life. Most of those who commit suicide believe that their parents will 
suffer and the old belief is that their spirit will still know what's 
going on after death. 

· . 



· . , 

SilllHARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Why is the suicide rate for young males so high on Truk? In the light 

of the interviews conducted in this study the primary factors appear to be: 

1. The Generation Gap - "The old people and the young people don't under­
stand each other." The mode rn world moved in on Truk in the late 60's 
and the new generation of young Trukese are an entirely different breed 
than any other generation of Trukese before them. Traditional values 
are crumbling fast under the pressures of modernization and young people 
are caught is a state of anomie highly condusive to suicide. 

2. Unachievable Aspirations - Young people - exposed to the outside world 
through television and travel - are frustrated by the realization that 
the luxuries of modern life will never be theirs on Truk. 

3. Absence of Respect - Traditional means of gaining respect are no longer 
relevant. The unemployed are idle and a small percentage of the total 
can find employment. "Only those with jobs have the respect of the 
cOlDlUunity." A sense of worthlessness prevails among the young. 

4. Burning and Cutting - A time honored practice of inflicting hare on one­
self as a means of demonstrating ones sincerity or bravery is well in­
grained into the youth of Truk - as evidenced by the self inflicted 
burnings and cuttings described in the interviews. 

5. Reluctance to be Open with Problems - Trukese tend to keep their pro­
blems to themselves. This is likely an extens ion of the rules of the 
burning and cutting ceremonies. (To cry out is to appear unmanly). 

6. Suicide, an old custom - Suicide is considered to be an honorable way 
out as evidenced by the stories of the elderly suicides. As it appears 
to be an old custom, it has cultural "acceptance." 

7. Reluctance to Re-Iocate - Trukese are reluctant to re-Iocate as a means 
of escape from family pressures. These young men would rather cease to 
exist than to exist away from their homes and families. 

This study was conducted in the hopes of shedding light on the causitive 
factors in Truk's hibh suicide rate for young men. In this regard, I believe 
that considerable insight was gained in the course of the study toward an ex­
planation as to why this sad fact is true. 

No attempt is made herein to reco~~end solutions to the problem but it 
is hoped that this study may be of assistance to future investigators and may 
at least in part lead to corrective solutions to the proble", of suicides ":!Iong 
the young men of Truk. 

I . 


