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Preface

Suicide is one of sociology’s oldest subjects. Emile Durkheim’s famous 
Suicide: A Study in Sociology, is revered as a classic, and its ideas are often 
featured in introductory sociology courses. It is renowned partly for being 
counterintuitive. People in the modern West tend to think of suicide as a 
profoundly individualistic action, something firmly rooted in the internal 
drama of the human mind. Durkheim forcefully argued that suicide varied 
predictably from one society to another and was thus something explicable 
with external social conditions. First hearing of these ideas as an under-
graduate student, I was immediately intrigued. It was fascinating to think 
that this seemingly personal decision was predictably shaped by impersonal, 
external forces. I checked out a copy of Durkheim’s book from the campus 
library, found a quiet corner, and began to read.

!e spirit of this book harkens back to Durkheim’s foundational work 
and to the optimism and confidence it displayed. It reflects my position that 
suicide is a social behavior and one that we can explain both sociologically 
and scientifically. !ough a psychiatric model currently dominates public 
discourse on suicide, sociology still has important contributions to make 
toward understanding this topic. And these contributions go beyond un-
critically clinging to the ideas of the field’s revered founder. !us this book 
takes up Durkheim’s spirit but also departs from his substance. While my 
work incorporates ideas from his classic theory, it utilizes a relatively new 
kind of approach to sociology—an innovative theoretical strategy called 
pure  sociology, first developed by sociologist Donald Black in the s. In 
doing so, it also draws upon a body of work concerned with something other 
than suicide as such—conflict, and all the myriad ways that people handle it. 
!e result is that many of my ideas treat suicide as a variable aspect of con-
flict, asking why some conflicts are more likely than others to drive people 
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to self- destruction. !ough this approach might seem narrow—people kill 
themselves for many reasons besides conflict—I argue that it shows a new 
path for the sociology of suicide, one in which we shift our focus away from 
comparing the suicide rates of groups to comparing the likelihood of suicide 
across different social situations.

I explain all this in more detail in the following chapters. For now, I ask 
readers who might be more comfortable with the traditional Durkheimian 
approach to keep an open mind about the potential of this new strategy. 
And I invite readers unfamiliar with sociology altogether to learn about all 
the strange ways that suicide, or any other human behavior, can vary across 
different social environments.

I should, however, give a small warning. Suicide is a form of violence that 
hits close to home for many readers. In modern America, as well as many 
other countries, suicide is both more frequent than homicide and more 
widely distributed across regions, ethnic groups, and social classes. It is likely 
that many of my readers will know someone who has died by suicide and 
may be interested in the topic exactly because of this. If so, my condolences. 
I am aware that suicide often produces a special sort of grief and can be a 
particularly difficult kind of bereavement to deal with. But beware that the 
remainder of this book approaches suicide with scientific detachment, as a 
strange phenomenon in need of explaining. I believe this the proper attitude 
for the sociologist to take, as moralizing can get in the way of describing 
and explaining, but some may be put off by it. So too for many of the cases 
I describe in the following pages, which readers may find disturbing. Per-
haps even some of the theoretical ideas I advance might cause offense. For 
instance, the idea that suicide can be a weapon of social conflict, or that it is 
ever anything other than a symptom of uncontrollable illness, might be un-
welcome. If you object that a deceased love one would never have meant to 
hurt anyone left behind, you are likely right—the patterns I describe in these 
chapters are not the only patterns that exist and are perhaps not the pattern 
that best matches the cases in your own life. But the reverse is also true, and 
there is value in considering patterns of behavior that may at first seem alien.

Should you dislike the book, the blame is mine. But if you find it valuable, 
I must share credit with a great many people who helped it come to be. I 
first studied sociology, including the topic of suicide, as an undergraduate 
at Christopher Newport University, where I was inspired by professors Bob 
Durrell, Joseph F. Healy, Lea Pellet, and Virginia Purtle. My sociological 
education continued as a graduate student at the University of Virginia, a 
department filled with outstanding intellects. I learned a great deal from the 
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faculty there, including Rae Lesser Blumberg, Stephan Fuchs, Paul Kings-
ton, Krishan Kumar, Jeffrey Olick, and the late Steven Nock. I also learned 
a great deal from my fellow graduate students, most especially Bradley 
Campbell, Laura Holian, and Justin Snyder. !eir friendship and colleague-
ship were a boon beyond all measure.

!e same can be said for the opportunity to work with Donald Black, 
under whose guidance I completed my doctoral studies and whose own 
highly innovative work provides most of the foundation for all that I have 
done since. I first read his Social Structure of Right and Wrong shortly before 
arriving at the University of Virginia and understood right away that I had 
discovered something new and exciting. I am grateful I was able to take 
his courses and learn from him in person. !is book would be impossible 
without the theories, concepts, and perspective that he developed over many 
years in his unending quest to advance scientific sociology. He also read and 
commented on several earlier phases of the work. Aside from my intellec-
tual debt, I owe him many thanks for his advice, support, and the occasional 
beer. It has truly been a privilege to know him.

Given the influence of my time at Virginia, I must also thank the Univer-
sity’s Bayly- Tiffany Scholarship for generously funding much of my grad-
uate study.

As a faculty member at West Virginia University, work on this book 
was facilitated by having welcoming and supportive colleagues, including 
especially Corey Colyer and Rachel Stein. In addition, Rae Lesser Blum-
berg, Bradley Campbell, Mark Cooney, Joseph E. Davis, Elizabeth Nalepa, 
Larry Nichols, and James Tucker deserve thanks for commenting on earlier 
phases of this work. Richard Holway, history and social sciences editor at 
University of Virginia Press, also deserves thanks for his helpful comments 
and suggestions regarding the book manuscript. So too do managing editor 
Ellen Satrom, who provided additional feedback prior to publication, and 
manuscript editor George Roupe, whose attention to detail was crucial for 
sanding and polishing the final product.

Some of the data cited in this book come from a study of coroners’ files, 
which would not have been possible without the cooperation and assistance 
of Dr. Ronald Holmes and the wonderful, friendly, and professional inves-
tigators and staff at the Jefferson County Coroner’s Office. I owe similar 
thanks to Patricia McCay, coordinator of the West Virginia Domestic Vio-
lence Fatality Review Team, for facilitating my study of domestic homicide- 
suicide cases. I also owe a special debt to Gage Donahue and the members 
of the Louisville Survivors of Suicide support group for inviting me into 
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their midst and reminding me that suicide is not just a scientific curiosity 
but a human tragedy with great costs for those left behind.

Material from previous scholarly publications is incorporated in this 
book, though with substantial alteration and reorganization. Parts of my 
 article “Suicide as Social Control,” published in Sociological Forum, are 
visible in chapters – and in the conclusion. My  article “Aggressive 
Suicide,” published in the International Journal of Law Crime and Justice, 
contributes material to chapters  and . Parts of my  article “Suicide and 
Social Time,” published in Dilemas: Revistas de Estudos de Conflicto e Con-
trole Social, are modified to make up large sections of chapters  and  and a 
small part of the conclusion. I thank these journals and their publishers for 
permission to use this material.

During the later stages of the book, as I worried about deadlines and re-
visions, I was extremely grateful for the encouragement and understanding 
of my wise and beautiful wife, Kirsten Youngee Song. I cannot imagine a 
better partner.

Finally, the biggest debt is to my parents, Ray and Cathy Manning. !ey 
fed and sheltered me, trained and taught me, loved and encouraged me. 
!ey always provided unwavering support, even when their kid decided to 
spend eight years in graduate school studying strange and morbid topics. 
And they always set a good example, one that I can only hope to live up to. 
!ey have always worked hard and have learned to do many different things. 
!ey are wise and thoughtful. !ey are kind and generous to everyone they 
meet. !ey are the best parents a son could ask for, and this book is dedi-
cated to them.
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(e Death of Mohamed Bouazizi

Mohamed Bouazizi rose on the morning of December , , and set off 
for work. He left his modest stucco home in the Tunisian town of Sidi Bou-
zid and headed for the town center, where by eight o’clock he was pushing 
along a wheelbarrow full of fruits and vegetables. (e night before, he had 
acquired about  worth of produce on credit. He was the breadwinner 
for a family of eight, and with luck, he would make enough selling the pro-
duce to continue supporting his mother, brother, and younger siblings.

(e local police arrived around : to find the street vendor busy at 
work. (ey confronted him about the fact that he was vending without a 
permit. Mohamed and other local vendors often experienced such harass-
ment and understood that the intent was to shake them down for a bribe 
(Fahim ). But Mohamed did not have enough money to bribe the offi-
cers, nor did he have any personal connections that would give him leverage 
with the corrupt local government.

Eyewitnesses disagree on the exact details of Mohamed’s encounter 
with the police. Some say he was beaten, slapped, and spat upon by a po-
licewoman—something that would have greatly shamed Mohamed. “She 
humiliated him,” his sister later said. “Everyone was watching” (quoted in 
Fahim ). All agree he was publicly chastised and that the police confis-
cated his wheelbarrow, produce, and electronic scale. (e incident left Mo-
hamed humiliated, angered, and deprived of his only means of making a 
living and providing for his family (Abouzeid ; Fahim ; Ryan ; 
Sengupta ).

Mohamed immediately went to the governor’s office to lodge a com-
plaint and to demand the return of his costly electronic scale. (e governor, 
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however, refused to see or listen to him. At one point, a desperate Mohamed 
threatened that he would burn himself if the governor would not hear his 
case. Still the governor refused.

It had not been an idle threat. Mohamed left the office, went to a nearby 
petrol station, and acquired a can of gasoline. He returned and stood in the 
middle of the street, facing the governor’s office. He shouted, “How do you 
expect me to make a living?” (en he poured the gasoline over himself and 
struck a match (Simon ).

Mohamed was engulfed in flame. Bystanders rushed to his aid and even-
tually succeed in putting out the fire. Mohamed, severely burned, was taken 
to a hospital, where he eventually succumbed to his injuries.

(e story of his suicide by fire quickly spread throughout the country. 
Many sympathizers blamed the corrupt government for driving him to such 
a desperate act, and within hours the first protestors took to the streets. His 
friends and relatives gathered outside the governor’s office, throwing coins at 
the gate and shouting, “Here is your bribe!” (Fahim ). When Mohamed 
died in the hospital a month after the incident, thousands participated in 
his funeral procession, during which they chanted, “We will avenge you . . . 
we will make those who caused your death weep” (Falk ; Sengupta ).

(e protests grew larger, more widespread, and more violent. Attempts to 
suppress them were ineffective and counterproductive. Fearing for his safety, 
Tunisia’s autocratic president fled into exile, ending his twenty- three- year 
rule (Noueihed ). And still the effects of Mohamed’s death continued to 
radiate outward. Over a dozen aggrieved citizens in Algeria, Egypt, and else-
where followed his example by lighting themselves on fire as similar waves of 
protest, riot, and revolution swept through the Arab world (Abouzeid ). 
(e Arab Spring uprisings, as they are now known, led to regime change, civil 
war, and the mass migration of refugees—a cascade of geopolitical changes 
triggered by the suicide of one enraged and desperate street vendor.

In some ways, the suicide of Mohamed Bouazizi is unusual: most who 
commit suicide do not publicly burn themselves, and most deaths do not 
have such widespread impact on society. But his story does illustrate some 
much more common features of suicide.

First, his suicide was sparked by social causes. Legal officials had left 
him humiliated and suffering from a major financial blow. Whether or not 
psychological factors predisposed him to such a reaction, the fact remains 
that he killed himself when and where he did because of his interactions 
with other people—people who exerted social dominance over him, humil-
iated him, and took his property. We can observe similar social causes in 





$e Death of Mohamed Bouazizi

many cases of suicide. For example, Aaron Swartz, an American inventor 
and copyright activist, hanged himself when faced with the threat of pro-
longed imprisonment and massive fines for allegedly illegally downloading 
academic papers from an online database (Dean ; Kemp, Trapasso, and 
McShane ). Prior to asphyxiating herself in a gas oven, poet Sylvia Plath 
suffered a devastating abandonment when her husband left her for another 
woman (Becker ). And near the end of World War II, Adolf Hitler shot 
himself in the head as Allied forces closed in on his headquarters, assuring 
the final defeat of his Nazi regime and his fall from power.

Mohamed’s suicide also had social consequences. (e typical suicide dif-
fers from his only in that its consequences play out on a smaller scale. While 
few suicides result in political upheaval, suicide often has tremendous con-
sequences for the family, friends, and acquaintances of the deceased. Rock 
musician Dave Grohl described the suicide of his Nirvana bandmate Kurt 
Cobain as “probably the worst thing that has happened to me in my life” 
(Fullerton ). When Rutgers University student Tyler Clementi com-
mitted suicide in , his roommate—who had previously used a web 
camera to spy on Clementi during a homosexual encounter—was publicly 
blamed for the suicide and sentenced by a federal court to thirty days in jail, 
three hundred hours of community service, mandatory counseling, and a 
, fine (Demarco and Friedman ). And in  American country 
singer Mindy McCready, devastated by the suicide of her boyfriend and 
“soul mate” David Wilson, shot herself on the spot where he had killed him-
self one month earlier (Red ; Red and Beekman ). Suicide destroys 
relationships, alters reputations, and can lead to grief, guilt, blame, shame, 
sympathy, therapy, vengeance, and more suicide.

Finally, Mohamed’s death was a social behavior in and of itself. He first 
threatened suicide in an attempt to obtain redress and then followed through 
on his threat as a way of expressing grievances against the corrupt officials 
who had wronged him. His suicide was an act of protest, carried out using 
a dramatic means of death also found in other widely publicized cases of 
political protest. (e suicide was no less social than the mass demonstrations 
it inspired.

Other suicides are also social acts. Some are instances of altruistic self- 
sacrifice. (us English explorer Lawrence Oates, seeing that his failing 
health was slowing his party’s trek back from the South Pole in , chose 
to end his life by walking out into a blizzard rather than continue to delay 
his companions on their way to much- needed supplies. Or suicide might 
be a ritualized way of displaying loyalty or reverence. For example, when 
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Japanese shogun Tokugawa Iemitsu died in , thirteen of his closest ad-
visors ritualistically disemboweled themselves in a final demonstration of 
fealty (Rankin :). Still other suicides are, like Mohamed’s fiery death, 
a way of handling conflict—a means of expressing grievances, seeking jus-
tice, or getting even.

We see in Mohamed’s story that suicide is a form of social behavior 
sparked by social causes. It thus requires sociological explanation. (is book 
presents such an explanation—a purely sociological theory of suicide. It ad-
dresses the kinds of social conditions that make people more or less likely to 
kill themselves. To do so, it focuses on cases, like that of Mohamed, where 
suicide is a way of expressing grievances or otherwise handling conflict. It 
may seem counterintuitive, but narrowing our focus in this way allows for 
much broader insights and helps us understand both conflict and suicide 
more generally. (us this book not only addresses the question of when con-
flict leads to suicide, but the broader question of why different conflicts pro-
duce different outcomes—why fight rather than flight, why avoidance rather 
than negotiation, why capitulation rather than resistance. And my theory 
about why conflict leads to suicide also help us understand suicides that occur 
for other reasons, in other contexts. (e theory helps us understand self- 
destructive behavior of all kinds. As we shall see, there is much that sociology 
can teach us about suicide.
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I felt like I was up against a brick wall again! I was angry. I was furious 
at them for not taking this seriously and at myself for being a victim 
again. I was gonna show them. My husband took my daughters and 
said, “Come on, Mom’s gonna off herself,” and left. . . . I was gonna 
show them how much I was hurting, and I was gonna make him sorry 
that he said that to my daughters. (quoted in Heckler :)

Suicide is found in almost every human society, and is one of the most com-
mon forms of violence in the modern world. In the contemporary United 
States, the rate of suicide is about double the rate of homicide. And while 
criminal homicide in modern wealthy countries tends to be concentrated in 
a handful of high- poverty neighborhoods, suicide has a much wider distri-
bution, touching the lives of a large swathe of the population.

But what exactly is suicide? (e answer is not necessarily obvious. People 
engage in a wide variety of self- destructive behavior. Much of it is nonfatal, 
but sometimes the difference between death and survival is largely a matter 
of luck. Scholars of suicide differ on whether to limit the term to fatali-
ties or to also include unsuccessful attempts. (ey might also disagree on 
whether a particular mental state is necessary for an act of self- destruction 
to be considered a suicide. For instance, some might argue that if a young 
child of nine years old were to hang himself to death, it should not count as 
a suicide because the child did not understand the permanence of death.

In this book we will use a broad definition: suicide is the self- application 
of lethal violence. “Lethal” means violence that is life threatening, as when 
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someone is shot, stabbed, or hanged. Lethality is a continuum, a sliding scale 
of destructiveness or likelihood of causing death. (e question of where ex-
actly to draw the line between suicide and some lesser form of self- destruction 
need not concern us, as long as our definition focuses our attention on a fam-
ily of similar acts. While the puzzle of why some suicide attempts are more 
lethal than others is important, for now it is enough to note that the topic 
of suicide includes all relatively lethal violence people inflict on themselves, 
even if they ultimately survive the attempt and regardless of whether they 
“truly” wanted to die.

We can take a similar approach to the criterion of self- infliction, for this 
too can be a matter of degree. For instance, consider that people who inflict 
violence on themselves sometimes have assistance in doing so. American 
pathologist Jack Kevorkian, for example, assisted as many as  terminally 
ill patients in committing suicide by supplying them with and instructing 
them in how to use a device for injecting lethal chemicals into their body 
(Davey ; Jackson ). Some who wish to die even manipulate other 
people into acting as their executioners. (e Bible describes how the Israel-
ite King Saul, after being defeated in battle, ordered his own shield bearer 
to slay him with a sword ( Samuel :). In modern times, citizens in the 
United States and elsewhere might commit “suicide by cop”—goading po-
lice officers into shooting them through such actions as brandishing un-
loaded weapons (Mohandie, Meloy, and Collins ; Patton and Fremouw 
). Again we have a continuum—the extent to which people are the sole 
and direct agent of their own demise varies, from pure suicide to cases that 
might better be classified as extreme risk taking or as voluntary execution. 
And again it is worthwhile to ask what explains this variation. But for the 
time being, we can simply consider all these cases as belonging to the same 
broad family, while focusing our attention on the cases in which people are 
most active in bringing about their own demise.

(ese considerations show that suicide is not a homogeneous category, 
and when we examine this category closely, we see many other kinds of 
variation as well. For instance, while many individuals make the decision to 
die completely on their own, others might be pressured or even ordered to 
kill themselves. When the Greek philosopher Socrates was found guilty of 
corrupting the youth of Athens, he was sentenced to act as his own execu-
tioner by drinking hemlock—and he chose to carry out the sentence, despite 
having an opportunity to flee into exile (Duff –). Suicide can be pub-
lic, like the fiery death of Mohamed Bouazizi, or private, as when renowned 
art photographer Diane Arbus, long prone to bouts of severe depression, 
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lay undiscovered for two days after fatally slitting her wrists in her New 
York City apartment (Bosworth :). Some suicides are impulsive, 
occurring with at most a few moments of planning, while others are highly 
premeditated. Japanese author Yukio Mishima had been planning his death 
for a year when he and several conspirators stormed and occupied the office 
of a Japanese military official, from which Mishima broadcast a political 
manifesto before ceremonially stabbing himself with a sword (Flanagan 
:–). Some suicides involve only the death of a single individual, 
while others involve suicide pacts between two or more people who vow to 
end their lives together. Adolf Hitler died alongside his wife, Eva, who took 
a lethal dose of cyanide after the couple had said their final goodbyes to Hit-
ler’s inner circle (Linge ). Suicide may even be a group project, as when 
thirty- nine members of the Heaven’s Gate religious group ingested a fatal 
mixture of phenobarbital and vodka in  in an effort to shed their earthly 
bodies and rendezvous with an alien spaceship (Lalich ).

Suicide, one can see, occurs in different forms and varieties. It might be 
collective or individual, voluntary or coercive, public or private, assisted or 
resisted, certainly fatal or a risky gamble with death. It might also arise from 
a variety of causes or contexts, such as depression, terminal illness, political 
struggle, or religious fervor. One major context for suicide is conflict, and it 
is this context that will be the main focus of this book.

Conflict, as defined by sociologist Donald Black, is “a clash of right and 
wrong” that occurs “whenever anyone provokes or expresses a grievance” 
(Black :xiii; see also Black :). People might condemn others for 
arrogance, greed, sloth, impatience, or stupidity. We might criticize some-
one for not showing enough interest in us or for prying too deeply into our 
affairs, for having bad taste or for aping our own style, for failing to offer 
praise or for being a sycophant. We complain about being slighted and in-
sulted, betrayed and abandoned, overworked and underpaid. Conflict is as 
ubiquitous as it is inescapable.

People handle conflict in a staggering variety of ways. We might shun 
or avoid those who offend us—we give them the cold shoulder, force them 
to resign from the organization, or boycott their business. We might resort 
to aggression and violence—getting into fistfights, spanking misbehaving 
children, executing convicted criminals, or assassinating political opponents. 
We might talk things out and negotiate some solution to the problem, seek-
ing compromise, repair, and peace. Or we might complain to a third party 
such as a legal official or workplace supervisor, and depend on this figure to 
find a solution and right the wrong. All these behaviors are, in sociological 
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parlance, forms of conflict management or social control—ways of expressing 
and handling grievances, defining and responding to deviance, or other-
wise handling conflict (Black :; Black :, –). Conflict thus 
produces a plethora of behaviors, including gossip, feuds, lawsuits, arrests, 
divorce, terrorism, rioting, sit- ins, strikes, and genocide. It should come as 
no surprise, then, that it also produces suicide. Conflicts cause suicide, and 
much suicide is a way of handling or responding to conflict. (at is, suicide 
can be a form of conflict management or social control (Baumgartner ; 
Black :, n; Manning ). Indeed, any particular act of suicide 
might belong to one or more broader categories of conflict management, 
such as escape, protest, or punishment (compare Douglas :–; 
Baechler :–; Taylor :–; Maris :).

Suicide as Escape
In many cases, self- destruction is a means of fleeing from one’s enemies—a 
kind of escape of last resort. (e Roman politician Brutus—who famously 
betrayed and helped assassinate the dictator Julius Caesar—thus turned to 
suicide when defeated by his rivals at the Battle of Philippi in  BCE. Hav-
ing fled into the hills with his surviving men, he knew that his eventual cap-
ture was inevitable. He therefore ran himself through with his own sword 
after telling his men, “By all means we must fly; not with our feet, however, 
but with our hands” (Plutarch :). Defeated warriors throughout his-
tory have made a similar choice. Slaves might turn to suicide to escape from 
the abuse and punishment of their masters. African slaves on Cuban plan-
tations sometimes killed themselves in the belief that they would be resur-
rected in their homeland, hanging themselves next to bundles of belongings 
and food that they believed would accompany them on their supernatural 
flight from bondage (Peréz :). And suspected criminals in modern 
America might kill themselves to escape from the legal authorities. (e cor-
oners’ records of Louisville, Kentucky, describe the case of a young black 
man who was pulled over by the police in what they describe as a routine 
traffic stop. Upon stopping his vehicle he jumped out and fled the scene on 
foot. (e police pursued him, and after a short chase he ran into the yard 
behind a house and unsuccessfully attempted to break into the resident’s 
garage. (e resident then saw the man shoot himself in the head. According 
to police, the man was wanted on an outstanding charge.

In other cases suicide is not only a matter of escape but a way of ex-
pressing one’s moral disapproval by withdrawing from the situation. For 
instance, after a military victory cemented Julius Caesar’s hold on power, 
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it appeared likely he would pardon his political opponent Cato, as he had 
done with other defeated adversaries. But Cato, loyal to the ideals of the 
Republic, refused to live under Caesar’s authority or cooperate with the new 
dictator’s display of mercy. Instead he stabbed himself in the abdomen and, 
when others attempted to save him, hastened death by plucking out his own 
bowels (Griffin b; Plutarch ; Zadorojnyl ). (e defiant nature 
of his act suggests not just flight from suffering but an act of moralistic 
avoidance—handling a grievance by breaking off contact with the offending 
party (Black :). People in daily life often express their grievances by 
cutting off ties and refusing to interact or cooperate, whether by ceasing to 
speak to an offensive acquaintance, walking out on an unfaithful spouse, 
or resigning from a corrupt organization. Suicide may be, in the words of 
anthropologist Klaus- Friedrich Koch, “the most extreme manifestation of 
avoidance” (Koch :). But suicide does much more than remove the 
self- killer from conflict—it may drastically alter its course.

Suicide as Protest
Suicide can be a tactic of protest or appeal, a means to seek redress by draw-
ing attention to injustice, communicating the severity of grievances, and 
convincing others to rectify the situation (Douglas :–). Perhaps the 
most famous case in modern times occurred in Vietnam in . At the time, 
the government of Vietnam was headed by Catholic president Ngo Dinh 
Diem, whose policies discriminated against the Buddhist majority, making 
it difficult for Buddhists to gain government employment and forbidding 
public expressions of Buddhist culture. (is led to an escalating cycle of con-
flicts between the government and activist groups led by Buddhist monks. 
Activists would stage marches and demonstrations, while government forces 
would arrest protestors and raid Buddhist monasteries. Against this back-
drop an older monk, (ich Quang Duc, volunteered to burn himself on be-
half of the Buddhist cause. (ough initially skeptical, his monastic superiors 
eventually agreed to the idea and helped plan and organize the event (Cha-
noff and Van Toai :–). On June , , a progression of monks es-
corted Quang Duc to a busy Saigon intersection, where they announced his 
intentions to the assembled crowd. Quang Duc then soaked himself in gas-
oline, sat in lotus position, and set himself ablaze. Before his death, he left 
a note addressed to the president, which read, “I have the honour to present 
my words to President Diem, asking him to be kind and tolerant towards his 
people and enforce a policy of religious equality” (quoted in Biggs :). 
(e words apparently had little direct effect on President Diem, but the act 
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succeeded in shocking bystanders and in winning widespread sympathy for 
the Buddhist cause. Not long after photos of Quang Duc’s self- immolation 
appeared in US newspapers, the US government withdrew its support for 
President Diem, leaving him vulnerable to the coup that eventually removed 
him from power (Biggs ; LePoer ).

(ich Quang Duc was far from the first person to kill himself on behalf 
of a political cause. In , for example, a Korean official named Min Yong- 
hwan cut his own throat to protest his country’s annexation by Japan, mak-
ing his intentions known in letters addressed to the Western powers and to 
the Korean people (Biggs :). And in Japan in the s, demonstra-
tions aimed at convincing the imperial government to create a parliament 
sometimes involved suicide. One protestor disemboweled himself at the 
front gate of the imperial residence, leaving a letter stating his intentions: 
“(ese days, those who follow the Imperial instructions are anxious about 
the situation that prevails in our country. (ey come to Tokyo to appeal 
to the government for the establishment of a parliament. (e government 
should consider their supplications. . . . I have decided to encourage these 
supplicants by sacrificing my own self ” (quoted in Seward :).

But though not the first protest suicide, Quang Duc’s death was highly 
influential. According to sociologist Michael Biggs (), Quang Duc’s 
suicide quickly inspired imitators and led to public self- burning becoming 
a widespread tactic of political protest around the globe. One early exam-
ple of this diffusion was the  suicide of Norman Morrison, an Amer-
ican Quaker who burned himself outside of the office the US secretary 
of defense as an act of protest against the Vietnam War (King :; 
Biggs :). Mohamed Bouazizi might have had such cases in mind 
when he chose burning as a method of suicide. Still more recently, in , 
a young Tibetan monk named Jamyang Losal set himself on fire to protest 
China’s control of Tibet, becoming the th Tibetan to do so since  
(Gyatso ).

Self- burnings often occur in conjunction with other kinds of collective 
protest activity, such as marches, strikes, and sit- ins (Biggs ; Kim ). 
But suicide as protest does not only occur in large- scale political conflicts. 
People sometimes turn to self- destruction to protest their own individual 
circumstances or appeal to a personal acquaintance to change his or her er-
rant ways. In a famous case from the history of Japan, a loyal retainer killed 
himself to convince his young lord to abandon a pattern of irresponsible and 
reckless behavior that threatened to undermine the feudal house (Seward 
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:). In modern times, people who survive suicide attempts sometimes 
say that their behavior was less about a desire to die and more a matter of 
risking death in order to appeal to a friend or relative (Baechler :–; 
Firth ; Taylor :–; Schnyder et al. ). For example:

A - year- old girl became very distressed when a married man with 
whom she had been having an affair returned to his pregnant wife. 
She bombarded the man with letters, telephone calls, and visits until 
finally, a court order was placed on her. (e following day she took a 
substantial overdose of barbiturates before wandering into the street, 
collapsing and being taken to the hospital. Upon being asked whether 
she intended to kill herself she said, “I don’t know.  .  .  . Not really I 
suppose . . . but I couldn’t see any other way of getting through to him. 
(quoted in Taylor :)
(is young woman is not unique: a survey of over a thousand suicide 

attempters from several European countries revealed that about  percent 
cited wanting someone else to change their mind as a “major influence” 
on their decision (Hjelmeland et al. :). Some who survive suicide 
attempts of this kind report to interviewers that their attempt resulted in 
having their demands met (Michel and Valach ). In one case, a woman 
overdosed on aspirin after her lover refused to leave his family and live with 
her. (e act apparently succeeded in altering the behavior of the lover, who 
then began living with her and was still living with her six years later. Ac-
cording to the victim, her suicide attempt “had brought him to his senses” 
(quoted in Douglas :). In another case, a young French woman 
wanted her mother to divorce her stepfather, who was strict, demanding, 
and possessive. After the young woman survived taking an overdose of pills, 
her mother finally began to consider divorce (Baechler :). In mod-
ern America, many recognize that suicide attempts can be a “cry for help,” 
and surely many of these are cries for help with or from specific people. 
Of course not everyone survives self- destructive appeals. In contemporary 
rural North China, locals understand that those who kill themselves in the 
context of family disputes were “gambling for qi,” meaning they made an 
angry and reckless attempt to gain leverage in interpersonal politics: “When 
wronged too much, one is likely to set life as a trump card to win one’s qi” 
(Fei :).

Used as a tactic of protest or appeal, suicide draws attention to griev-
ances, wins sympathy, and perhaps shames or frightens others into ceasing 
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obnoxious conduct or otherwise helping remedy the situation. But some-
times suicide is less about seeking recompense than about seeking vengeance.

Suicide as Punishment
Suicide can be an act of a punishment aimed at those left behind. Anthro-
pologist M. D. W. Jeffreys () identified two means by which suicide can 
act as a form of vengeance against the living: supernatural sanctions and 
social sanctions. (ough Jeffreys was writing mainly about patterns he ob-
served in African societies, we can see examples of these punitive forms of 
suicide in many societies around the world and throughout history.

 
People in many cultures believe that suicide is a source of supernatural pol-
lution, placing a curse upon anything or anyone closely connected to the 
death. (e home in which a man hanged himself might have to be aban-
doned; a tree from which he hanged himself might need to be uprooted and 
burned. In some cultures, people believe that suicide unleashes supernatural 
forces that punish anyone whose conduct was responsible for driving the 
deceased to take his or her own life. (e result is that some aggrieved indi-
viduals in these cultures turn to suicide specifically because they want to put 
such a curse upon an enemy. For example, in colonial Tanganyika (now part 
of Tanzania), “When a man has a grievance, and receives no redress, he will, 
as a final resort, go before the wrongdoer and say, ‘I shall commit suicide, 
and rise up as an evil spirit to torment you’ ” (Gouldsbury and Sheane , 
quoted in Jeffreys :). (e same practice was found in traditional India, 
where members of the priestly Brahman caste might use suicide to avenge 
an injury—for “it was generally believed that the ghost of such deceased 
would harass and prosecute the offender” ((akur :). (us “when one 
of the Rajput rājās once levied a war- subsidy on the Brāhmanas, ‘some of 
the wealthiest, having expostulated in vain, poniarded themselves in his 
presence, pouring maledictions on his head with their last breath’ ” ((akur 
:). Similarly, an ethnographer studying Taiwanese farmers during the 
mid- twentieth century reports that “the ghost of a suicide is believed to 
be particularly powerful and absolutely determined to bring tragedy to the 
people responsible” (Wolf :).

Posthumous supernatural vengeance is likewise prominent among the 
Maroon tribes of Suriname and French Guiana. (ese peoples, the de-
scendants of escaped African slaves, share a belief in vengeful spirits called 
kunu, “the spirit of a person or god who was wronged during his lifetime, 
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which dedicates itself to tormenting eternally the matrilineal descendants 
and the close matrilineal kinsmen of the offender” (Price :). One way 
of initiating a kunu is self- destruction. For example, in one case among the 
Aluku Maroons, “a man of the Awara Bakka lineage . . . committed suicide 
two or three generations ago when he was unjustly accused of a crime by 
a man of the Dju lineage. Since then, [his spirit] has been exterminating 
the Dju lineage little by little” (Hurault :). Another man “committed 
suicide when accused of sorcery by the people of his lineage. Since then, his 
[spirit] has caused sickness and deaths in his own village” (Hurault :). 
In Maroon societies, supernatural aggression lies behind most suicides, and 
threats of suicide are a common feature of disputes (Lenoir :; Price 
:; Bilby :).

(e reader may not believe in the efficacy of supernatural curses, but 
clearly many people in the world do. Wherever there is a strong fear of the 
supernatural threat posed by suicide, there will be individuals tempted to use 
it as a weapon. Even when such beliefs are absent, however, suicide can still 
pose a threat against those left behind.

 
Sometimes suicide leads to “societal reprisals” against the deceased’s adver-
sary ( Jeffreys :–). Here, the social consequences of suicide spell 
trouble for someone who wronged the self- killer. A common pattern is for a 
member of Clan A to commit suicide in response to an offense by a mem-
ber of Clan B, prompting other members of Clan A to hold the offender 
liable for the death. (ese aggrieved kin may then demand compensation 
for the death or even take bloody vengeance. Among the Lusi of Papua New 
Guinea, for example, battered wives sometimes commit suicide to mobilize 
their kinsmen against an abusive husband. (ese suicides involve specific 
behaviors that ensure they will be recognized as moralistic acts and produce 
the desired response: by dressing in her finest, killing herself in front of a 
witness, and sending a message to identify the cause of her death, “a sui-
cidal woman can reasonably expect her kin and friends to consider her to 
have been a victim of homicide—to have been killed by shameful slander 
and abuse” (Counts :). (e guilty party must then pay restitution 
to the family or else face vengeance. Even if the offender pays restitution, 
it will not guarantee his safety: one self- killer’s father accepted compensa-
tion from her husband and then contracted a sorcerer to kill him anyway 
(Counts :). In another incident, a New Guinea Highlander named 
Ethel hanged herself after being beaten by her husband, Raphael: “Raphael’s 
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kin paid a large compensation payment to Ethel’s relatives. In spite of this, 
Ethel’s kinsmen met Raphael’s plane when he returned to the Highlands 
[from working in nearby New Britain] and hacked him to pieces with axes 
as he stepped off the airplane” (Counts :). (ough rarely this ex-
treme, similar patterns of third- party sanctions are found throughout New 
Guinea (e.g., Johnson ; Stewart and Strathern ). (ey are found in 
other times and places as well. In older times, the Iroquois of North Amer-
ica considered suicide an act of vengeance and treated the victim’s adversary 
“much in the same light as a murderer” (quoted in Fenton :). Among 
the Aguaruna Jívaro, a tribal people of Peru, the family of a suicide victim 
will “attempt to exact compensation in goods or cash” from whoever drove 
their kinsman to self- destruction; failing compensation, “they may assume a 
warlike posture” (Brown :). And among the Ovimbundu of Angola, 
family vengeance occurs alongside a supernatural curse: the suicide victim’s 
relatives “must avenge the death by action against the person who caused the 
suicide,” and in addition “it is believed that the ghost of a suicide will return 
to haunt and punish those against whom the suicide has been committed” 
(quoted in Ennis and Lord :, ; see also Edwards :,).

Kin are not the only ones who might punish an offender on behalf of 
the suicide victim. Among the Cheyenne of the North American Great 
Plains, self- destruction would mobilize the community as a whole to ban-
ish the victim’s adversary from the community (Hoebel :). In other 
settings, it is the government that steps in and levies sanctions against the 
victim’s adversaries. Such was the case in China during the time of the Qing 
dynasty, where the legal code specified that driving another to suicide was a 
criminal offense. (e result, according to one missionary, was “that if you 
wish to be revenged on an enemy you have only to kill yourself to be sure 
of getting him into horrible trouble; for he falls into the hand of justice, and 
will certainly be tortured and ruined, if not deprived of life” (quoted in Pérez 
:; see also Meijer ). In these settings, such widely known and 
predictable third- party reactions make suicide an effective act of retaliation, 
and reports suggest that it is knowingly used as such.

In the modern United States, driving another to suicide is not officially 
recognized as a crime, but it might result in civil litigation or other legal 
problems for anyone thought to have done so (Knuth ). For example, 
consider the case of Tyler Clementi described above—his roommate was 
subject to jail time and hefty criminal fines for actions that allegedly con-
tributed to Clementi’s suicide. Still, such sanctions are presently rare and 
unpredictable enough that few people appear to count on them as a way 
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of punishing those who have wronged them. But that does not mean that 
suicide in modern America is never a matter of hurting others.

 
A third major way suicide can be used as a punitive tactic is by inflicting psy-
chological harm—such as trauma, guilt, and grief—upon those left behind. 
Like any death, suicide is likely to cause suffering and grief for the friends 
and family of the deceased. Suicide also commonly inspires tremendous guilt 
among those left behind, who are prone to question whether they contrib-
uted to the act or could have done more to prevent it. Most suicidal people 
surely did not want to leave behind such pain, and some actively take steps 
to prevent it by leaving notes that absolve others from blame. But some cer-
tainly appear to count on their death making another feel bad. In a survey of 
sixteen hundred Europeans who attempted suicide,  percent said a major 
influence on their attempt was wanting another to feel guilty (Hjelmeland 
et al. :). And there are clearly cases where individuals take steps to 
maximize the guilt and shame of their survivors, often in the form of harsh 
statements left behind before death. Among the Tikopia, an island people of 
Polynesia, suicide frequently occurs when “the person feels himself or herself 
offended and frustrated, and flounces off in a rage, often hurling back some 
pointed ‘last words’ to make the survivors regretful” (Firth :). A study 
of suicide notes in Louisville, Kentucky, revealed that about  percent of 
notes implicated another person’s actions as the cause for the suicide, at least 
implicitly blaming them for the death, and about  percent expressed blame 
in an overt and hostile fashion (Manning a). For example, an abusive 
husband left the following note to his recently estranged wife:

Katie,
Maybe you are happy now. I thought about taking you [i.e., killing her 
as well] but I don’t think its worthwhile for I don’t believe God will let 
you live to [sic] long. For you no good as they come. Take care of that 
doll [their daughter] I don’t see how she could ever love you again. I 
can’t understand why you left for there sure wasn’t any one else if there 
was I wouldn’t do this. Tell that doll I love her and to always be good. I 
wanted to talk to her but you made me so mad and I new [sic] I would 
cry. I have set [sic] here and cryed [sic] for an hour now. I hope you 
are happy. I don’t see how you can stand to live. . . . You should frame 
this where you can read it wonse [sic] and a while you no good bitch. 
(quoted in Manning a:)
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In another case, a young man who killed himself by driving his car off the 
road at a high rate of speed told his former girlfriend that “every time you 
hear the word suicide or car wreck I hope it reminds you of me, every time 
you cut yourself from now on I hope it reminds you of my face” (quoted in 
Manning a:). Yet another note read: “If you are reading this some-
thing has happened, you should have took my calls. All we needed to do was 
talk. You have always had a problem dealing [with] things. Now how are you 
going to deal [with] this. You should have kept your legs closed. . . . I don’t 
care if you hate me now [because] each time you see our children you will 
see me. . . . What are you going to do? I hope you feel as bad as I have the 
past  weeks” (quoted in Manning a:). Another strategy for inflicting 
psychological harm is to force someone else to witness the suicide or its af-
termath. One way of doing this is to ensure that the target of aggression will 
be the one to find the body. Some who kill themselves take steps to pre-
vent such discoveries, such as leaving their homes and traveling elsewhere to 
commit the act or posting notes outside locked rooms warning loved ones 
not to enter. Others, however, engage in the opposite behavior, making it 
more likely that another will find their body, sometimes in the most dis-
turbing fashion possible. (is may involve someone killing himself or herself 
at another person’s dwelling or place of work. For example, one young man 
was involved in a dispute with his girlfriend at his own residence. Later 
that evening he went to his girlfriend’s home (while she was elsewhere) 
and hanged himself from the roof of the front porch (Manning a:). 
Similarly, while some who use particularly gory methods of dispatch—such 
as shooting themselves in the head with powerful firearms—go outside to 
prevent making a grotesque mess in shared living quarters, others, either 
thoughtless or hostile, do not. In one case, an aggrieved man took gruesome 
steps to expose his estranged wife to the physical evidence of his death. Ac-
cording to the coroner’s report,

(e - year- old had escaped from a mental hospital and had been 
searching for his wife, whom he had previously threatened to kill. (e 
wife, who was in hiding elsewhere, summoned police to their home. 
After their arrival the officers found him barricaded inside. (ey heard 
a noise, and heard him yell. . . . One of the decedent’s sons accompa-
nied them as they broke the window and forced entry. (ey found the 
decedent lying in the middle room of the house with a shotgun wound 
to the stomach. (e home was covered in blood—it looked as if he 
had smeared it on everything with his hands. Officers thought that 
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he touched everything his wife would use to remind her of his death. 
(quoted in Manning a:)
Another way in which persons expose others to their deaths is by forcing 

them to witness it at close range. For example, one forty- year- old man’s 
girlfriend “had broken up with him about a week prior because he was an 
alcoholic and he had threatened her and her family.” On the night of his 
death he was drinking with another man, during which time he repeat-
edly unloaded and reloaded a gun before declaring that “he was going over 
to his ex’s house to kick the door in and blow his brains out in front of 
her”—which he soon did (quoted in Manning a:). It would not be 
surprising if the targets of such confrontational suicides suffered nightmares 
and other trauma symptoms in addition to whatever other psychological 
burdens arise from being implicated in another person’s suicide.

Suicide, then, is often a way of protesting, punishing, or otherwise ex-
pressing grievances against other people. Whether as an act of avoidance, 
appeal, or aggression, such suicides are a kind of social control—a way of 
responding to conduct the perpetrator sees as unjust or offensive (Baumgart-
ner :–; Black :–; Black :xxiii). To the extent that self- 
destruction is social control, concerned with responding to perceived wrongs, 
it is a moralistic behavior—what we might call moralistic suicide. Of course 
not all suicides are moralistic or otherwise caused by conflict. Statistics from 
the US Centers for Disease Control suggest that conflict causes around a 
third of all suicides in the contemporary United States (e.g., Centers for 
Disease Control ; Zwillich ). My own study of coroners’ records in 
Louisville found about the same proportion, though only about a quarter of 
these (and thus about  percent of all suicides) involved such overt moralism 
as leaving blame- filled notes or committing confrontational suicide. A study 
of European suicide attempters asked them to rate whether various motives 
had a minor or major influence on their act: about  percent chose “I wanted 
to make others pay for the way they treated me” as a major influence, with a 
similar percentage picking it as a minor influence (Hjelmeland et al. ). 
Others picked less aggressive reasons that nonetheless suggest a kind of pro-
test or appeal: we have already seen that about  percent picked “I wanted to 
persuade someone to change his/her mind” as a major influence (Hjelmeland 
et al. ). (e proportion of suicides that are moralistic will also vary across 
locales and across categories of people. Because suicide among the old is 
more likely caused by such things as declining health and bereavement, con-
flict causes proportionally more among the young (Rich, Young, and Fowler 
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; Marttunen, Aro, and Lönnqvist ; Mościcki ). It will also vary 
across societies and historical periods. While it may account for a minority 
of suicides in the contemporary West, there are several tribal and traditional 
societies where conflict is easily the dominant reason for suicide, and the 
typical suicide is an explicitly moralistic act. From a practical as well as a sci-
entific standpoint, this form of behavior is far from trivial. And that is before 
we even consider a second sense in which suicide can arise from conflict and 
act as social control: the act of self- execution.

Suicide as Self- Execution
Not all moralistic suicides handle grievances toward other people. In some 
cases, suicidal people have grievances against themselves. Black (:–) 
argues that just as persons and groups engage in social control against oth-
ers—protesting, punishing, or otherwise responding to their offensive be-
havior—so too they apply social control to themselves. (ey can unilaterally 
define their own conduct as deviant or offensive or agree when someone else 
complains about them. And even in situations where they could have done 
otherwise, people will sometimes voluntarily confess, apologize, pay com-
pensation, or engage in some other act of atonement for their own wrong-
doings. In extreme cases, Black proposes, they may even execute themselves 
(Black :).

It certainly appears that some who kill themselves are doing so in re-
sponse to their own deviance. Consider a case from Victorian England in 
which a woman killed herself for being unfaithful to her husband: “Mary 
Renton, aged , the wife of a fisherman who was at sea, was found drowned 
in March . (e letter to her husband declared: ‘I have deceived you ever 
since Friday night and I cannot bear to think of it again. . . . Tell Mother 
and brothers that I cannot disgrace them any longer’ ” (Bailey :). A 
suicidal person in modern Los Angeles likewise left a note expressing her 
self- complaints: “I’ve proved to be a miserable wife, mother, and home-
maker—not even a decent companion” (quoted in Farberow and Schneid-
man :–).

Suicide may follow a specific offense against another party. For example, 
those who kill others sometimes kill themselves in turn, possibly expressing 
guilt or remorse for the killing before doing so. In a case occurring among 
the Netsilik Eskimo,

Oaniuk was killed accidentally during a hunt. Okoktok, a poor hunter, 
shot him during a caribou chase. Our informant is specific about the 
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unintentional character of this tragedy: “It is certain that Okoktok 
didn’t want to kill Oaniuk, because the latter was a very excellent 
hunter.” As he died, Oaniuk shouted for his gun in order to shoot back 
at Okoktok, but did not get the chance. Okoktok felt terribly guilty 
and later, visiting his neighbors, he declared himself ready to be killed. 
He was told: “You are not good game; if you want to kill yourself, go 
out and do it yourself.” (at is precisely what Okoktok did. (Balikci 
:)

A study of parent killing in nineteenth- century New York suggests that sui-
cide following the killing of a parent was often a spontaneous, hot- blooded 
act that was followed by suicidal regret: “Offenders engaged in postoffense 
behaviors consistent with feelings of ‘guilt and remorse’ that were brought 
on by becoming cognizant of their violent actions. (at is, these offenders 
did not flee, but stayed at the scene.  .  .  . Some committed suicide; others 
ran to fetch medical assistance.  .  .  . Some parricide offenders attempted 
to give cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) to their dying parents” (Shon 
and Roberts :). Similarly, in twentieth- century Baltimore, a man who 
killed his wife cried out, “Oh my God, what did I do?” before committing 
suicide (Berman ).

(is is not to say that all who kill themselves after killing another are exe-
cuting themselves for the crime of murder. Many give no indication of guilt, 
shame, or regret, and studies of homicide- suicide in the United States, Can-
ada, and elsewhere suggest that the typical case in these settings involves a 
perpetrator who planned in advance to kill himself along with his victim. 
Rather than a post hoc reaction to guilt, these cases have the character of 
suicide in which another person is “taken with” the killer (Milroy ; Daw-
son ; Manning b). Pure self- execution is more often found in cases 
where a killing was impulsive or accidental, as in the examples above, or as in 
the case of an elderly New Orleans man who mistook his nurse for a burglar, 
fatally shot her, and then killed himself after realizing his mistake (Harper 
and Voigt :–). People might also punish themselves for accidental 
deaths even if they were only indirectly responsible for them. For instance, 
in , tragedy struck a French village when a floor collapsed during a wed-
ding party, sending thirteen people plummeting to their deaths in a well 
shaft below. (e owner of the room in which the party was held blamed 
himself for the deaths, telling townsfolk, “I shall never forgive myself,” and 
committing suicide with a revolver soon after (Baechler :–). More 
recently, when sixteen people were killed by the collapse of a metal grate at a 
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South Korean pop concert in , the government official in charge of the 
venue’s safety measures left a note reading, “I am sorry for the dead victims,” 
before jumping to his death from a ten- story building (Kreps ).

In some conflicts, the offended party may even suggest or demand that 
the offender commit suicide. Again, consider the case of the Greek philos-
opher Socrates, who carried out his own death sentence by drinking hem-
lock. (e Roman philosopher Seneca the Younger was likewise sentenced 
to die by his own hand when accused of conspiring against Emperor Nero. 
(ough he denied the charge and may have been innocent, Seneca com-
plied with the order, drinking hemlock and opening his veins in a hot bath 
(Griffin a). And in premodern Japan, members of the samurai warrior 
class and, later, officers in the imperial military could also be ordered to 
commit suicide as punishment for crime, disobedience, and failure. Here 
self- execution took the form of seppuku, a ritualized act in which the of-
fender disemboweled himself with a short sword (Pinguet :–). 
One of the last cases of state- imposed seppuku occurred in , when the 
Emperor Meiji sentenced a military officer to death for wrongly order-
ing his troops to fire on a foreign settlement. On the day of his death the 
officer confessed: “I, and I alone, unwarrantably gave the order to fire on 
the foreigners at Kobe. . . . For this crime I disembowel myself, and I beg 
you who are present to do me the honor of witnessing the act” (quoted in 
Pinguet :). He then stripped to the waist, knelt, and plunged a sword 
into his abdomen, drawing it all the way across his belly before making a 
slight upward cut at the end. Having fatally wounded himself in an extraor-
dinarily painful fashion, the officer withdrew the sword, leaned forward, 
and extended his neck so that an assistant could deliver a coup de grace by 
severing his head (Pinguet :).

Suicide as a Psychological Problem
Why would anyone handle a conflict by committing suicide? Why do pro-
testors who burn themselves not burn down the homes of their enemies 
instead? When will an aggrieved person try to hurt another by hurting her-
self? Under what conditions do offenders turn into their own executioners? 
What causes suicidal conflicts to erupt in the first place? And does under-
standing this tell us anything about what causes other types and patterns of 
suicide?

(ere are many ways to try to answer such questions. My goal here is to 
answer them sociologically—to address conflict and suicide as forms of social 
life that arise from social causes and that are shaped by social relationships.
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Such an approach might seem strange to many readers. In the mod-
ern world, both professionals and the public commonly treat suicide as a 
medical or mental problem—the province of psychiatry and psychology, not 
sociology. Ask ordinary Americans what causes suicide, and they will likely 
answer by naming a form of mental illness: depression. Depression, in a 
psychiatric sense, refers to a state of prolonged, persistent, and intense sad-
ness or low mood. It is often associated with a lack of motivation, inability 
to enjoy life, and low self- esteem. It is a painful state of mind that can lead 
to suicide as a means of ending mental suffering. Consider the following 
description of one depressed person’s experience:

Her youth contained no traumas; her adult life, as she describes it, 
was blessed. . . . But in the last months of , apropos of nothing—
no life changes, no losses—she slid into a depression of extraordinary 
depth and duration.

“It began with a feeling of not really feeling as connected to things 
as usual,” she told me one evening at the family’s dining- room table. 
“(en it was like this wall fell around me. I felt sadder and sadder and 
then just numb.”

Her doctor prescribed progressively stronger antidepressants, but 
they scarcely touched her. A couple of weeks before Christmas, she 
stopped going to work. (e simplest acts—deciding what to wear, 
making breakfast—required immense will. (en one day, alone in the 
house after Gary had taken the kids to school and gone to work, she 
felt so desperate to escape her pain that she drove to her doctor’s office 
and told him that she didn’t think she could go on anymore. (Dobbs 
, quoted in Horwitz and Wakefield :)
Such depression is by definition distinct from the normal sadness ev-

eryone experiences following losses such as the death of a loved one. (at 
it can come out of the blue suggests that it is caused less by external con-
ditions than by some internal disorder of the mind and body. One espe-
cially well- known theory is that depression stems from a malfunction in 
the brain’s ability to produce and use the neurotransmitter serotonin. (is 
belief has been the basis for many chemical medications marketed as treat-
ments for depression—including such widely used drugs as Prozac, Paxil, 
and Zoloft—and their apparent effectiveness suggests it has some validity. 
On the other hand, more recent research fails to support the serotonin the-
ory (Lacasse and Leo ). (ere is also research suggesting other physi-
ological and chemical causes (such as inflammation and folate deficiency) 
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and that other treatments (such as electroconvulsive therapy and ketamine) 
are also effective (see, e.g., Dantzer et al. ; Fava and Mischoulon ). 
A more recent theory is that the root cause of depression is a decreased rate 
of synaptic growth, and that all other purported causes and treatments have 
some relationship to this (Duman ). Another theory suggests aban-
doning the quest for a root cause altogether and viewing depression (and 
other mental illnesses) as a network of overlapping and mutually reinforcing 
symptoms, each of which might have its own cause or causes (Nuijten et al. 
). Whatever the truth of the matter, the notion that depression and 
suicide arise from a “chemical imbalance” is common in the United States 
and elsewhere, and for both professionals and laypeople it is often the first 
explanation of suicide that comes to mind.

Whatever its physiological basis, depression is a mental state that in-
creases the risk of suicide, and other common explanations of suicide also 
focus on mental states. Psychologist Edwin Shneidman argues that almost 
all suicides are caused by psychological pain, including not only depression 
but also “shame, guilt, fear, anxiety, loneliness, angst, [and] dread of grow-
ing old or of dying badly” (Shneidman :). Psychologist Aaron T. 
Beck proposes that suicide is not due to pain itself so much as to hopeless-
ness—a subjective belief that the pain will never end and one’s situation 
will never improve. In one study, for instance, Beck and colleagues () 
gave a large sample of psychotherapy outpatients a questionnaire meant 
to measure the degree to which they felt hopeless and found that those 
with high scores on this hopelessness measure were much more likely to 
kill themselves within the next ten years. And according to psychologist 
(omas Joiner (), suicide occurs when hopelessness coincides with 
both a subjective perception that one’s existence is a burden on others and 
a learned capacity to inflict violence on oneself, including habituation to 
physical pain.

Suicide as a Sociological Problem
A sociological approach to suicide need not deny the validity of any of these 
psychological and psychiatric ideas. Mental pain, hopelessness, and per-
ceived burdensomeness can indeed make people more likely to take their 
lives, and suicidal people often display deep sorrow prior to ending them-
selves. Genetics and body chemistry certainly influence human behavior, and 
the brain and mind are complex systems whose internal dynamics can pro-
duce change even when external input is fairly constant. Some individuals 
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do apparently suffer from prolonged sadness without a clear external cause 
or else have extremely and unusually severe reactions to external stressors.

But we also know that the human organism does not operate in a vac-
uum and that the external environment can have a powerful influence. 
While it may be true that depressed people are more likely to commit 
suicide, it is also true that many people who kill themselves are not de-
pressed in the psychiatric sense of the term. We might describe them as 
“depressed over” something—a lost job, broken relationship, public hu-
miliation, or debilitating injury—but we need not appeal to a mysterious 
mental condition to identify the source of their suffering. (e same can 
be said for any other mental states associated with suicide, which are surely 
influenced by external as well as internal factors. Furthermore, just as not 
all who kill themselves are depressed, not all who suffer from depression 
kill themselves—indeed, the large majority do not. Rather, most find alter-
native ways of handling the situation, including possibly turning to others 
for help. Even those who try to commit suicide may find themselves pre-
vented by others who restrain or rescue them. Finally, even if some people 
suffer from mental conditions that might predispose them to suicide, it is 
often some social event—such as a conflict—that ultimately triggers the 
act. Whatever its biological or psychological correlates, suicide clearly var-
ies with its social environment as well.

Of course, no psychologist or psychiatrist would claim otherwise, and to 
varying extents prominent psychological theories of suicide have addressed 
the life events of those who kill themselves. Shneidman (), for instance, 
addresses some of the types of situations that thwart people’s needs and 
give rise to psychological pain, while Joiner () addresses experiences 
through which people might acquire the tolerance of pain and fear he claims 
are necessary for suicide. Still, scholars of the mind naturally focus on their 
area of expertise and give little systematic attention to social factors. (us a 
 article in Psychology Today entitled “(e Six Reasons People Attempt 
Suicide” presents readers with the answers like “they’re depressed,” “they’re 
psychotic,” and “they’re impulsive” (Lickerman ). Such answers tell us 
little about the social causes of suicide, the myriad ways in in which suicide 
can be a social behavior, and why suicide varies across social and cultural 
conditions.

Sociologists, on the other hand, focus on exactly these sorts of puz-
zles. Writing in the late nineteenth century, sociologist Emile Durkheim 
([] ) famously observed consistent differences in suicide rates across 
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countries and other geographic areas. Year after year, he noted, the suicide 
rates of some places were predictably higher than the rates of others. (e 
suicide rates in England, for instance, were nearly double those in Italy, and 
the suicide rates in France were nearly double those in England (Durkheim 
[] :). Surely, he argued, there must be some property of these 
societies that accounted for stable differences in their suicide rates. Further-
more, changes in suicide rates over time coincided with financial and politi-
cal upheavals, such as economic depressions and wars. And he also observed 
that suicide rates varied across types of person—for example, single people 
had higher rates than married people, and soldiers had higher rates than 
civilians. (ese differences too suggested we can predict and explain suicide 
with social conditions, whether of countries or of individuals.

Durkheim’s own explanation, which we will discuss in more detail in 
later chapters, was that suicide arises from extremes of social cohesion and 
moral regulation. In short, where people are too tightly bound to others, or 
not bound tightly enough, they are more likely to commit suicide. (e same 
is true when they are given no social norms for how to live their lives or for 
when their lives are too restricted. While this theory is a classic in the field, 
it is not the last word on the topic. Some scholars criticize elements of the 
theory as vague and difficult to test, and researchers have found that the data 
support some of its claims better than others (see, e.g., Danigelis and Pope 
; Gibbs and Martin ; Johnson ). More to the point, focused as 
he was either on societies (such as different countries) or individuals (such 
as different types of people), Durkheim did not adequately address a cru-
cial level of social reality: that of relationships and interactions. When will 
conflict erupt in a human relationship? And why do some conflicts result 
in suicide while others do not? Exactly when and where will an instance of 
moralism or altruism or anything else become self- destructive? Who takes 
suicidal action toward whom?

Durkheim’s theory is an important starting point, and we will draw on 
some of his insights in the coming chapters. But it is merely a first step in 
the sociology of suicide, and one that does not answer many questions we 
might have about suicide as a form of social behavior. What we will also 
need is a theory of conflict and social control and a strategy for explaining 
where and when these things will result in suicide rather than some alter-
native. Fortunately, there is already a body of theory aimed at explaining 
conflict, and it illustrates a strategy that is perfectly suited to the task of 
explaining the situational and interactive aspects of suicide. (e strategy is a 
new and distinctive approach to sociology: pure sociology. Since even many 
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sociologists are unfamiliar with this particular approach, let us address it in 
more detail.

Suicide and Pure Sociology
Pure sociology is a novel and distinctively sociological strategy of explana-
tion developed by sociologist Donald Black. It is a framework, or paradigm, 
that can be used to develop theories of human behavior. Like more familiar 
sociological paradigms—such as the rational choice, conflict, or functional-
ist approaches—it is potentially applicable to any topic, from religious belief 
to financial altruism to predatory crime (Black , ; Michalski ; 
Cooney :). (us far, however, most pure sociological work deals with 
conflict and social control. Black first developed pure sociology in his theory 
of law, a set of principles that explain how legal cases are handled and why 
some conflicts involve more legal intervention than others (Black ; see 
also Cooney ). He and his students have since expanded this work to 
address many forms of conflict management, including avoidance, negotia-
tion, therapy, and various forms of violence (Baumgartner ; Black , 
b; Horwitz ; Senechal de la Roche ; Campbell b). More 
recently, Black even extended pure sociology to explain the origin of conflict 
itself (Black ).

As the name implies, pure sociology focuses exclusively on the social 
aspects of human behavior, ignoring psychology and biology (Black ). 
Indeed, pure sociology does not look at the behavior of individuals as such 
but at the behavior of forms of social life, such as law or altruism or science 
(e.g., Black ; Black ; Michalski ). For example, rather than 
asking what makes individual crime victims more likely to call the police or 
individual police officers more likely to make an arrest or individual judges 
and jurors more likely to convict a defendant, Black’s theory of law simply 
asks what conditions lead a conflict to attract a greater quantity of law—
that is, a greater amount of governmental social control brought to bear 
against the alleged offender. (is way of looking at things allows us to skip 
over the myriad decisions of multiple individuals and to avoid the need to 
know about their different motives and beliefs. All that is necessary is to 
explain what social factors are conducive to a greater or lesser quantity of 
law, and we can predict the behavior of all the individuals involved in the 
case. Beyond law, Black and his students ask what makes a conflict more 
likely to produce other forms of social control, such as lynching or shun-
ning or genocide (Black ; Campbell b; Senechal de la Roche ). 
And using pure sociology, they answer these questions not with the motives, 
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perceptions, and proclivities of individuals but with the structure and mo-
tion of social space.

 
Social space refers to the different ways people and groups can be related 
to one another. (ey may be relationally close to one another, bound by 
strong ties of intimacy, or relationally distant, with little or no prior inter-
action. (ey might be culturally close, members of the same religious and 
ethnic group, or culturally distant, sharing few cultural practices of any kind. 
(e degree of relational and cultural distance varies across relationships and 
across interactions. So too does the degree of vertical distance, or inequality: 
some are social elites, people whose wealth and power put them at higher 
social elevations relative to everyone else, while the poor and powerless oc-
cupy lower elevations. Relationships and interactions might be more or less 
unequal, and behavior might be directed upward toward higher elevations 
or downward toward lower ones.

Each instance of human behavior occurs in a particular configuration of 
social space, known as its social structure or social geometry (Black ). (is 
structure is defined by the characteristics and relationships of everyone in-
volved in the behavior, such as the various kinds of social distance between 
them, and by who is acting toward whom. Different structures tend to pro-
duce different behaviors, and so social geometry explains variation in social 
life. Each conflict, for example, has its own social structure, depending on 
whether it occurs between intimates or strangers, the culturally homoge-
neous or the culturally diverse, social equals or people of different rank. And 
this structure predicts how the conflict is likely to be handled.

For example, Black’s theory of law proposes that law increases with re-
lational distance (Black :–). What this means is that, holding con-
stant the nature of the grievance, such as whether it is a complaint about 
theft or about murder, it will tend to result in more legal intervention when 
the offender is someone more distant (such as a stranger) than if the of-
fender is someone close (such as family member). People are thus more 
likely to call the police if they are victimized by strangers than if they are 
victimized by acquaintances and more likely to call the police if they are vic-
timized by an acquaintance than if they are victimized by an intimate such 
as a spouse or boyfriend (see, e.g., Williams ; Fisher et al. ). And if 
the law does get involved, cases involving closer parties tend to get handled 
more leniently, meaning they are less likely to result in a conviction, and 
they tend to result in less severe sentences for those who are convicted (see, 
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e.g., Cooney :–). (e same offense is therefore likely to be handled 
quite differently depending on the relational distance it spans.

(e way a case is handled will also vary with the degree of inequality 
between victim and offender, as well was with the vertical direction of the 
complaint. According to Black’s theory, law is greater in a downward direc-
tion than in an upward direction. (is means that there is more legal inter-
vention when the case involves a complaint by a social superior against a 
social inferior than if the case were reversed. For example, the theory would 
predict that in cases where an employer calls the police against her em-
ployee, there is a greater likelihood of the police making an arrest than in 
cases where an employee calls the police against her employer. And more 
punishment is likely when someone of low status victimizes someone of 
high status than when someone of high status victimizes someone of low 
status (see, e.g., Cooney :–).

 
(e structure of social space helps explain the form and quantity of behav-
iors and thus explains why conflicts get handled in different ways. But the 
social world is not static, and so this structure frequently changes. Relation-
ships begin and end. People abandon old customs and adopt new ones. (e 
humble rise and the mighty fall. Black refers to these fluctuations in social 
space as social time (Black ). Just as the structure of social space explains 
human behavior, so too does its movement. Change is the basis of causality, 
with one event sparking another (Bohm :). So whereas social structure 
shapes conflict in predictable ways, social time is what causes conflicts to 
erupt in the first place. In his book Moral Time, Black proposes that “the 
greater and faster the movement of social time, the greater is the likelihood 
of conflict and the greater the conflict is likely to be” (Black :). For 
example, every change in intimacy has the potential to spark conflict, be it a 
guest who overstays his welcome or a friend who fails to keep in touch. But 
the greater and faster the change in intimacy, the more likely it is to give 
offense, and the more severe the offense is likely to be. A slight reduction in 
contact is less likely to cause grievances than suddenly terminating the re-
lationship altogether, and falling out of touch with an acquaintance will not 
provoke nearly so severe a reaction as cutting off ties to a spouse. (e same 
is true for changes in status inequality or cultural diversity: the greater and 
faster the fluctuation in social space, the more likely and severe the conflict.

Social space and social time are ubiquitous features of human life, de-
fined by the patterning and tempo of our relationships and interactions, 
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and there is much they can explain about human behavior. Here, then, is a 
framework that can be used to examine suicidal conflicts. Using Black’s pure 
sociology, and building on previous theories of conflict and social control, 
we can ask which movements of social time are most likely to cause suicidal 
conflict and which conflict structures are most likely to produce suicide. Be-
yond this, we can ask which social changes are most likely to cause suicide in 
general. And we can ask which structures encourage behaviors like altruism 
or ritual to take suicidal forms, or how social structure effects behaviors like 
therapy and rescue that might prevent suicide.

(e rest of this book is devoted to exploring these questions. Its goal is to 
outline a general theory that explains when and where suicidal conflict will 
occur and therefore contribute to theories of both suicide and conflict. To 
develop and illustrate this theory I rely on evidence from a variety of sources, 
including historical accounts, psychiatric case studies, police and coroners’ 
reports, large- sample statistical studies, and ethnographic observations. Most 
of the cited information is secondary, culled from the extensive literature on 
suicide compiled by anthropologists, historians, medical researchers, psychol-
ogists, and sociologists. Some evidence also comes from my own studies of 
coroners’ records in Kentucky and West Virginia. More details about meth-
odology are available in appendix A. For now, note that this variety of sources 
from different disciplines is what allows us to examine suicide up close, to see 
how it varies across a wide range of social circumstances, and to find patterns 
that hold true across many different types of society.

Suicide is no less social than any other human behavior. It varies across 
societies and across social locations within societies. It comes in different 
forms and varieties and is often rooted in some larger category of social life. 
As this chapter has emphasized, suicide frequently occurs in the course of 
conflict, whether in the private conflicts of individuals or large- scale politi-
cal struggles. It can even act as a form of social control, a moralistic behavior 
aimed at righting wrongs and punishing offenses. It might be protest or 
punishment, avoidance or appeal, escape or revenge. As such, it also varies 
across relationships and situations. It varies from one conflict to another. 
Most of all, it varies with the structure and motion of social space, and this 
is our key to explaining it.
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"e critical turning point came when the Korea Electric Power, for-
mally privatized but still government managed, brought suit, claiming 
damages caused by a strike, and took provisional seizure against staff 
and common members in the spring of . "e companies tempo-
rarily seized  billion won (. million) from the union staff; . 
billion won (. million) from the union’s fund; and . billion won 
(. million) from , members.  .  .  . [Union leader] Kim Joo-ik, 
was receiving at most , won () a month at the time of his 
suicide of a monthly salary of about . million won (,). . . . "e 
company also laid many laborers off to frighten the workers into end-
ing the strike. Many union members abandoned the strike in the face 
of these threats. "ese conditions compelled Kim Joo- ik to commit 
suicide. ( Jang :)

In most societies we can see distinctions between high class and low class, 
dominant and subordinate, those who are looked up to and those who are 
looked down upon. "is is social inequality, also called stratification, and it 
comprises the vertical dimension of social space.

Stratification, and thus vertical space, is defined by differences in social 
status. For many readers, wealth is probably the most obvious kind of social 
status and differences in wealth the most obvious kind of social inequal-
ity. Wealth is an economic status determined by the possession of material 
goods such as food, shelter, productive property, or the currency with which 
to buy such things (Black :). Differences in wealth are easy to observe 
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in contemporary societies and attract a lot of attention in everyday life. But 
there are also other forms of status and thus other kinds of inequality (see 
generally Black ). Authority, for example, is a hierarchical status, defined 
by the ability to successfully give orders and by one’s rank within a chain of 
command. Within organizations, greater rank often goes along with greater 
wealth, but the two forms of status are not identical. A police officer, for in-
stance, might be less wealthy than you but can still order you to pull over and 
stop your car. Another form of status is respectability, a moral status arising 
from one’s reputation for deviant or virtuous conduct (Black :–). 
Some people are praised, admired, and respected for their good behavior, 
while others have much worse reputations. Someone with a lengthy crim-
inal record or notoriety for past misdeeds has low respectability, regardless 
of his or her wealth.

Each type of status has similar effects, generally producing various ad-
vantages for those who have them relative to those who lack them. "e same 
goes for other types, such as education, organization, and conventionality 
(Black :–). Each may also act as a kind of capital that makes it 
easier to gain the others, as when wealth is used to purchase education or 
to enhance one’s reputation through charity. "us while they can and do 
vary independently, these subdimensions of inequality also tend to cluster 
together. And while we can consider each type of status in isolation, we can 
also take account of all of them at once to assess someone’s overall social 
standing. Whether we look at one kind of status or all of them together, in 
Black’s conceptual language we are measuring someone’s social elevation, or 
location along the vertical dimension of social space.

Suicide and Social Elevation
We can observe the social elevation of any person or group and so compare 
behaviors that occur at high elevations, between those of high status, to 
those that occur at low elevations, between those of low status. Many studies 
examine how the overall probability of suicide varies according to elevation, 
though sometimes with contradictory results. Writing in the late nineteenth 
century, Durkheim ([] :) suggested that poverty was a “protective 
factor” against suicide, citing the lower suicide rates in poorer nations (such 
as Ireland) compared to wealthier ones (such as France). A half century later, 
sociologists Andrew Henry and James Short () likewise proposed that 
suicide was greater at higher elevations, citing as evidence the fact that white 
Americans have higher suicide rates than black Americans. And using data 
from London in the early s, psychiatrist Peter Sainsbury () found 
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that suicide victims were more likely to live on streets with higher average 
wealth and to belong to higher occupational classes, such as educated pro-
fessionals or business owners (Sainsbury :–).

Others, however, find that suicide is greater at lower elevations (Baudelot 
and Establet :–). For example, a study of suicide in Australia be-
tween  and  found higher suicide rates in areas with lower income, 
education, and home ownership (Page et al. ). A study of the Chicago 
area between  and  found that suicide rates were higher for those 
in lower- status occupations—for instance, unskilled manual laborers had 
higher rates than professionals and craftsmen (Maris :–). A recent 
meta- analysis of thirty- four published studies also found that low- skilled, 
low- income occupations have higher rates of suicide (Milner et al. ). And 
multicountry study of thousands of suicide attempters in Europe during the 
s found that rates were greater among those with less education and 
home ownership (Lorant et al. b; see also Schmidtke et al. ).

It appears more common for studies to find higher risk of suicide at low 
elevations, particularly if the studies directly examine the status character-
istics of suicidal people rather than inferring them from, say, the average 
wealth of people in their geographic area. (In sociology, the former is con-
sidered stronger evidence than the latter—after all, just because a suicidal 
person belongs to a group with more wealthy people does not mean that he 
or she personally is wealthy.) But the relationship does not seem as clear 
as others we will consider in this chapter, and most studies fail to account 
for the difference between being poor or unemployed and becoming poor 
or unemployed. As we discussed in the previous chapter, causality is by na-
ture dynamic—cause and effect, stimulus and response, action and reaction 
(Black :; Bohm :). It is a relationship between events, with one 
change leading to another. While it’s not clear if social elevation has an 
effect, changes in social elevation certainly do.

Suicide and Vertical Mobility
Social status is always subject to change. Someone might accumulate wealth 
or squander it, find a job or lose one, win praise or provoke condemnation. 
"ey thus move upward or downward in the status structure—that is, they 
experience vertical mobility. And observers have long known that vertical 
mobility can prompt suicide.

Writing in the late s, Durkheim said it was already a “well- known 
fact that economic crises have an aggravating effect on the suicidal ten-
dency” (Durkheim [] :). In Austria and France, for instance, 
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market crashes corresponded to spikes in the suicide rate, as did yearly 
spikes in the number of bankruptcies (Durkheim [] :–). He 
argued that such crises disrupted the “equilibrium” between people’s desires 
and their means of satisfying them, producing a state of unhappiness. Every 
individual, he claimed, needs a moral force to regulate his or her desires, 
and this force can only come from society. Norms about the appropriate 
lifestyle for different social classes or occupations serve this function: public 
opinion mandates a certain lifestyle for laborers, another for businessmen, 
and so forth, and people are criticized for aspiring to too much or for living 
too far below their means. “Under this pressure,” Durkheim writes, “each in 
his sphere vaguely realizes the extreme limit set to his ambition and aspires 
to nothing beyond” (Durkheim [] :). Economic depressions are 
dangerous, he argued, because they “suddenly [cast] certain individuals into 
a lower state than their previous one,” and since “they are not adjusted” to 
the condition, they “find it intolerable” (Durkheim [] :).

Durkheim’s social psychology seems intuitive so far, but he also made a 
less intuitive claim: that upward mobility produces exactly the same effect. 
“With increased prosperity desires increase,” he argued, and so “the richer 
prize offered these appetites stimulates them and makes them more exigent 
and impatient of control,” leading to frustration and unhappiness. “How,” 
Durkheim asks, “could the desire to live not be weakened under such con-
ditions?” (Durkheim [] :). "us he claimed that both upward and 
downward mobility lead to suicide. He referred to suicide caused by these 
effects as “anomic suicide,” believing they stemmed from anomie, a con-
dition that arises when people lack social norms to regulate their conduct 
(Durkheim [] :).

From a purely sociological perspective, it is not necessary to know the 
accuracy of Durkheim’s ideas about the psychology of desire and unhappi-
ness. What matters is the actual relationship between vertical mobility and 
suicide. As it turns out, Durkheim was only partially correct. Across time 
and place, downward mobility is indeed a common and powerful cause of 
suicide. Upward mobility, on the other hand, is not.

Before considering the evidence, note that downward mobility is a matter 
of degree: the loss might be smaller or greater, and it might happen gradually 
or suddenly. Black’s theory of conflict proposes that the greater and faster the 
social change, the more likely it is to cause conflict. We can apply a similar 
logic here: the greater and faster the downward mobility, the more likely 
it is trigger suicide. In other words, suicide varies directly with downward 
mobility. Note also that social status is relative, and any instance of vertical 
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mobility alters the degree of inequality in various relationships. “If we are 
equals,” Black writes, “you become my inferior if I rise and my superior if I 
fall. If you are my superior, I lose some of my inferiority if you fall and you 
lose some of your superiority if I rise” (Black :). Viewed in this light, 
vertical mobility is a change in vertical space itself, one that causes stratifi-
cation to increase or decrease. It is thus an instance of what Black calls social 
time, and comes in two types: understratification is when inequality declines, 
while overstratification is when inequality increases (Black :, ). Both 
changes can produce conflict: people express grievances when those below 
them rise (perhaps condemning them as uppity or rebellious) and also when 
others rise above them (perhaps calling them greedy or domineering). But it 
appears suicidal conflict, and indeed suicide in general, is mostly due to over-
stratification, which occurs when people fall below others. We might thus 
say that suicide varies directly with overstratification. But when stratification 
increases, suicide occurs among those who are falling, being dominated, or 
being left behind, not among those who are rising or exercising domination. 
Suicide concentrates among those who experience an increase in their so-
cial inferiority—something Black (:) calls overinferiority. "erefore it 
would be more precise to say: suicide varies directly with overinferiority (Man-
ning d). Calling it “overinferiority” might not sound terribly different 
from calling it “downward mobility,” and indeed I will use the two terms 
interchangeably unless noted otherwise. But the concept of overinferiority 
helps draw our attention to the relative nature of social status and also to the 
fact that one’s social status can change even within the context of a particular 
relationship or social network. Also recall that, since there are several types 
or dimensions of social status, there can be several sources of overinferiority. 
Perhaps the most obvious is the loss of wealth.

   
In over a century of research since Durkheim published his theory of 
suicide, little evidence has supported his claim that suicide rates increase 
during economic booms as well as during busts. One of the first to ques-
tion the notion was another French sociologist named Maurice Halbwachs. 
Tracing yearly suicide rates in Germany from the mid- s to the early 
s, Halbwachs ([] :–) concluded that suicide did indeed 
tend to rise during downturns in the economy, as measured by falling prices 
and rising bankruptcies, but that it did not rise during periods of growth. 
Halbwachs noted that one apparent exception, a sudden spike in suicide 
rates that Durkheim drew attention to when arguing that sudden growth 
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leads to suicide, coincided with changes in record keeping that would have 
led to more suicides being officially recognized and recorded (Halbwachs 
[] :). "is would mean a sudden increase in the official suicide 
rate even if the number of actual suicides was stable or declining. "is, he 
suggests, gave Durkheim an inaccurate view of the broader pattern.

Regardless of the source of the error, several other studies confirm that sui-
cide rates rise during economic recessions and depressions—times of greater 
downward mobility—but not during periods of rising prosperity. Such was 
the case for the United States throughout the twentieth century (e.g., Henry 
and Short :–; Yang ; Luo et al. ; but compare Pierce ). 
During the Great Depression, for instance, US suicide deaths increased even 
as mortality from other causes declined (Granados and Roux ). One 
analysis of  US cities in thirty- six states found that suicide mortality rose 
with the number of banks that temporarily or permanently suspended activ-
ities, something that would have led to sudden economic hardship for their 
customers (Stuckler et al. ). With few exceptions, similar patterns have 
been found for other countries, such as Australia, Korea, and Japan (Araki 
and Murata ; Chang et al. ; Morrell et al. ; but compare Hin-
tikka, Saarinen, and Viinamäki ). And they continue to be found in more 
recent times. For example, using a method known as time- series analysis 
that measures how suicide rates deviate from previous trends, researchers 
have found that the global economic crisis of —often called the Great 
Recession—led to rising suicide rates throughout Europe and the Americas, 
including such diverse countries as Chile, Mexico, and Norway (Chang et al. 
; Reeves et al. ; Barr et al. ).

Sociologists know that relationships found at the level of the nation, 
state, or city do not always apply to the individuals within those groupings. 
Perhaps individuals who experience downward mobility are not actually 
more likely to kill themselves, and there is some other reason why economic 
shocks raise a society’s overall suicide rate. Yet when we look to case studies 
of individual suicides, they confirm the lethal role of downward mobility. 
Consider some cases that occurred during the Great Depression:

Ignatz Engel was a retired cigar maker in the Bronx who invested in 
the market in time to be wiped out by the Crash. On Nov., depressed 
over his losses, he lay down on a blanket in his kitchen and opened all 
the jets of the gas range. "e next day, the president of the Rochester 
Gas and Electric Corp., no longer able to endure his loss of more 
than ,,, ended his own life. . . . Confirming the international 
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implications of Wall Street’s debacle, there were suicides by a broker 
in Chile and another in Cuba, the latter found hanged in the Mem-
bers’ Room of the Havana Exchange. In Philadelphia, one broker shot 
himself at the Penn Athletic Club and another was hauled out of the 
Schuylkill after “the cold water had changed his mind.” "e retrieval 
of Julius Umbach from the Hudson was less auspicious. His suicide 
was explained by notes in his pocket calling for more margin. . . . A 
young man named Lytle shot and killed himself in a hotel in Milwau-
kee, leaving behind four cents and a suicide note directing that “my 
body should go to science, my soul to Andrew W. Mellon and sympa-
thy to my creditors.” "e note also asked that his body not be removed 
from the room until the rent was up. (Lowenthal )
One study in New Orleans, based on interviews with the family and 

neighbors of men who committed suicide, found that the a majority of self- 
killers had recently lost a job, suffered a reduction in pay, or experienced 
some other form of economic decline, and that they were more likely than 
their neighbors to have experienced such a loss (Breed ). A study of 
suicides in Chicago similarly found that  percent of male victims had re-
tired or become disabled just prior to their suicide and that only about  
percent were working full time (Maris :). Another analysis of coro-
ners’ records in another US city found that economic strains such as the loss 
of a car or home were a contributing factor in nearly two- thirds of suicides 
(Stack and Wasserman ). And a “sociological autopsy” of one hundred 
suicides in a UK city reveals that coroners’ files cited the role of unemploy-
ment in  percent of cases and the role of debt in another  percent of 
cases (Fincham et al. ).

Researchers using larger samples find similar patterns. A census- based 
study of all Finnish men between  and  found that those who lost 
their jobs were nearly twice as likely to commit suicide by the end of the 
study period. Notably, this study controlled for several background factors 
such as age, marital status, mental health, physical health, and socioeconomic 
status prior to unemployment, providing evidence that the relationship is 
not simply a matter of those factors predisposing people to be both suicidal 
and unemployable (Martikainen ; see also Moser, Fox, and Jones ). 
A longitudinal study of over , individuals in the United States re-
vealed a similar relationship: among both men and women, those who lost 
jobs were more likely to kill themselves in the subsequent year than those 
who had not lost jobs. "e effect was particularly strong for men: those who 
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lost jobs were two to three times more likely to have killed themselves by 
the two- year follow- up survey (Kposowa ). "e effect was also stron-
ger immediately after the loss, suggesting that downward mobility is more 
dangerous than simply having a low social elevation. A cohort study of over 
two million New Zealanders likewise found that unemployment more than 
doubled the risk of suicide (Blakely, Collings, and Atkinson ; compare 
Fergusson, Boden, and Horwood ).

Of course, unemployment is not the only indicator of economic loss. Los-
ing one’s home is also a severe economic blow. Researchers in Sweden com-
pared a sample of over , evicted persons to an over ,- person 
random sample of the general population and found that, controlling for 
factors like education, employment, and mental health diagnosis, those 
who were evicted were four times more likely to kill themselves within 
the year (Rojas and Stenberg :–). Nor is the relationship be-
tween economic loss and suicide limited to Western nations. Consider a 
case from early twentieth- century China: “Mr. Lee was a clerk in a store 
in [Yangzhou]. He was  years old and had four children, although his 
wages were only . per month, out of which he had to support his 
aged parents in addition to his wife and children. . . . He fell heavily into 
debt. "e high rates of interest charged made it impossible to repay the 
loans and he went even more deeply into debt. . . . After several months, 
to cap his misfortunes, the store in which he was employed failed and he 
was thrown out of work. . . . Finally in despair he jumped into the Grand 
Canal and was drowned” (quoted in Baechler :). More recently, in 
Hong Kong, a comparison of  suicide victims to  nonsuicidal con-
trols found that those who killed themselves were more likely to have had 
work and financial problems in recent months, including unemployment 
and unmanageable debt (Chen et al. ; see also Chan et al. ). In 
India in recent times the economic effects of globalization have rendered 
the owners of small farms much more vulnerable to mounting debt cul-
minating in foreclosure. "e suicide rates of farmers have thus increased, 
with many farmers killing themselves due to crop failures and indebted-
ness (Mohanty ; Mishra ; Vasavi ). Wealthier farmers have 
the advantage of a greater economic cushion and better ability to diversify 
their crops and so are less likely to suffer the catastrophic loss of their entire 
farm. Suicide is thus concentrated among the poorer farmers and tends to 
occur in harvest season—the time when they find out whether they will 
pay their debts or lose their farm (Mohanty :–). But though less 
vulnerable, wealthier farmers are not entirely immune: one wealthy farmer 
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“advanced more than two hundred thousand rupees” to poorer growers and 
killed himself when crop failures made him lose hope of recovering his 
investment  (Mohanty :).

"e role of downward mobility can also be seen in historical records. For 
instance, in Worcestershire in  “a free tennant of the Count of Glocester, 
Adam le Yep, was forced by poverty to receive servile tennancy, which would 
make him a villein; he had often sworn to kill himself rather than accept 
such a fate; in fact he drowned himself in the Severn” (Baechler :). 
In the eighteenth century, English aristocrats became fond of gambling 
in elaborate card games, and many upper- class suicides followed massive 
gambling losses (MacDonald and Murphy :–). A study of coro-
ners’ records from nineteenth- century England shows that unemployment 
and financial ruin were among the most common reasons given for suicide 
(Anderson :–). And in eighteenth- century Geneva, technological 
changes led to high unemployment among watchmakers, causing them to 
have the highest suicide rate of any occupational group (Watt :–). 
One watchmaker killed himself with arsenic after finding his skills ren-
dered obsolete: “According to his employer, Jean Pierre Rivoire, Delaine had 
showed considerable talent and had made a decent living when he worked 
in the manufacture of ‘the old style’ of watches. With the introduction of 
new styles and techniques, however, Delaine found himself compelled to 
come work for Rivoire to learn the new methods. "is was almost as if he 
were beginning a second apprenticeship, and Rivoire attested that Delaine 
was upset about the considerable loss in income that he suffered as a result 
of technological change” (Watt :–).

So far we have considered such widely recognized forms of wealth as 
homes, land, money, and sources of income. But if we define wealth as the 
material means of existence, it includes something more: our physical capac-
ity to make a living and to care for ourselves and our loved ones. "us Black 
(:) considers the human body “the most fundamental means of pro-
duction” and our physical health to be the most fundamental form of wealth. 
We can therefore consider illness and injury a form of downward mobility, 
one that is often particularly devastating and likely to cause suicide.

In my study of  coroners’ records from Louisville, physical illness was 
cited as a reason for suicide in  percent of the cases. Chronic, debilitating, 
and terminal illnesses were common. For example, one foreman’s severe ar-
thritis had led to an inability to use his hands, and “he had told several fam-
ily members he was ‘ready to go’ ” shortly before killing himself. A Swedish 
study found physical illness and disability played a role in about  percent 
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of four hundred cases (Stensman and Sundqvist- Stensman ). Other re-
search finds that being diagnosed with cancer doubles the risk of suicide 
(Misono et al. ; Robinson et al. ). Disabled persons generally have 
higher rates of suicide, and the rate of suicide increases with the degree of 
disability (Hopkins ; Giannini et al. ). Among the elderly, visual 
impairment is associated with higher risk of suicide (Waern et al. ). 
Old age in general involves an irreversible physical decline, and the general 
pattern throughout most of the world is for suicide rates to increase with age 
(World Health Organization :). Studies of coroners’ records confirm 
that declining health often plays a role in the suicide of the aged (Fincham 
et al. :; Rubenowitz et al. ).

Of course injury and illness are physically painful and exhausting, as are 
many treatments for them. It is no surprise that many would like to escape 
from such suffering, and this surely accounts for much of the association 
between disease and suicide. But even with little or no physical pain, or 
when such pain can be controlled by medication, declining health is still a 
loss of stature that many find intolerable. As Black comments, “Sickness . . . 
not only incapacitates and kills but frequently leads to a condition of social 
dependency similar to a child’s” (Black :). Note that disability also 
deprives one of the ability to engage in a variety of tasks and so reduces 
the kind of stature that comes from performing well. "is sort of stature, 
which Black () calls functional status, is what elevates star athletes over 
benchwarmers, even among unpaid amateurs. Unemployment too might be 
understood not just as the loss of income and the economic stature it pro-
vides but also as failure in one’s social role. Where men are expected to act 
as providers for their spouses and children, for instance, unemployment can 
be especially damaging for them. In Ghana, when a man is unable to fulfill 
his economic role as breadwinner, others will dismiss him as “a useless man” 
(Adinkrah ). Studies in the United Kingdom and United States suggest 
that men—particularly middle- aged men, who are likely to be most en-
meshed in the breadwinner role—are more likely than women to kill them-
selves over unemployment and other economic failures (e.g., Rich et al. ; 
Fincham et al. :–). "us, while social welfare might mitigate the 
economic effects of losing a job or becoming disabled, and so prevent many 
suicides (see, e.g., Hosaka ), it will not completely erase the impact of 
these losses. For example, one young New Zealander—who killed himself 
after being dismissed for “a work- related infraction”—said that “he never 
wanted to be without work again; he hated feeling worthless, useless, and 
powerless. He experienced these empty feelings on the dole” (Weaver and 
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Munro :). And even in societies with generous welfare states, such as 
Denmark, retirement brings increased risk of suicide (Qin et al. ).

   
Damage to one’s reputation—what we might call respectability, prestige, 
or moral status—is another form of downward mobility that causes suicide 
(on the concept of respectability, see Black :). Sometimes the loss of 
respectability might stem from other kinds of loss, such as unemployment 
or disability, and so compound their effects. In the words of one unem-
ployed American interviewed by psychologists during the s, “When I 
go out, I cast down my eyes because I feel myself wholly inferior. . . . For-
mer acquaintances and friends of better times are no longer so cordial. . . . 
"eir eyes seem to say, ‘You are not worth it, you don’t work’ ” (quoted in 
Goffman :). "e shame and stigma of failure is one source of reputa-
tional damage. Another is being publicly accused of committing a crime or 
engaging in other sorts of serious wrongdoing. Many kill themselves after 
such accusations. For example, in South Korea in , former president 
Roh Moo- hyun killed himself after becoming embroiled in a corruption 
investigation. Following allegations that he accepted  million in bribes 
during his – presidency, he jumped to his death from a cliff (Sohn 
). In China in , after Chinese authorities blamed a disastrous waste 
dump landslide on the violation of safety regulations, the official in charge 
of regulating the dump hanged himself (Hunt and Lu ). And in , 
the day after a news story accused him of sexual misconduct, a Republican 
member of Kentucky’s House of Representatives shot himself in the head 
(Novelly ).

In some settings the loss of respect might be the most drastic kind of 
downward mobility that ever occurs. In tribal and peasant societies with lit-
tle stored wealth of any kind, drastic gains and losses of wealth are compara-
tively rare. But word travels fast in the village, and reputations are permanent. 
For the Nivkh (or Gilyak), a hunter- gatherer group in western Russia, “dis-
grace and shame are a great punishment. . . . "e Gilyak who is convicted 
of doing something shameful goes out into the taiga and . . . hangs himself ” 
(Shternberg ). An ethnographic study of suicide in a Serbian village 
reports that male suicides tend to occur “in response to or fear of social 
disapproval, such as destruction of reputation or loss of prestige in society” 
(Filipovic :). In Southern Africa, a Zulu informant states that “when 
I am found to have done a bad thing I have [shame] because now everyone 
knows what I did.  .  .  . A man has [shame] when he has committed rape; 





Suicide

he feels shy when walking in the neighborhood of the woman; he feels dis-
graced when discovered. "ere is no way of ‘cleansing’ himself, except a man 
may kill himself. Many men commit suicide in such as a situation” (quoted 
in Raum :). Among the Lepcha villagers of the Himalayas, most sui-
cide follows a public rebuke: “"ere have been six suicides in Lingthem and 
the neighbouring smaller villages in the last twenty years, and in every case 
the suicide has been immediately subsequent to a public reproof. . . . Chélé’s 
father killed himself because his wife and her family publicly blamed him 
for neglecting her and his work while she was ill. Kurma’s uncle killed him-
self because he was blamed for not keeping his wife in order, and Kurma’s 
brother because he was blamed for his uncle’s suicide” (Gorer :). 
Similarly, suicide among the Trobriand islanders of Melanesia often follows 
a public accusation of deviant conduct, as when one young man jumped 
to his death from a palm tree after being accused of incest (Malinowski 
[] :–). Shame and humiliation cause suicide among the Toraja 
of Indonesia as well: one man killed himself “because of the shame he felt 
for having physically abused his children,” while a woman “killed herself 
because she was pregnant while still unmarried” (Hollan :). And 
villagers in nineteenth- century Sussex, England, killed themselves due to 
“humiliation and loss of neighbourly or family esteem” (Anderson :).

Individuals vary in their sensitivity to sociological variables, and so 
do cultures. Some societies place a greater value on reputation and breed 
a greater sensitivity to shame. In contemporary Ghana, “a number of  .  .  . 
proverbs and maxims suggest suicide is preferable to enduring shame,” and 
public disgrace is perhaps the most common reason for suicide (Adinkrah 
:). In one case “a - year- old man killed himself after witnesses dis-
covered him copulating with a sheep. He immediately fled his village and 
was found dead several miles away from the scene, having drunk pesticide” 
(Adinkrah :). Others Ghanians kill themselves when being investi-
gated for theft or fraud. Sexual impotency is considered shameful for a man, 
and this too causes suicide, particularly when it becomes public knowledge 
(Adinkrah ). Compared to Western societies, East Asian societies tend 
to have a greater concern with saving face, and so shame likely plays a rel-
atively greater role in Asian suicide than in Western suicide (Cain ; 
Leung and Cohen ; see also, e.g., Iga ). Reputation also has an ex-
aggerated importance in what social scientists call “honor cultures,” where 
people place a high value on physical strength and bravery. In such settings, 
respectability depends on the ability to retaliate violently against slights, 
insults, and other offenses, and whoever fails to retaliate suffers dishonor 
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(Black :–; see also Cohen et al. ; Cooney :–). Given 
their aggressiveness, the honorable are less prone to harm themselves than 
they are to attack their adversary, but should they fail to defend their honor 
in this way they will turn to suicide. Such was the case among eighteenth- 
century English aristocrats who were unable to avenge insults by fighting a 
duel (MacDonald and Murphy :). For example, “In  a gamester 
named Nourse fell into a violent argument with Lord Windsor at a fashion-
able London casino, and challenged the peer to a duel. Windsor refused, and 
Nourse, knowing that he could not have refused to fight an equal, was so 
enraged and humiliated by the insult that he went home and cut his throat” 
(MacDonald and Murphy :).

Whether the issue is honor or not, being the target of insults, accusa-
tions, and punishments can trigger self- destruction, as can all manner of 
shame and humiliation. Some kinds of deviance are especially odious to 
most people, and those accused of them suffer an especially drastic loss of 
respectability. "ose accused of sexual crimes against children, for instance, 
seem especially prone to kill themselves, and accusations of child moles-
tation lead to a drastically elevated rate of suicide (Walter and Pridmore 
; Hoffer et al. ). In , for instance, actor Mark Salling, known for 
his role on the television program Glee, killed himself after pleading guilty 
to possession of child pornography (Dillon and Desantis ). Of course, 
those convicted of such crimes face not only the loss of social esteem: they 
also face incarceration or other punishment, which means their suicides are 
partly an escape from being dominated.

  
Sometimes an increase in social inferiority stems from a person’s losses. But 
sometimes it stems from other people’s gains. "is is especially so in hier-
archical relationships, where domination by one party means subordination 
for another. Any act of domination—giving an order, coercing with threats, 
or inflicting punishment—lowers the status of the recipient. Each instance 
of domination increases someone’s social inferiority, and so coercion and 
punishment often cause suicide. "e conquest of one society by another can 
subjugate millions and sometimes produces mass suicide. During the Span-
ish conquest of Cuba, for example, native Cubans hanged and poisoned 
themselves in large numbers to avoid “serving such and so many ferocious 
tyrants” (Peréz :). Africans captured for slavery in the Americas also 
killed themselves in large numbers, sometimes individually and sometimes 
in groups (Piersen ; Peréz :). Sources suggest that slaves who had 
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been social or political elites in their homeland—and consequently experi-
enced the greatest loss of stature—were particularly likely to choose death 
over bondage (Piersen :–). For conquered elites, the loss of wealth 
and authority is often compounded by the loss of honor, and so “the stage 
of history is full of princes and generals who fall on their sword” rather 
than face the humiliation of defeat (Van Hooff :; see also Murray 
:–). "is is so even when they might be spared the extreme depriva-
tions—such as slavery or execution—faced by commoners. In nineteenth- 
century Ibadan (in present- day Nigeria), for instance, deposed military 
chieftains sometimes chose suicide over a shameful exile; one chief, finding 
himself on the losing side of a succession dispute, “chose death by ripping 
his bowels open with a jack knife” (Adeboye :).

"ough elites may have been especially likely to kill themselves follow-
ing defeat, ancient battles and sieges sometimes caused mass suicides that 
included generals, soldiers, and noncombatants alike. "rough this means 
they avoided enslavement, rape, destitution, and dishonor. When Alexan-
der the Great invaded India, for example, residents of various conquered 
towns and cities turned to mass suicide by fire ("akur :). When the 
Romans captured the Jewish fortress of Masada in  CE, they found all of 
its defenders already dead by their own hands. European Jewish communi-
ties in the Middle Ages also responded to anti- Jewish pogroms with mass 
suicide (Baechler :). In seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century Russia, 
members of the persecuted “Old Believer” sect sometimes committed mass 
suicides after being besieged by government forces (Robbins ). Political 
repression in modern society can also lead to widespread suicide, particu-
larly if it involves losses across multiple dimensions of status. "us when the 
Nazis stripped German Jews of their livelihoods, property, and virtually all 
other forms of social stature, the suicide rate of German Jews skyrocketed 
(Goeschel :–). "e same was true for Jews in Nazi- occupied coun-
tries. After Germany annexed Austria in , “Austrian Nazis humiliated 
Jews in public, forcing them to kneel on the streets and clean the pave-
ments. . . . Hundreds of Austrian Jews committed suicide amidst the open 
Nazi violence against Jews.  .  .  . In ten days, from  to  March, at least 
 Viennese Jews committed suicide, including the cultural historian Egon 
Friedell who jumped to his death out a window on March  when storm 
troopers tried to arrest someone else in his house” (Goeschel :). One 
resident of Amsterdam later recalled that “immediately after the German 
invasion of Holland about  suicides were registered among the Jews of 
Amsterdam in a few days” (Dublin :). Not long after, a similar wave 
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of suicide swept over non- Jewish Germans as the country sank into defeat 
at the hands of the Allies toward the end of World War II. Much of the 
Nazi leadership died this way, including Adolf Hitler, Joseph Goebbels, and 
Heinrich Himmler, as well as “ out of  army generals,  out of  
Luftwaffe generals, and  out of  admirals” (Goeschel :). Nor was 
it only the country’s leadership. In areas facing the brutal Soviet occupation, 
“suicide occurred on a mass scale” with hundreds of suicides per village per 
month (Goeschel :).

   
"roughout this discussion I have used Black’s (:) term overinferi-
ority—an increase in social inferiority—interchangeably with downward 
mobility. At the outset I even noted that the former might seem like just a 
newfangled way of talking about the latter. It is thus fair to ask whether the 
two propositions—suicide varies directly with downward mobility and suicide 
varies directly with overinferiority—are merely different ways of stating the 
same thing.

"ere are indeed many cases where they are functionally equivalent, in 
that they would make the same predictions about the risk or frequency of 
suicide. But one can yield hypotheses that the other does not. "e propo-
sition about overinferiority involves a conception of social status as both 
relative and zero sum (Black :). One implication is that the absolute 
magnitude of a loss will be less important than its effect on someone’s po-
sition in a network of relationships. Where entire networks share similar 
degrees of downward mobility, then, their individual suicide risk should be 
lower than that of those who suffered comparable losses while their associ-
ates did not. "ere are presently little data that bear on this hypothesis, but 
it is possible to test by gathering data on social networks of suicide victims. 
Such a relationship would also be consistent with research (e.g., Chang et 
al. ; Mäki and Martikainen ) finding that the impact of unemploy-
ment on suicide varies inversely with the overall unemployment rate.

Another implication of the idea that overinferiority causes suicide is that 
suicide is encouraged not just by falling but by falling behind: those who re-
main in place while their associates rise in wealth, respect, or other kinds of 
status should react in much the same way as those who suffer a loss, and so 
suicide risk should increase among those whose associates gain wealth, ed-
ucation, or promotions while they do not. Falling behind is therefore most 
likely to cause suicide in contexts where advancement is normal, as when 
students are held back in school or young men cannot find employment as 
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their friends and age- mates move into the workforce. For instance, a study 
of  male self- killers among the Bimin- Kuskusmin of Papua New Guinea 
reveals that “all were between  and  years of age, a time in the Bimin- 
Kuskusmin social life- course when men have recently completed initiation, 
have married and are beginning to start families, and are launching careers 
in the linked domains of ritual and politics. . . . None of these men had ever 
become any kind of ‘ritual leader’ or ‘man of political- economic importance’ ” 
(Poole :). And when someone falls while their close associates are 
rising, it should make the fall all the more dangerous. For example, one 
young New Zealander’s failures were apparently magnified by his brother’s 
success: “At sixteen Scott Bernard decided that he could never achieve his 
school certification. A friend noticed his sagging confidence on the two 
fronts that mattered: school and sports. ‘His older brother achieved really 
well in marks plus sport at school. Scott was sensitive to this and also felt 
pressured to perform in Rugby which he eventually gave away this year’ ” 
(Weaver and Munro :).

Suicide and Vertical Direction
Downward mobility is a common cause of suicide and is also a common 
cause of conflict. It is therefore particularly likely to cause suicidal conflict. 
"e grievances that led to Mohamad Bouazizi’s self- immolation, for in-
stance, involved his being dominated, shamed, and economically hamstrung 
by local law enforcement. But the stimulus that sparks the behavior is not 
the whole story. After all, people react to losses in many ways besides self- 
destruction. Even in conflicts caused by overinferiority—cases where people 
are angered by domination or otherwise blame someone else for their loss—
they might handle their grievance using a wide variety of means. Some 
respond with violent aggression, directly attacking those they think have 
harmed them. Some negotiate for a solution to the problem or turn to such 
forms of avoidance as resigning in protest or firing an incompetent em-
ployee. We must still explain why the same sorts of grievances get handled 
in different ways, and as discussed in chapter , the key to doing this is to 
look at the social structure of the conflict. "is includes its vertical structure, 
such as the degree of inequality between the parties and, crucially, whether 
the grievance is directed upward toward a social superior or downward to-
ward a social inferior.

In any conflict, the grievance or offense has a vertical direction that helps 
determine how the conflict is handled. Some forms of conflict manage-
ment are more likely between equals. "is includes negotiation, in which 
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both sides work toward an agreement (Black :–). Equality also en-
courages a conciliatory style of social control, in which the parties are less 
concerned about applying explicit rules or punishing deviance than with 
seeking to restore harmony to the relationship (Black :, ). Even if 
social control is not conciliatory, but rather punitive and violent, equality 
still exerts such influence as encouraging the violence to take the form 
of a mutual exchange, as in a duel or feud (Black :; Black b). 
Inequality, on the other hand, encourages social control that is unilateral 
(Baumgartner ; see also Campbell and Manning ). In downward 
directions, the response to alleged deviance tends to be direct, overt, rule- 
oriented, and adversarial (Black :–). Both criminal law and civil 
litigation are greater in downward directions, against social inferiors ac-
cused of wronging their superiors. So too is much punitive interpersonal 
violence, including the spanking of children, flogging of slaves, and the 
lynching of accused criminals. Upward grievances tend to be handled dif-
ferently. True, they sometimes result in legal action or in such forms of 
violence as assassination, riots, and terrorism. But compared to downward 
moralism, upward moralism is more often muted, little more than griping 
and grumbling (Black :–; see also Campbell and Manning ). 
When action does occur, it is more often covert—a disgruntled employee 
quietly pilfers company supplies, or a slave finds creative new ways to “ac-
cidentally” destroy farm equipment (Baumgartner ; Tucker ). It is 
often indirect, reliant on gaining attention and sympathy from third parties 
in the hopes that they will act as champions (Baumgartner ). And it is 
sometimes self- destructive. As sociologist M. P. Baumgartner observed in 
a discussion of social control techniques used by subordinates against their 
superiors, suicide is “one of the most dramatic forms of upward social con-
trol, and also perhaps the one with least appeal to people in more fortunate 
circumstances” (Baumgartner :).

All else being equal, suicide is more likely in stratified conflicts—con-
flicts in which there is status inequality between the parties. In such con-
flicts, it is the social inferior who is more likely to turn to suicide. "is is true 
of suicide to escape or avoid an enemy and also of suicide to protest injustice 
to or punish an adversary. In a conflict, suicide is greater in upward directions 
than in downward ones (Manning ). Since inequality is a matter of de-
gree, we can further specify that, all else being equal, suicide increases with 
the social superiority of the adversary. "e greater the aggrieved party’s degree 
of inferiority, the more likely he or she is to turn to suicide as a way of han-
dling the grievance. Contrariwise, the greater the aggrieved party’s degree 
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of superiority, the more unthinkable suicide becomes. We can observe these 
principles at work in a number of different types of human relationship. 
Consider first conflict in marriages.

 
Some marriages are highly egalitarian, with both spouses on equal footing: 
they have similar levels of wealth, education, and respectability, and neither 
has authority over the other. Perhaps one spouse might earn a little more in-
come than the other, and men everywhere tend to have greater physical size 
and strength, but there is little inequality overall. To observe the effects of 
inequality on suicide it is useful to look at the opposite extreme: marriages 
in which one spouse monopolizes control of wealth and has a great deal of 
authority over the other. Such extreme inequality almost always involves a 
husband dominating a wife, and in highly patriarchal societies this is the 
typical kind of marriage.

"e societies of the New Guinea Highlands, for example, tend to be 
highly patriarchal. Women are commonly subject to severe discipline, have 
limited control over their sexuality, and have limited freedom to exit an 
unsatisfactory marriage. "ough they usually have some say in their choice 
of spouse, girls in the Eastern Highlands may have their wishes overridden 
by their father and brothers and be forced to marry someone against their 
will. Some girls are even forcibly abducted into marriage by men of another 
village. In either situation, those caught trying to flee an unwanted hus-
band face brutal discipline. A woman who flees her husband may be caught, 
beaten, and gang- raped by her husband’s kin (Berndt :). In one case, 
an abducted woman who tried to escape her captors was first raped by sev-
eral men and then shot in the thigh with an arrow (Berndt :–). 
Similarly, among the people of New Guinea’s Mount Hagen:

Women fleeing home from their husband’s clan, especially in times 
of warfare and if they were related to enemies, might in the past be 
caught and raped. A husband who was afraid that his wife would run 
away and estimated that he was unlikely to obtain a bridewealth re-
turn, or out of anger threw this to the winds, occasionally anticipated 
the event by inviting his clansmen to plural copulation before getting 
rid of her. Even someone anxious to retrieve a runaway wife might 
nevertheless punish her severely. Several stories from the past describe 
how a husband with supporters from his sub- clan would bodily carry 
the protesting woman back to his place, trussed up like a pig, and set 
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on her; kicking the genital area or perhaps stuffing her vagina with an 
irritant such as a mass of ants. (Strathern :)

"roughout the Highlands, women are subject to violent social control 
in the form of beatings, rape, and genital mutilation (Gelber :). Hus-
bands are within their rights to beat an adulterous wife (Ryan :). In 
one case among the Eastern Highlanders, an unfaithful wife was tied to 
two posts, stripped naked, and publicly beaten (Berndt :). Men, on 
the other hand, are expected to carry out extramarital affairs and have much 
greater sexual freedom within marriage than women do (Berndt :–
). Husbands also have control of their wives’ sexuality within the marriage 
and might discipline wives for refusing to have sex: “Locally speaking, a 
man is fully justified in beating his wife for noncompliance in this respect” 
(Berndt :). And while women can and do initiate divorce, they face 
greater constraints than men in doing so, including the threat of physical 
retaliation and the possibility that their kin might refuse to accept their 
return (Strathern :).

In this highly patriarchal culture, where husbands exert a high degree of 
dominance over their wives, it is wives who most often turn to suicide to 
handle marital conflicts. Researchers report proportionally more suicide or 
attempted suicide by women in at least ten societies throughout the High-
lands, and much of this suicide is due to conflicts between spouses (Gelber 
:–). For example, among the Maring of the Bismarck Mountains 
suicide is almost entirely confined to female victims, many of whom kill 
themselves following acts of domestic violence (Healey :). Simi-
larly, twenty- three of twenty- six recorded cases among the Huli involved 
female victims, and most of these were due to domestic disputes (Smith 
–:). At Mount Hagen, twenty of twenty- nine recorded suicides 
were committed by married women, most commonly following a marital 
quarrel or failed attempt at divorce (Strathern :). And of twenty- six 
recorded cases in the Eastern Highlands, twenty- one were committed by 
women, again commonly in reaction to marital conflict (Berndt :).

"ese suicidal women do not necessarily display the sadness and leth-
argy consistent with Western conceptions of depression. Instead they ex-
press moralistic anger, and people in this region understand suicide as a 
hot- blooded act, one that will likely cause trouble for an abusive husband. 
In one case, “A man beat his woman at every opportunity, even during sex. 
She finally responded by flying into a rage, reminding him that ‘Neither a 
pig nor a dog bore me!’ She then collected all her things and threw them in 
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the stream. "at night she hanged herself from a tree near the house. Her 
husband cried when he found her, summoned her brothers, and killed a pig 
for them [as compensation]” (Berndt :).

Similar patterns are found in other parts of New Guinea. Outside of 
the Highlands, on the coastal island of New Britain, live the Lusi people. 
"ough Lusi marriages appear to have less violent subjugation than those 
of some Highland societies, they are still quite patriarchal by contemporary 
Western standards. Among the Lusi a husband has rights to the products 
of his wife’s labor and any property she inherits, it is normal for husbands 
to dominate their wives in household decisions, and both sexes consider it 
legitimate for a husband to beat a wife who defies him (Counts :). 
Resistance to domination is both illegitimate and impractical: “As a rule, 
women who publicly defy their menfolk are loudly condemned and may be 
physically abused by men. "e inequity of physical strength between men 
and women makes overt defiance, or acts of physical retaliation, risky re-
sponses to male power and dominance” (Counts :). As in the High-
lands, wives have limited ability to leave unhappy marriages, facing such 
constraints as fear of retribution, the unwillingness of their kin to accept 
them back, and the probability that they will have to give up custody of their 
children, who remain attached to the husband’s patrilineal group (Counts 
:–). And here too wives are more likely than husbands to handle 
grievances with suicide: in the district of Kaliai during a twenty- year period, 
eight of nine suicides and two of three attempts were committed by women, 
and over half of these occurred after a woman had been beaten by her hus-
band (Counts ).

Surely the sheer pain of abuse plays a role, but so do does the degree to 
which the beating is seen as deviant. While all involved accept a husband’s 
right to discipline his wife, women object to beatings that are excessive by 
local standards, including those administered “for no good reason or in an 
unacceptable way” (Counts :). According to one female informant, 
“When a man just keeps beating a woman, when he won’t let her explain or 
hear what she has to say, that’s the kind of treatment that causes a woman to 
kill herself ” (Counts :). Suicide is seen by local women as a recourse 
against men, one that is more feasible than retaliating in kind. In the words 
of one local woman, “Men are much stronger than we are. . . . Fighting back 
is not the way” (quoted in Counts :). Suicide, however, can punish 
an abusive husband through shame, compensation payments, and violent 
retribution. It is a weapon of the weak, used when violent discipline gives 
rise to moral grievances.
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Patriarchal domination is also the norm in much of the Islamic world, 
including countries in the Middle East, South Asia, and Central Asia. In 
Tajikistan, for example, most girls are subject to “rigid control” carried out 
through “physical violence, threats, and verbal humiliation” at the hands of 
their own kin, and after being “pressured or forced into an arranged mar-
riage in their late teens,” their husband and his family assume control (Haarr 
:). "e domination of a young bride is often more severe in marriage 
than in her natal family: “Young brides find themselves in the lowest power 
position within the husband’s family, especially in the early years of marriage 
when they are newcomers to the family  .  .  . and have yet to demonstrate 
their ability to fulfill their new duties” (Haarr :). One survey of four 
hundred married Tajik women found that roughly  percent had been sub-
jected to physical or sexual violence and about  percent had suffered both 
(Haarr :). "e respondents who suffered violent domination were 
more likely to have considered or attempted suicide than those who did 
not, and respondents in focus groups agreed that “women who are beaten 
‘too much’ or ‘too often,’ especially for ‘unjustifiable’ reasons, have suicidal 
thoughts and may eventually attempt suicide” (Haarr :–).

In Iran, too, women are sometimes forced into marriage at a young age, 
may be subject to violent discipline within the marriage, and have little abil-
ity to initiate divorce. And here too suicide is concentrated among young, 
marriage- aged women, who commit between  and  percent of the sui-
cides in some provinces (Aliverdinia and Pridemore :). Notably, 
the suicide rates of women are lower in provinces of the country with higher 
rates of female education and labor- force participation—places where one 
can find more women who have a relatively high status and where women 
generally have more freedom from the authority of husbands and kin (Aliv-
erdinia and Pridemore ). In recent decades an increasing number of 
suicidal women have chosen self- burning as their method of dispatch, and 
“many women who choose this method make it clear (via statements or 
suicide notes) that they burned themselves to death as a protest against 
their appalling family conditions” (Aliverdinia and Pridemore :). 
Indeed, one case- control study found that family conflict increases the risk 
of self- immolation by a factor of ten and that domestic violence is the chief 
complaint of most self- burners (Ahmadi et. al ; see also Zarghami and 
Khalilian ).

Self- immolation is an increasingly common method of female suicide in 
several Muslim countries, including Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, 
and Uzbekistan. Self- burning is probably chosen because of its association 
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with political protest and its effectiveness as a dramatic display of one’s griev-
ances. In these countries the method is mostly confined to female victims, is 
often carried out in front of witnesses, and is commonly caused by domestic 
violence (Campbell and Guiao :). In Afghanistan—whose Pasthun 
people have a saying that “husband is another name for God” (quoted in Black 
:)—there were over seven hundred burnings in  alone, and most of 
them were committed by women (Ministry of Public Health ). In east-
ern Sri Lanka, both Muslim and Hindu women, again, especially young and 
newly married women light themselves on fire because of upward grievances 
within stratified marriages: “In this male- dominated society, should a dispute 
arise between partners, the woman will be advised to tolerate, forgive, and live 
with it. . . . "is bitter, disheartened wife may feel that she has to do some-
thing desperate to make her husband and relatives see her side of the story.  
‘I wanted my husband to feel sorry’ said many of our patients” (Laloe and Ga-
nesan :). Young Hindu and Muslim brides in India face similar social 
conditions—a low status within the extended family of a patriarchal husband 
coupled with frequent acts of violent domination—and also have high suicide 
rates relative to the general population, with many suicides following episodes 
of domestic conflict (Khan ; Hadlaczky and Wassesrman :).

We see similar patterns when we look at domestic disputes in other societ-
ies with highly stratified marriages. In the agrarian villages of mid- twentieth 
century Taiwan, women generally had a lower status than men, younger 
people a lower status than older people, and a newly married woman had a 
particularly low status within her husband’s patrilineal household. Marriages 
were contracted between families, with the groom’s family paying a large 
sum of bride- price to the bride’s family. At marriage the bride left her own 
family and went to live with her husband’s kin, where she faced suspicion 
as an outsider and extreme scrutiny as a questionable investment of family 
resources. "e move itself was an increase in her social inferiority, and she 
would likely be subject to many specific instances of domination thereaf-
ter. Perhaps the lowest- ranking member of the family, she was expected to 
obey orders from new kin. With little experience in her new role she would 
likely attract constant complaints about her performance, especially from her 
mother- in- law. "ese downward grievances took the form of criticism, in-
sults, and sometimes beatings. Such treatment might provoke grievances on 
the part of the bride, though she was unlikely to respond in kind. Yet while 
open rebellion was rare, sometimes brides incensed by excessive discipline 
would combine escape and revenge in the act of suicide. "e practice was 
common enough that women of marriageable age had higher suicide rates 
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than any other demographic category and accounted for a large proportion 
of all suicides in Taiwan (Wolf , ). Locals recognized a young wife’s 
suicide as a rebellious act that harmed her marital family, placing them under 
the threat of retaliation from her vengeful ghost, shaming them in the eyes 
of the community, and forcing them to placate her angry natal family (Wolf 
). Similar patterns were found in mainland China and still exist in rural 
parts of the country today. New brides are often subject to harsh criticism 
and violent discipline, and when these young women retaliate, they often do 
so by committing suicide (Lui ; Zhang et al. ; compare Fei ). 
Family structures differ in urban areas, where modern work patterns and liv-
ing arrangements preclude the kind domination found in farm families. "is 
explains why female suicide rates are much lower in urban areas than in rural 
ones (Baudelot and Establet :–; Pearson et al. ).

Highly patriarchal societies, particularly those in which young brides are 
dominated by both their husbands and their husbands’ extended kin, tend to 
produce clear sex differences in suicide: marital conflict sparks more suicide 
by women than by men, most female suicides are the result of spousal abuse 
and other domestic conflict, and women’s suicide often has an explicitly 
moralistic character, aimed at appeal or revenge as well as escape from suf-
fering. "is pattern is sometimes frequent enough that it produces relatively 
high rates of female suicide compared to other settings. And this pattern is 
rarely seen in societies with more egalitarian marriages. "is does not mean 
that equality is a guarantee against suicidal conflict: wife abuse is not the 
only sort of marital discord that causes suicide. But even if marital conflict 
still causes considerable suicide in sexually egalitarian societies, the pattern 
of suicide is different, and such suicide is less likely to be highly concen-
trated among wives.

Compare the high degrees of marital inequality we have considered so 
far to the relative equality of the Mataco (or Wichi) of South America’s 
Gran Chaco, a dry lowland region that stretches across Argentina, Bolivia, 
and Paraguay. Unlike their counterparts in rural Afghanistan, Iran, or High-
land New Guinea, Mataco women are free to make their own decisions 
in matters of sex, marriage, and divorce (Alvarsson :; see also Fock 
:–). Indeed, women take the initiative in courtship. Cooperation 
and mutual respect are typical of spousal relationships, and though the hus-
band is dominant in most interactions, the wife has a “good social position” 
and is usually safe from abuse (Fock :; Alvarsson :, ). Early 
in the marriage, the wife’s position is bolstered by the custom of the married 
couple living with the wife’s parents while the husband engages in a period 
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of bride service, working for her parents in exchange for her hand in mar-
riage (Fock ). Later in the marriage, his dominance is undercut by her 
ability to easily exit the relationship—a wife who initiates divorce faces no 
public censure and maintains custody of her children (Alvarsson :). 
Since most serious conflicts are handled with divorce, domestic violence 
is rare among the Mataco. When violence does occur, women do not only 
participate as victims: though spouse killings are mostly perpetrated by men, 
jealous women will sometimes physically attack and beat an unfaithful hus-
band, often with the help of their female kin (Fock :).

Among the Mataco, marital problems sometimes lead to suicide. In cases 
of infidelity or abandonment, for instance, injured parties of either sex might 
resort to suicide (Fock ; Alvarsson :). Missionaries among the 
Mataco estimate that suicide in general is equally distributed and cite cases 
arising from marital conflict with both male and female victims (Métraux 
). Among the egalitarian Mataco, suicide is not distinctive of either sex 
but common to both.

Societies with egalitarian sex relations do not necessarily have a perfectly 
symmetrical distribution of suicide across the sexes. Inequality is not the 
only factor that influences suicide, and other factors might make one or the 
other sex more likely to turn to self- destruction in greater numbers. For in-
stance, marriages among the Iroquois of North America were quite egalitar-
ian by cross- cultural standards. In traditional times, Iroquois peoples lived 
in communal longhouses shared by members of the same matrilineal clan. 
Each spouse took a subservient role when living among his or her spouse’s 
clan, and since matrilocal residence was common, it tended to limit the 
authority husbands could exercise over their wives. "ough husbands still 
sometimes meted out violent discipline, spousal abuse does not appear to 
have been common, and sometimes it was the wife who was the more vio-
lent party in the relationship (Fenton ; Foley :; Brown :). 
Since divorce was easy and remarriage common, marital conflict was more 
likely to lead to divorce than abuse. Both spouses had the right to initiate 
divorce, with wives usually maintaining custody of the children (Beauchamp 
:; Randle :; Brown :; Foley :, ).

Both sexes sometimes killed themselves for various reasons, but accounts 
compiled by anthropologist and cultural historian William N. Fenton—in-
cluding cases from the s to the s—suggest that suicide over marital 
problems was more common among women (Fenton , ). Notably, 
though, these women did not kill themselves over abuse or domination. In-
stead, they mostly seemed to kill themselves out of jealousy of female rivals. 
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For whatever reasons, men appeared to have the upper hand in the marriage 
market, resulting in a “brittle monogamy” and many cases where women 
killed themselves when their husbands left them for someone else (Fen-
ton :). If it is true that women were more likely to kill themselves 
over marital problems in this culture, it may be because women were more 
likely than men to have the problem of an unfaithful spouse—which, as we 
shall see in the next chapter, is itself a common cause of suicide. Whatever 
the exact reason, early observers of the neighboring Delaware (or Lenape) 
 people—who had a similar pattern of social organization—gave no indica-
tion that suicide over martial conflict was greater for one sex than the other 
and cited several cases of men who killed themselves over marital quarrels 
and infidelity (Zeisberger :; Heckewelder :).

"ese considerations suggest that societies with greater marital equality 
have a more heterogeneous pattern of suicide. Where extreme patriarchy 
prevails, the high degree of inequality tends to drown out the influence of 
other variables, leading to a more consistent pattern of suicide, with the 
death of abused young brides being exceptionally common. Where inequal-
ity is not so severe, the relationship between sex, marriage, and suicide is 
more variable.

For further comparison, consider the modern West, where marriages 
tend to be egalitarian by cross- cultural standards. Here men are more 
likely to die by suicide—in the United States, the overall suicide rate for 
men is about three times that of women. "e same pattern seems to hold 
when we look at particular reasons for suicide: in my sample of over two 
hundred suicidal conflicts from Louisville, men outnumbered women three 
to one. US men thus appear more likely to kill themselves over martial prob-
lems, perhaps because—like Iroquois women—they are more likely to be 
left by an unhappy partner (see chapter ). On the other hand, we know that 
women are more than three times more likely to commit nonfatal attempts 
and that such attempts greatly outnumber deaths. We currently lack precise 
statistics on the matter, but given evidence that many suicide attempts are 
also a reaction to conflict, including marital conflict and domestic abuse, 
the overall rate of suicidal conflict may be greater for women, though the 
average lethality is lower.

  
Aside from marriages, other family relationships may also be more or less 
stratified. Adults have more of various kinds of status than do children 
or adolescents, parents commonly have authority over their children, and 
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younger relatives are often expected to defer to their elders. We would thus 
expect grievances against parents or other adults to result in suicide more 
often than grievances against children or other youth.

As with marital inequality, the effect of generational inequality is most ev-
ident in extreme cases—settings in which elders exert a great deal of author-
ity over their juniors and in which there is a high rate of conflict between the 
two. One such setting is Western Samoa, where kinship groups are headed 
by patriarchs known as matai who plan and regulate much of community life, 
are the only ones exempt from a community- wide curfew that begins at : 
p.m., and who may take time to lecture their family before the evening meal, 
airing grievances against particular members (O’Meara :–). Youth 
in this setting have a relatively high degree of subordination to their family, 
such that “from the time they enter childhood until they are old enough to 
have maturing children of their own, the lives of young Samoans are largely 
devoted to obeying and serving their elders” (O’Meara :). Local norms 
dictate that the younger generations show high levels of respect and defer-
ence to their elders, who may respond in “severe and punitive” ways to any 
direct challenge to their authority (Macpherson and Macpherson :). 
Conflict between parents and youth is increasingly common, partly because 
the past few decades of globalization have led to cultural differences between 
the generations and disrupted traditional paths to adulthood and indepen-
dence. Virtually no parents kill themselves over these conflicts, but many 
children do: “Young Samoans usually express feelings of anger and hostility 
toward their parents and other authority figures only indirectly, sometimes in 
ways that hurt their families indirectly by first hurting themselves” (O’Meara 
:). "e situation is extreme enough that suicide in Western Samoa is 
highly concentrated among youth— percent of all victims are between the 
ages of fifteen and twenty- four—and the majority of cases “are triggered by 
an argument, rebuff, or scolding from a parent or parent figure” (O’Meara 
:; see also Macpherson and Macpherson ).

A similar combination of generational hierarchy and high rates of con-
flict occurs on the Micronesian island of Chuuk (also known as Truk), 
where parents are strict disciplinarians and administer corporal punishment 
“for a wide variety of offense” (Gladwin and Sarason :). Youth, on 
the other hand, rarely engage in violence or overt aggression toward their 
elders, instead using a strategy of withdrawal culminating in suicide. Youth 
suicide is common on Chuuk, and “the typical triggering event” for suicides 
is “a quarrel or argument between the young man and his parents, or occa-
sionally an older brother or sister, or some other older relative” (Rubinstein 
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:). "e Tikopia of Polynesia likewise use violent discipline against 
errant children, though children are forbidden from responding in kind: 
“"e striking of father by son is indeed almost out of the realm of native 
social behavior, since a violent reaction of the son against the father would 
lead him to suicide direct, as not infrequently happens. "is is in fact the 
son’s remedy against injustice, and the knowledge of it acts as a check upon 
temperamental fathers” (Firth :).

We can see similar patterns in Western history as well. In early mod-
ern England, where children between the ages of seven and fifteen were 
customarily sent “from their parents’ homes into service, apprenticeship, 
or tutelage in other households” in which they were “estranged, isolated, 
powerless, and without rights,” young people would kill themselves when 
mistreated or accused of wrongdoing (Murphy :–). "ough con-
temporaries viewed these suicides mostly as a matter of fearing and escaping 
from corporal punishment, the deceased might also have counted on caus-
ing trouble for his or her elders: people in this time believed that the home 
would be forever haunted by the self- killer’s ghost, a spirit that was “notori-
ously troublesome, difficult to lay to rest, and implacably vengeful” (Murphy 
:–). A few centuries later, in Victorian England, child and youth 
suicide was more often caused by conflict with one’s own parents. Historian 
Olive Anderson observes that “the general impression left by delving into 
reports of individual suicide cases in the period – is that children and 
young adults who took their own lives often did so as a retort to harsh treat-
ment, in order to make authoritarian parents repent of their conduct and to 
inflict punishment upon them in their turn” (Anderson :).

In the contemporary United States, youth are much more likely to com-
mit nonfatal attempts than to die by suicide, and so cases involving the very 
young are rare in samples taken from the records of coroners and medi-
cal examiners. In my own study of several hundred suicides in Louisville, 
Kentucky, there were only seven cases with juvenile victims. Four of these 
were sparked by family discipline, with children or teenagers killing them-
selves after being scolded or punished by a parent or other older relative. 
For example, one eleven- year- old boy had been suspended from school for 
fighting: “As punishment for this the decedent was confined to his room all 
weekend. He repeatedly complained that this punishment was unfair. After 
supper he was sent back to his room. When his step- father went to check 
on him later he found him in the closet hanging from a belt.” In another 
case a seventeen- year- old with a history of “behavior problems” killed him-
self after an argument with the aunt with whom he was staying. And one 
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teenage girl killed herself following an argument with her mother, leaving 
a note complaining that “I just am not pretty, smart, outgoing, and good 
enough in your eyes” and urging her parents to “just love your kids for who 
they are and don’t push them if what you want isn’t what they want.”

Attempted suicide is more common than completed suicide among US 
adolescents, and it too frequently follows a conflict with parents or parent 
figures (Curran :–; Pfeffer ; Wagner :–). For example: 
“Louisa’s mother became furious over receiving a telephone call from school 
informing her that Louisa had been skipping classes and failing to turn in 
important assignments. She confronted Louisa about her dishonesty and ir-
responsibility that evening. . . . [Her] anger swelled into a rage. . . . She began 
smashing bowls and plates. . . . She screamed that Louisa was going to cause 
the family to fall apart.  .  .  . Louisa raced upstairs to the bathroom, locked 
the door, and began ingesting any pill she could find” (Wagner :–).

Because the United States is a large and diverse country, there is con-
siderable variation in family structure across regions, classes, and ethnic 
groups. "e suicidal behavior of young people varies accordingly. For ex-
ample, many Hispanic Americans—including immigrants from Mexico, 
Puerto Rico, and South America—share a culture that emphasizes the fa-
milial authority of males over females and elders over children. Relative to 
youth from other ethnic backgrounds, Hispanic youth are expected to show 
high levels of deference to their parents, and daughters in particular are 
subject to extensive monitoring and control. As the daughters of US immi-
grants adopt mainstream American culture and seek greater personal auton-
omy, the result is a high rate of conflict in a stratified relationship and thus 
an elevated rate of suicide. In  about  percent of female Hispanic (or 
Latina) high school students attempted suicide, versus about  percent of all 
female high school students (Wagner :; see also Zayas :). One 
study of twenty- seven Latina suicide attempters found that their attempts 
were often triggered by a fight with a parent and that these triggering con-
flicts were the most recent in a long history of conflicts in which “parents 
remained inflexible and unwavering in their demand for control. . . . Girls 
describe being repeatedly degraded by their parents, causing them to feel 
unloved or angry” (Zayas et al. :; see also Zayas :–).

Note that the oldest people in the family are not necessarily those with 
the most stature. While social standing tends to increase throughout much 
of the life course, it often declines again in very old age. Retirement reduces 
income and medical bills eat up savings, while frailty of mind and body 
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produces childlike dependence on adults still in their prime. "e elderly are 
often socially inferior to other adults and so are more likely to turn to suicide 
to handle conflicts with them. Among the Jalé of New Guinea, for example, 
elderly persons sometimes commit suicide when neglected by their chil-
dren—an act locals believe is “meant to hurt the guilty, who afterward suffer 
feelings of regret and self- reproach” (Koch :). "e status of the very 
old varies across cultures according to the extent to which they are respected, 
exert authority, and maintain control of property. It may even vary within 
the same family. Among the Vaqueiro pastoralists of Spain, rules of inheri-
tance benefit one sibling, who becomes the future head of the household, at 
the expense of the others, who must work for him as laborers. "e household 
head retains respect and authority with age, but as the laborers weaken, their 
status declines, so that the head’s old, unmarried siblings become the most 
structurally inferior members of the family household. Treated as servants 
with limited utility, and ridiculed by the rest of the family, these “old people 
of the house” are most likely to kill themselves in reaction to domestic con-
flict (Cátedra :–).

  
When people band together for collective action, they have resources and 
abilities beyond those of individuals acting alone. "e larger the group and 
the greater its division of labor, the more this is so. In Black’s framework, 
degree of organization—or capacity for collective action—is another kind 
of social status (Black :–). Organization makes groups superior to 
individuals, larger groups superior to smaller ones, and groups with central 
leadership and internal specialization superior to disorderly mobs. When 
individuals interact with organizations—be it a business corporation, street 
gang, or government—they do so on unequal terms. Grievances of indi-
viduals against organizations or of small groups against larger and more 
organized ones are upward grievances. Such upward grievances are more 
likely than downward ones to result in suicide. "us large organizations such 
as states or multinational corporations virtually never employ suicide as a 
tactic of social control against individuals, but individuals sometimes turn to 
suicide to protest or oppose large organizations.

Often those who commit protest suicide are acting on behalf of some 
organization (such as a labor union) or larger collectivity (such as a re-
ligious or ethnic group). But they are typically acting as individuals and 
are acting against an adversary—in most cases, a state—that is far more 
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organized than whatever group they represent. In chapter , we saw that 
the famous suicide of "ich Quang Duc in Vietnam helped popularize 
self- burning as a means of political protest. Several other monks and nuns 
soon joined him by burning themselves to protest the government oppres-
sion of Buddhists. Others protested with lesser acts of self- destruction, 
such as cutting off fingers. Later, still more monks and nuns would kill 
themselves to protest the Vietnam War, as would some activists involved 
in the peace movement in the United States (Biggs ). In , Czech 
student Jan Palach burned himself to protest the Soviet invasion of 
Czechoslovakia, while Ukrainian dissident Oleksa Hirnyk burned himself 
in  to protest the Soviet suppression of Ukrainian language and cul-
ture (Wikipedia c, f ). In , Swedish actor Per- Axel Arosenius 
burned himself following a dispute with the Swedish taxation authorities, 
and in  Taiwanese activist Cheng Nan- jung burned himself to protest 
the government suppression of free speech (Wikipedia a, g). An 
unusually large rash of protest suicides occurred in India in  in op-
position to a government proposal to set aside places in universities and 
government employment for lower- caste citizens: “Within  weeks, at 
least  people—predominantly students from privileged castes—com-
mitted self- immolation” (Biggs :). Since , nearly one hundred 
South Koreans have killed themselves in acts of political protest. "ese 
tended to be either students protesting authoritarian government or labor 
activists protesting powerful businesses backed by the government ( Jang 
; Park ; Park and Lester ; Kim ). In one well- known 
case, twenty- three- year- old tailor and labor activist Jeon Tae- il set himself 
on fire in Seoul and “took to the street, desperately chanting, ‘Observe the 
Labor Standards Law!’ ” (Kim :).

Moralistic suicide can also occur when lone individuals have a grievance 
against an organization. In my study of Louisville suicides, for example, 
there were three cases in which the self- killer expressed a personal grievance 
toward state agencies. One woman blamed Child Protective Services for 
starting the “mess” she found herself in, while another accused the Social 
Security Administration and Internal Revenue Service of defrauding and 
mistreating her, concluding her suicide note with “You are wrong you took a 
life. . . . Your god will talk to you.” And one man publicly shot himself in the 
office of the Social Security Administration after having his claim denied:

"e decedent went to the social security office to meet a claims rep-
resentative. He had filed for disability, but was turned down by the 
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Baltimore office. He came to the local office and asked the represen-
tative to reconsider his claim, stating that he was unable to work and 
his wife had to work and to pay his medical bills. "e representative 
advised him that he could take the information and turn it over to 
another branch to handle and that this branch would give him an ap-
pointment for an interview. "e decedent asked how long it would be, 
and the representative said – months and the decedent said that this 
would be too long. "e representative said he did not know what else 
he could do and the decedent said “I do,” pulled a pistol from his pants 
pocket, and shot his self in the head in front of the representative,  
employees, and as many customers.
"e suicide of Mohamed Bouazizi, described in the prologue, is similar. 

"ough his death had far- reaching consequences, it was not so much the 
result of a larger collective conflict as his own personal losses at the hands of 
state officials. Like the man who shot himself at the Social Security office, 
he made no posthumous demands and gave no evidence that his death was 
meant to find justice for those left behind. Yet both deaths were nonetheless 
a final, desperate airing of grievances against a superior adversary.

- 
In the previous chapter, we saw that sometimes suicide is a way for a person 
to deal with his or her own deviance. In other words, it is what Black calls 
“social control of the self ”—more precisely, “self- execution” (Black :). 
Like suicide for protest or vengeance, its likelihood varies with the verti-
cal direction of the grievance. Like other kinds of moralistic suicide, self- 
execution is more likely when someone faces a superior adversary. In cases 
of self- execution, however, it is not the aggrieved party that commits suicide 
but the alleged offender. Self- execution is more likely in response to down-
ward grievances than upward ones, and, all else being equal, its likelihood 
increases with the status of the aggrieved and decreases with the status of 
the offender.

"e clearest examples of self- execution are seen in highly stratified, rank- 
conscious settings with strong class divisions and rigid chains of command. 
Premodern Japan, for example, was dominated by the samurai ruling class, 
themselves graded into different ranks and serving under feudal lords, who 
were in turn ruled by a military dictator known as a shogun. "e samurai 
had a distinctive method of suicide called seppuku that involved stabbing or 
cutting open one’s belly with a short sword. Samurai would commit seppuku 
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spontaneously to escape shame or display loyalty but could also be ordered 
to commit it as a form of execution. Forced self- execution initially arose in 
the aftermath of battles as a way of eliminating enemies: “"e sooner the 
potential troublemaker could be persuaded to cut his stomach, the sooner 
things could return to normal” (Rankin :). In , for instance, the 
forces of shogun Yoshikazu surrounded the temple where his defeated rival 
Mochiuji was taking refuge and urged him to commit suicide. After he 
did so, the shogun then succeeded in ordering Mochiuji’s young son to kill 
himself as well (Rankin :–). "e practice grew more popular, and by 
the mid- s, feudal lords throughout the land were incorporating seppuku 
into their official punishments for disobedient samurai. A contemporary 
document from the s lists the punishments for samurai in Echigo Prov-
ince in order of severity, with seppuku being the second- most severe after 
having one’s entire family stripped of its weapons and expelled from the 
samurai class (Rankin :–). A feudal lord in Kumamoto made exten-
sive use of seppuku in his house’s rules of conduct, prescribing self- execution 
for such offenses as “reckless swordplay outside of training” or even, in the 
case of repeat offenses, for “minor breaches of etiquette” (Rankin :). 
A contemporary Spanish missionary observed that men condemned to 
seppuku did not resist or flee but instead solemnly carried out the order 
(Rankin :). Such was the fate of Sen no Rikyu, who attracted the 
wrath of the powerful lord Hideyoshi. When Riyku failed to apologize for 
an unintentional slight against his ruler, Hideyoshi sent representatives to 
inform him that he must commit seppuku. Rikyu responded by bowing and 
calmly offering the representatives tea. After drinking tea with them, Rikyu 
followed custom by composing two death poems and slitting his stomach 
with a single cut (Rankin :).

By the eighteenth century, forced seppuku had evolved from an agoniz-
ing form of suicide into something that was more often a form of voluntary 
execution, with many condemned nobles only going through the motions 
of stabbing themselves before being beheaded by an executioner. But those 
who voluntarily committed seppuku continued to cut their bellies as be-
fore. In , an ill- fated public works project aimed at building a series 
of dams led to the suicides of over fifty of the samurai sent there to over-
see the effort. Some killed themselves to protest the poor management and 
bad working conditions, others because of their own errors and failures. For 
 example, one man was found still breathing the morning after having cut 
open his belly in his room at the local inn; before he died, he explained that 
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he was dying from shame because he was responsible for a construction 
delay (Rankin :).

Forced seppuku died out in the late nineteenth century. Voluntary sep-
puku, especially as a means of self- punishment, also became rare, though it 
enjoyed a brief resurgence during World War II, particularly among military 
men. In one case, for instance, a Japanese naval officer disemboweled himself 
to atone to his superiors because “he could not complete his assigned task 
within the given period of time” (Seward :). And War Minister Ko-
rechika Anami committed seppuku the morning after signing Japan’s sur-
render, leaving a note apologizing to the Japanese emperor (Kameda .

Self- execution might play an unusually prominent role in Japanese cul-
ture, but it is by no means unique to it. Suicide as capital punishment is 
found in other times and places where rulers have dictatorial power over 
their subordinates. Chinese kings and emperors could also order their of-
ficials to kill themselves, and the officials would comply, perhaps viewing 
the sentence as a mercy compared with the torturous methods of execution 
common in premodern states. Such forced executions have a long history. In 
 BCE, for instance, the king of the Qin state forced the renowned gen-
eral Bai Qi to commit suicide (Hawkes ). In  CE, during the Tang 
dynasty, a purge of the administration led to thirty high- ranking officials 
being ordered to commit suicide (Wikipedia a). And in , during the 
Qing dynasty, the emperor ordered a Manchu statesman named Keying to 
kill himself for abandoning his post after he walked away from negotiations 
with the British (Fang ). Nor is forced self- execution solely an Asian 
phenomenon. As we saw in the last chapter, condemned criminals in ancient 
Greece and imperial Rome would also act as their own executioners. Among 
others, the philosophers Socrates and Seneca the Younger were sentenced to 
die by their own hands. Likewise, when the Roman emperor Nero became 
suspicious of his general Corbulo, he sent messengers who summoned Cor-
bulo and ordered him to commit suicide. Corbulo promptly obeyed and fell 
on his sword (Rankin ).

Even inequality less extreme than that found in ancient states and empires 
might be sufficient to produce this form of capital punishment. Some tribal 
chiefs, for instance, can also demand such behavior. While Tikopian chiefs 
can strike commoners “with impunity,” a commoner who strikes a member 
of a chiefly family “will probably have to expiate this offense by going off to 
sea” on a suicide voyage, taking his canoe out into the open ocean, where he 
will eventually die of drowning, sharks, or exposure (Firth :). Usually 
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such suicide voyages are ordered by the chief himself—who will have an 
official announce the sentence and drag the offender’s canoe to the edge of 
the water—though in some case the offender “anticipates the sentence by 
setting off in a canoe on his own initiative” (Firth :).

Inequality is a universal feature of social life. Even in societies with little 
stored wealth, people will differ in their health and strength, their knowl-
edge and skill, and their reputation for being good or bad. But inequality is 
also variable. Some societies and relationships are relatively egalitarian; oth-
ers are rigidly stratified. And inequality constantly changes, fluctuating with 
every gain and loss, every compliment and criticism, every act of discipline 
and rebellion. Suicide and conflict both vary accordingly, and thus moralistic 
suicide does as well. It arises from downward mobility and varies with the 
degree of loss. It waxes when stratification increases and wanes when it de-
clines. As protest or punishment of another, it is relatively common against 
superiors but rare against inferiors. It is a weapon of the weak, often used 
against those whose strength and stature repel more direct aggression. And 
as self- punishment, it responds to upward offenses and downward com-
plaints. Suicide is not randomly distributed across vertical space or vertical 
time. "e same goes for the other dimensions of the social universe. "is 
includes the subject of the next chapter: the distribution of relationships.
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"e - year- old factory worker had been drinking all day and began 
arguing with his live- in girlfriend. He accused her of cheating on him. 
She next heard him in the bedroom at midnight and went to see what 
he was doing. He was sitting on the floor with a . against the side 
of his head. She reached for the gun and he pulled the trigger. (Case 
from my Louisville study)

There is an old saying that compares friends to wealth: “Make new friends, 
keep the old, the former are silver, the latter are gold.” "e adage reflects 
the fact that if there is one aspect of social life that preoccupies people at 
least as much as social status, it is their social ties to others. Friends, family, 
spouses, lovers, coworkers, allies, business partners, and even casual acquain-
tances—such relationships attract a great deal of time and attention, and 
their patterning exerts powerful effects on social life.

If inequality is the vertical dimension of social space, then the distri-
bution of social ties is the horizontal dimension (Black :). Like in-
equality, it has several variable features. Relationships can be more or less 
close, and this closeness can come from varying degrees of intimacy and 
interdependence (Black :–). Entire social networks might be more 
or less close depending on the strength of all the ties within them. Just as 
people can inhabit higher or lower elevations in the distribution of wealth, 
they might inhabit more central or more marginal positions in a network 
of relationships (Black :). Just as levels of social elevation and status 
inequality are subject to change, so too are network position, intimacy, and 
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interdependence. And just as suicide varies with inequality, so too it varies 
with relationships.

Suicide and Social Integration
Emile Durkheim long ago observed, based on his study of government 
statistics in France and elsewhere, that the married had lower suicide rates 
than the unmarried and people with children had lower suicide rates than 
the childless. To explain this pattern, he posited a simple relationship: sui-
cide varies inversely with social integration (Durkheim [] :–). 
He originally used the term integration to refer to shared beliefs and sen-
timents—“collective states of mind”—that arise from involvement in close 
social ties and cohesive social institutions (Durkheim []:). Since 
then, sociologists have come to use integration to refer to social ties and in-
volvements as such, meaning that people are more integrated to the extent 
that they are enmeshed in networks of stable relationships and partici-
pate in social institutions and activities (e.g., Black :; Hassan :; 
Wray, Colen, and Pescosolido :). And they have continued to find 
that people with fewer ties, weaker ties, and less social involvement are 
generally at greater risk of suicide. For instance, many studies—including 
analysis of public health statistics from the United States, Europe, Aus-
tralia, South Korea, and elsewhere—support Durkheim’s claim that mar-
ried people have lower suicide rates than the unmarried (e.g., Danigelis 
and Pope ; Dublin :; Lorant et al. b; Park, Lee, and Kim 
; Smith, Mercy, and Conn ; for meta- analysis see Woo et al. ). 
For reasons we will discuss below, the effect of being divorced is especially 
strong (Kposowa ; Stack b). Studies of official statistics and large 
longitudinal surveys also find evidence for the protective effect of having 
children, of being involved in religious congregations, and of living in areas 
with greater residential stability (Baller and Richardson ; Breault ; 
Danigelis and Pope ; Duberstein et al. ; Pescosolido and Georgi-
anna ; Tsai et al. ; on religion, compare Van Tubergen, Grotenhuis, 
and Ultee ).

Other indicators also point to suicide victims being more isolated and 
less integrated. For example, surveys tracking a cohort of nearly thirty- five 
thousand US men for twenty- four years show that suicide risk is greater 
for those with smaller social networks and that scoring high on a seven- 
item index of social integration led to a twofold reduction in suicide risk 
(Tsai et al. ). Studies in Australia and Sweden find that those who live 





Suicide and Relationships

alone are more prone to suicide than those who live with a family (Hassan 
:). Coroners’ records from a nineteenth- century English town show 
not only that suicide victims were disproportionately single or widowed 
but also that suicide victims had few relatives of any kind who could tes-
tify regarding the circumstances leading to their death, such that “it was 
not uncommon for those testifying at inquests (notably landlords) to have 
had only a contractual relationship with the deceased” (Bailey :). 
Sociologist Ronald Maris found the same pattern in Chicago during the 
s, where a landlord was often the only person available to answer the 
coroner’s queries, as “it was not uncommon for there to be no relatives 
present at the inquest or for the relatives who were present to have had no 
contact with the decedent for quite some time” (Maris :). Chicago 
coroners’ records also show it was common for victims to live alone, have 
no dependents, and to be described as lacking any close friends (Maris 
:; Maris :). Maris’s follow- up study of Chicago suicides had 
the benefit of utilizing a comparison group of people who died by other 
causes and of conducting interviews with both groups’ surviving relatives. 
He found that suicide victims had, on average, a smaller number of friends, 
fewer organizational involvements, and fewer close ties of any kind (Maris 
:, ). A more recent case- control study in Syracuse and Rochester, 
New York, compared eighty- six suicide victims to eighty- six living people 
and found that in addition to being more often unmarried, childless, and 
not living with family, the suicide victims were also less likely to participate 
in community activities and generally had lower levels of social interaction 
(Duberstein et al. ). And because isolated or marginal people are more 
likely to kill themselves, places that attract them often have higher suicide 
rates. "us studies of suicide in early twentieth- century cities found that 
suicide rates were greatest in areas with a high concentration of board-
ing houses that catered to detached, transient people (Schmid ; Cavan 
:–; Sainsbury :).

"ere is thus a good deal of evidence that suicide concentrates at the 
margins of social networks. We might immediately think of psychological 
mechanisms behind this, such as suicidal motivation arising from loneli-
ness or, as Durkheim posited, from a need for individuals to be attached 
to something greater than themselves to justify life: “"e individual alone 
is not a sufficient end for his activity” (Durkheim [] :). "ere are 
also sociological mechanisms that contribute to the association. In chapter 
, we will consider the effect of social isolation on moral support, suicide 
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prevention, and rescue. Another consideration is that, in addition to the 
effect of being more isolated, the association is partly due to the effects of 
becoming more isolated—that is, to the loss of social ties.

Suicide and Underintimacy
Social ties vary in their degree of intimacy, or relational closeness. Relational 
closeness is the degree to which individuals or groups participate in one 
another’s lives. It increases with the length of the relationship, the frequency 
of contact, the amount of time spent together, and the range of shared activ-
ities (Black :–; Black :). Activities can themselves be more or 
less intimate—compare having sex with someone to sitting next to them at 
a bus stop—and relational closeness varies accordingly. Relational closeness 
also increases with exposure to information about someone else. "e more 
we observe and learn about someone, the closer we get—something that 
allows a one- sided closeness to people who may know nothing about us, as 
when fans spend much time watching and reading about their favorite ce-
lebrities (Black :; Black :). And even mutual strangers might 
be more or less distant from one another, depending on their position in a 
larger social network (Black :). Not all strangers are equally strange, 
and those who share network ties (“You know Bob? I know Bob too!”) are 
relationally closer than those who do not.

Like any other aspect of the social world, relational closeness is subject 
to change. People form new relationships and end old ones, increase their 
contact with one another or decrease it. In Black’s language, any decrease 
in relational closeness is underintimacy, while any increase in closeness is 
overintimacy. In the previous chapter we considered how fluctuations in the 
level of inequality can cause both conflict and suicide, and the same goes 
for fluctuations in intimacy. Overintimacy conflicts erupt over increases in 
closeness, such as when someone complains about another invading his or 
her privacy, overstaying his or her welcome, or acting too familiar (Black 
:–). Underintimacy conflicts erupt when people complain about 
someone failing to keep in touch, giving the cold shoulder, or being too 
secretive (Black :–). But just as not every fluctuation of inequality 
is equally likely to cause suicide, neither is every fluctuation of intimacy. 
Around the world and throughout history, underintimacy causes much 
more suicide than its opposite. And as with all types of social time, its ef-
fects are greater when the change is greater: a slight reduction in contact 
is less dangerous than the complete termination of a relationship, and the 
termination of a close relationship is more dangerous than the termination 
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of a distant one. In other words, suicide varies directly with underintimacy 
(Manning d). "us one of the most common causes of suicide is the end 
of a marriage.

  
Many studies, going back at least as far as Durkheim’s pioneering work, find 
a connection between divorce and suicide risk. "ese include correlations at 
the aggregate level, such as the finding that states and counties with higher 
divorce rates also have higher suicide rates (e.g., Faria et al. ; Stack 
; Breault ). Longitudinal studies show that suicide rates rise and 
fall in tandem with divorce rates—as they did, for example, in Denmark 
between  and  (Stack a). One analysis of US data shows the 
causal priority of divorce, finding that shifts in the suicide rate occur after 
shifts in the divorce rate, with a spike in suicide occurring during the first 
few months after each spike in divorce (Wasserman ). Data on individ-
uals confirm the relationship between divorce and suicide (Stack b). We 
have already seen that much research finds a link between being unmarried 
and committing suicide. But the effects of being divorced are stronger and 
more consistent than those of being single, indicating that losing a marriage 
is more dangerous than merely lacking one. In a longitudinal study of over 
, Americans, divorced persons were over twice as likely to kill them-
selves within the follow- up period (Kposowa ). An analysis of World 
Health Organization data from ten European countries and the United 
States, Australia, and New Zealand found that suicide rates were higher for 
divorced individuals (Danigelis and Pope ). So too did a study of suicide 
in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea (Yip et al. ).

While it is hard to sort out exactly how much of the association between 
divorce and suicide is due to being divorced versus becoming divorced, the 
latter clearly has an impact. To the extent that underintimacy as such is the 
cause of suicide, we would expect the greatest danger to be during the period 
immediately following the end of the marriage, and this appears to be the 
case. For instance, a study of a cohort of over , Finnish men found 
that the increase in suicide risk was greatest immediately after divorce and 
declined over time afterward (Metsä- Simola and Martikainen ). Like-
wise, a study of twelve thousand US individuals found that recent divorce 
has a greater impact on suicide risk than does divorce further in the past 
(Stack and Scourfield ). But even these studies probably underestimate 
the impact of marital breakdown on suicide. Marriage in modern societies 
is a legal institution, and in many jurisdictions obtaining a divorce is a legal 
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process that can take several months to complete. By that time the formal 
divorce may simply be a legal ratification of a split that is in every other way 
already complete, as the estranged spouses have already moved apart, ceased 
regular communication, and otherwise disentangled their lives. While the 
legal divorce may be the proverbial last straw for some abandoned spouses, 
for many others the initial separation is the more severe blow. "us a study 
of over six thousand suicide cases in Queensland, Australia, found that  people 
who were “separated” had a risk of suicide four times that of any other mar-
ital status, including those who were officially divorced (Wyder, Ward, and 
De Leo ).

Looking in more detail at individual cases, as described in the investiga-
tions of coroners, police detectives, and others, confirms the importance of 
underintimacy in causing suicide. In one sample of thirty- one suicide cases 
taken from a coroner’s records, seven victims had been separated from a 
spouse within the past six weeks, with another three being separated or 
divorced in the past year. A follow- up study of fifty suicide cases found 
that nine had separated within the past six months, with an additional 
eighteen separated or divorced in the past year (Murphy et al. ). "ere 
were also several more cases where the deceased was facing an impending 
separation, as when one twenty- six- year- old shot himself after his wife 
ordered him to leave their home. In another case, a thirty- four- year- old 
man’s wife had announced her intention to divorce him the month prior, 
but while they had already scheduled a divorce hearing, they were still 
living together (Murphy et al. ). In my study of suicide in Louisville, 
breakups, separation, and divorces were mentioned by either investigators 
or by the victims themselves in  percent of a sample of  suicide cases. 
Examples include a twenty- nine- year- old man, recently divorced, who 
left a note addressed to his ex- wife in which he reminisces about signifi-
cant events in their relationship, such as their first meeting and their first 
kiss. Another man, described by investigators as “depressed because of his 
pending divorce,” had “driven to his estranged wife’s home and threatened 
to kill both her and her child with a knife” before hanging himself the 
next day. Separation is also a drastic degree of underintimacy for those 
who were never formally married in the first place. Several cases involved 
unmarried partners, most of whom had been living together in long- term 
relationships. For instance, one African American woman who had broken 
up with her cohabiting boyfriend shot herself as he was loading the last 
of his possessions into a van parked outside. "e role of underintimacy 
was even greater in a study of suicides in England and Wales. When Ben 
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Fincham and colleagues conducted a “sociological autopsy” of one hun-
dred cases by analyzing police interviews, suicide notes, and other records, 
they found that “slightly more than half the cases mentioned relationship 
problems or breakdown and a third indicated that these difficulties were 
the main trigger for suicide” (Fincham et al. :). For example, one 
self- killer’s mother recalled that before his death “he came to my door 
covered in blood. He said ‘she’s ripped my heart out, she’s thrown it on the 
floor and she’s bouncing on it’ ” (quoted in Fincham et al. :). As the 
authors of the study note, the importance of separation in causing suicide 
helps explain why in Britain the peak age for male suicide corresponds to 
the peak age for divorce (Fincham et al. :).

Sometimes the end of a romantic relationship results in the abandoned 
party killing his or her estranged partner and then committing suicide. In 
the United States, for instance, such cases of homicide- suicide account for 
about  percent of all homicides and  percent of all suicides (Riedel :; 
see also Bridges and Lester ). "e perpetrators in these cases are usually 
men, and men killing themselves along with their estranged wives and girl-
friends is by far the most common scenario of homicide- suicide (Marzuk, 
Tardiff, and Hirsch :; Milroy ; Websdale ; Koziol- McLain 
et al. ; Liem and Nieuwbeerta ). Consider for example, a case from 
a study of several hundred Canadian homicides: “Witnesses claimed that 
the victim and the offender fought like cats and dogs. "ey were in the 
process of getting a divorce. . . . "e offender had made several comments 
in the weeks prior regarding ‘it being all over.’ He also saw a lawyer and 
made a new will. "e offender told his friend that there would be no court 
case (with respect to divorce and/or property settlement), but only two pine 
boxes. "e offender strangled the victim with a vacuum cleaner cord and 
then stabbed himself ” (Dawson :). In my own (Manning b) study 
of West Virginia homicide- suicides, fourteen of the twenty cases occurring 
over a three- year period were sparked by some kind of underintimacy, usu-
ally a breakup or marital separation. One middle- aged man continued to 
stalk and harass his estranged wife for months after their separation, until he 
finally cornered her at her new home, shot her, and then turned the gun on 
himself (Manning b:). In another case a man who killed his estranged 
wife and then himself left a series of suicide notes that demonstrate how his 
initial plan to commit suicide evolved into a plan to take his wife with him. 
His last entry, written as he hid waiting to ambush his victim, read: “I’m 
going to have a heart to heart with [my wife] and we are both going to die” 
(quoted in Manning b:).
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Divorce and separation might involve an additional source of underinti-
macy: reduced contact with one’s children. For instance, one recently sepa-
rated British self- killer left a suicide note reading: “I’ve lost everything and 
ain’t got no contact with my son or family phone number. . . . I love and miss 
Nicholas David I love and miss and can’t go on with heartache” (quoted in 
Fincham et al. :–). Another suicide victim’s mother told police, “He 
hasn’t seen his two children for a few months now, Rachel  and Jack . Not 
seeing his children has broken his heart. . . . Joe has told me that he wanted 
to kill himself because of his children” (quoted in Fincham et al. :). 
"e sociologists reporting these cases note that “given prevailing legal and 
social norms, separation and divorce routinely distances men from their 
children in a way that it rarely does for women”—a fact that can help explain 
why, in this setting, marital breakdown seems to play a larger role in suicide 
by men (Fincham et al. :). On the other hand, mothers are usually 
closer to children than are fathers, and so we would expect them to be more 
likely to commit suicide if they are separated from their young. "us the 
authors report, “Female suicides were further distinguished by the extent 
to which they were more widely associated with problems related to chil-
dren. . . . Such problems included separation from children due to divorce, 
estrangement (especially from older children), and children being taken into 
care” (Fincham et al. :). A crumbling marriage can sever other rela-
tionships as well, breaking off ties to in- laws or common acquaintances. For 
example, after parting ways with her prominent husband, Ted Hughes, poet 
Sylvia Plath “was lonely, almost friendless as well as husbandless” for “the 
flattering courtiers had departed with the king” (Becker :).

"e suicidal effect of underintimacy is not limited to modern industrial 
societies. As noted in the previous chapter, failed marriages have been a 
major cause of Iroquois suicide since at least the s. In , a Jesuit mis-
sionary described a case among the Onondaga Iroquois: “[A woman] took 
some hemlock juice, because she could not bear to see herself abandoned 
by her husband, who married her rival. I am summoned in the capacity 
of a physician who has already succeeded in counteracting the effects of 
the poison.  .  .  . I give an emetic.  .  .  . "e poison has already penetrated 
the intestines.  .  .  . She utters loud cries and is seized with dreadful con-
vulsions.  .  .  . ‘I have not sinned,’ she says, ‘he who has abandoned me is 
the one who is guilty’ ” (quoted in Fenton :). In a case from the late 
nineteenth century, a Seneca Iroquois couple “had a falling out, and he 
went home in the night telling her that he was leaving her for good, that 
he would not return. "e following morning she went out and dug up the 
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[poisonous root] and ate it and died” (Fenton :). "ough we have 
seen that such suicide was more common among Iroquois women, men 
did it as well. An eighteenth- century observer reports the case of another 
Seneca couple who had a quarrel: “She told him to leave her, and forbad 
his inhabiting with her any longer. He went away and poisoned himself ” 
(quoted in Fenton :). Men among the neighboring Delaware people 
sometimes killed themselves for the same reason—in one case, a Delaware 
man was especially upset at the idea of separating from his wife because, 
as was customary, she would take the children with her (Fenton :). 
Far away in India, the Bison- Horn Maria (or Muria) people also kill them-
selves over abandonment: “Kawasi Hurra’s wife Lakhmi did not care for 
him and was always slipping away to her parents’ house. He brought her 
back five or six times, but she would run away again after staying with him 
for a few days. Hurra seems to have been very fond of the girl, and her 
constant absence made him so miserable that he ended his life” (Elwin 
:). "e Palawan people of the southern Philippines also experience 
suicide caused by desertion (Macdonald :–). For instance, one 
relatively wealthy, middle- aged planter was married to a younger woman, 
who left him and went back to live with her father. He asked her to return 
but she refused; shortly after hearing this he hanged himself from a rafter 
(Macdonald :).


Breakups and divorces are obviously a substantial increase in relational dis-
tance and thus entail a high degree of underintimacy that is prone to cause 
both serious conflict and suicide. Infidelity is another relational breach that 
is likely to cause serious conflict. Societies vary in the extent to which they 
condemn extramarital affairs, and in some they are tolerated more for one sex 
(usually males) than for the other. But all expect marriage to involve at least 
some degree of exclusivity, and sexual jealousy causes conflict everywhere, 
including much violent conflict. "ere are of course evolutionary reasons 
for people—or any other animals—to be sensitive to mate fidelity, which 
can have a massive impact on reproductive success. Humans, after all, are far 
from the only species to guard mates and attack rivals. But we can also make 
sense of conflict over infidelity from a purely sociological perspective. One 
of Black’s innovations is to conceptualize intimacy as zero sum: becoming 
relationally closer to one person necessarily means becoming more distant 
from everyone else (Black :–). Sexual and romantic interactions 
are particularly close, and so an affair creates a new close relationship and a 
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corresponding increase in distance within the marriage (Black :–). 
Infidelity is thus another kind of underintimacy. "e same principles that 
allow us to understand why people get upset or angry over sexual rivals also 
help us understand why they sometimes get jealous of nonsexual rivals as 
well—why people sometimes express resentment of their partner’s children 
or pets or express annoyance when a close friend invites a newcomer along 
on what was previously an activity the friends shared alone. But the degree 
of underintimacy in romantic infidelity is usually greater and the conflicts 
more severe. And infidelity is also more likely to cause suicide.

We can see this in the ethnographic record. One observer of North 
America’s Delaware Indians writes, “Many a [husband] takes [his wife’s] 
unfaithfulness so to heart that in the height of his despair he swallows a 
poisonous root. . . . Women, also, have been known to destroy themselves 
on account of a husband’s unfaithfulness” (Zeisberger , quoted in Fen-
ton :). Adultery is also a major cause of suicide among the Palawan 
of the southern Philippines (Macdonald :–). In one case among 
the Palawan, a young man named Nalde killed himself by drinking poi-
son out of jealousy over his wife, Rusida, who was “somewhat promiscuous” 
(Macdonald :). Another young man also drank poison because his 
wife had an affair—he drank it by the river after a quarrel and then re-
turned home to her to die (Macdonald :–). And a young woman 
named Sumling killed herself, partly out of anger and jealousy at her hus-
band Durmin’s continued affair with another woman, partly because her 
brothers were going to handle the infidelity by forcing the two to divorce 
(Macdonald :–). Describing patterns of violence among Africa’s 
!Kung hunter- gatherers, anthropologist Nancy Howell notes that “in cases 
of sexual jealousy . . . the angry party might attack the spouse or the other 
person, presumably depending upon whether he or she wanted the marriage 
to continue. "e third possibility is that one may attack oneself, in the form 
of suicide.  .  .  . Several women have been known to take poison arrows to 
injure themselves, as have several men” (Howell :).

Again, different societies have different norms about marriage and mo-
nogamy, but sexual jealousy appears to be universal, and underintimacy can 
cause conflict and suicide even when it is widely considered legitimate. In 
societies where polygyny is an accepted form of marriage, it is not a breach 
of vows or violation of trust when a man takes a second wife. But while it is 
not technically adultery, it is still underintimacy and is likely to cause griev-
ances against both the husband and the new wife. Indeed, in polygynous 
societies hostility between cowives is often proverbial, and local wisdom 
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might hold that only a strong- willed or interpersonally skilled husband can 
manage the inevitable conflicts that result. Here too jealousy can lead to sui-
cide, and sometimes a jealous wife might turn to suicide when her husband 
takes a second bride or if he begins to favor one of her cowives with more 
time and attention (see, e.g., Elwin :).

Infidelity causes suicide in the modern United States as well: “As soon as 
American poet Robinson Jeffers’ wife learned he was having an affair with 
another woman . . . she lay down in a bathtub and shot herself in the heart” 
(Black :, citing Karman ). Likewise, one Kentucky woman killed 
herself after discovering her girlfriend’s infidelity, leaving the words “I loved 
you” scrawled in lipstick on a mirror (Holmes and Holmes :). My 
own sample of Louisville cases contained several examples, including the 
one quoted at the beginning of the chapter, where a young man shot himself 
after accusing his cohabiting girlfriend of infidelity. Another male self- killer 
left the following note before shooting himself: “"is is my divorce from 
Debbie. Cheating bitch.” In still another case, a woman had “caught” her 
husband with his ex- wife and was arguing with him about the issue when 
she threatened to kill herself. Having heard several such threats before, he 
handed her a loaded gun and dared her to follow through—which she did.

Infidelity often occurs as a prelude to ending a marriage, with the growth 
of the new relationship strangling the old one, and people are often inclined 
to end a relationship only when they see a better option available. "is may 
be especially so in small- scale societies where people are highly intimate, 
there is a strong sex division of labor, and there is little conception of what 
modern people would call “the single life.” Whatever order they occur in, 
the succession of ending one relationship and beginning another is likely 
to cause a severe reaction. In some cases, the jilted lover survives the ini-
tial breakup for some time but reacts explosively when his or her estranged 
partner forms a relationship with someone else. One case in my study of 
the Louisville coroners’ files involved a man who, distraught over his ex- 
girlfriend’s plans to marry another man, confronted her and shot himself at 
her wedding rehearsal. As he lay mortally wounded before her, he said, “I am 
dying and it’s your fault because you don’t love me anymore.” In another case, 
a man who learned that his ex- wife had started a new relationship called her 
up and shot himself while on the phone with her (Manning a). A new 
competing relationship might likewise trigger a homicide- suicide, and some 
homicide- suicide perpetrators kill their rival along with their former partner 
before dispatching themselves (e.g., Manning b:). One Florida man, 
for instance, shot and killed both his ex- girlfriend and her new boyfriend as 
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they walked down the street; after fatally wounding them, he lay down next 
to his ex- girlfriend and shot himself (Websdale :).


Relationships sometimes end because one party intentionally leaves, as is 
usually the case in divorce. In other cases, however, relationships end be-
cause of forces beyond either party’s control, such as death due to accident 
or illness. Suicide might follow the death of a close relative, especially a 
spouse or a child, among such diverse peoples as the ancient Romans, the 
Iroquoian and Algonquian peoples of North America, New Guinea High-
landers, and the Tikopia of Polynesia (Berndt :; Fenton :–; 
Firth ; Van Hooff :–). "e time immediately following an in-
timate’s demise is particularly dangerous. When illness claimed his wife, to 
whom he was unusually devoted, Roman military leader Marcus Plautius 
did not survive her funeral: “During the obsequies he drew his sword and 
threw himself on it” (Van Hooff :). In a similar case among the 
Tikopia, a man “wailed and wailed” before hanging himself on the very 
day of his wife’s death (Firth :). Another Tikopian likewise killed 
himself on the day of his wife’s death; another still tried to kill himself 
during his son’s funeral (Firth :). When a death occurs among the 
Aguaruna Jívaro of Peru, “people keep close watch on distraught relatives 
to make sure that no poisons are within their reach and that they are not 
left alone long enough to hang themselves” (Brown :). But such pre-
cautions are not foolproof: during the funeral of one Aguaruna woman, 
“her daughter . . . escaped notice long enough to drink a mixture of water 
and laundry detergent. At about the same time in another part of the com-
munity, the deceased woman’s brother, a man in his early twenties, was also 
overcome with grief and drank a bottle of insecticide. "e next day, both 
died” (Brown :). "e death of a spouse or close kinsman is also a 
frequent cause of suicide among the Palawan of the Philippines, where 
it accounted for  of  cases recorded by an ethnographer (Macdon-
ald :). Bereavement leads to suicide among the Netsilik Eskimo as 
well: when one woman heard that her son had been killed during a hunt, 
she “immediately took a thong . . . and a few moments later hanged herself 
from a high rock” (Balikci :).

Some who kill themselves after another’s death speak only of escaping 
their grief, much like those who kill themselves to escape the pain of illness, 
depression, or torture at the hands of an enemy. While escape is likely a 
component of most such suicides, they can have other aspects as well. Some 
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speak of joining the deceased in the afterlife, as when one South African 
woman wrote—shortly before asphyxiating herself and her children—that 
her late husband was “coming to fetch us in a few days’ time, you see, he 
loved us very much and could also not live without us in heaven” (quoted 
in Graser :–). "e notion that suicide is a way of following an-
other person into the afterlife is found in many times and places, and in 
some societies this sort of suicide might even be an institutionalized way of 
showing loyalty and reverence for the dead. For example, widows in tradi-
tional India might pledge to die atop their husband’s funeral pyres, an act 
that was praised and encouraged (Fisch ). Knowledge of an impending 
death can cause suicide as well. Sometimes when one spouse is about to 
die from a terminal illness, both partners might choose to die together in 
a suicide pact. Indeed, a study of such suicide pacts in England and Wales 
found that diagnosis of a terminal illness was the most common reason for 
suicide pacts between spouses (Brown and Barraclough ). In the words 
of one researcher, “"e relationship between victims of suicide pacts is typ-
ically exclusive, isolated from others, and the immediate trigger is usually a 
threat to the continuation of the relationship, for example, impending death 
of one member from an untreatable illness” (Rajagopal :). In this 
respect, modern Britain is not much different from ancient Greece (Van 
Hooff :–).

Suicide and Overintimacy
"e opposite of underintimacy is overintimacy—an increase of relational 
closeness (Black :–). Judging from the evidence discussed above, 
underintimacy is the more frequent cause of suicide, and breaking a rela-
tionship is generally more dangerous than forming one. But there are two 
major circumstances in which people kill themselves due to overintimacy: 
forced marriage and rape.

People in the modern West, among other places, might take it for 
granted that people choose their own spouses, but in many social settings 
around the world and throughout history this is not the case. Instead, mar-
riages are arranged by parents or other family elders and may be contracted 
with little regard for the wishes of the betrothed. Where people can be 
forced into such a close and permanent relationship against their will, they 
may turn to suicide to avoid it. "is is especially the case for young women, 
who, in settings where arranged marriage is common, are likely to have the 
least say in choosing a spouse. An anthropologist studying the Bedouins of 
Libya remarks, “I heard of a number of both young men and women who 
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committed suicide in desperate resistance to their fathers’ decisions, espe-
cially regarding marriage” (Abu- Lughod :). Sometimes threatened 
or attempted suicide is enough to make their parents reconsider and thus 
give the young women some influence over the decision. In rural Turkey, 
“both boys and girls usually have personal preferences, and a girl faced with 
the prospect of unyielding parents and an undesirable match may threaten 
to commit suicide in order to force her parents to relent” (Starr :). 
Such threats are credible in settings where female suicide is common: “In 
the early s, a young bride in a village in southwest Iran, apparently 
traumatized by her husband’s sexual demands, killed herself shortly after 
her wedding. Several years later, her younger sister successfully resisted her 
parents’ plan for her marriage by threatening to kill herself like her elder 
sister. "us, she turned her sister’s death into a source of efficacy for her 
own resistance” (Friedl :). Note that arranged marriage can also in-
volve a kind of underintimacy, in that it might force a young person to sever 
an existing relationship with a lover in order to marry the spouse of his or 
her parents’ choosing. "us suicide might still result in part from a broken 
relationship, and the threat of suicide might be used to convince parents to 
condone the preferred relationship as well as to avoid the unwanted one. In 
Highland New Guinea, for instance, “girls sometimes threaten to commit 
suicide in order to persuade their parents and brothers to allow them to 
marry a man of their choice, or to avoid marrying a man chosen for them” 
(Healey ).

"ough it is not considered a crime in societies where it is common, 
being forced to consummate a marriage against one’s will is nonetheless a 
type of rape. Whether it occurs in the context of marriage or not, rape is also 
a kind of overintimacy that can cause suicide. One of history’s most famous 
examples of female suicide is that of the ancient Roman woman Lucretia, 
who, after being raped by the Etruscan king’s son, called on her fellow Ro-
mans to take vengeance prior to publicly stabbing herself to death. Others 
kill themselves preemptively to avoid being raped. For instance, one of the 
few recorded suicides by an ancient Greek female is that of a fourteen- year- 
old bride who “killed herself in AD/, to escape being raped by Gothic 
invaders” (Van Hooff :). Military conquest in the ancient world was 
often accompanied by the mass rape or sexual enslavement of women on 
the defeated side and so might lead to the mass suicide of women seeking 
to avoid this fate. In medieval India, military defeats sometimes resulted in 
thousands of women and girls killing themselves by sword or by fire, often 
led by a queen or a number of princesses ("akur :–).
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It might seem strange to call rape overintimacy if we think of intimacy 
in emotional terms, as a feeling of closeness. But if we think of it in socio-
logical terms, sexual intercourse is still a form of close interaction even if 
unwanted and despised. Sociologically speaking, unwanted sex belongs to 
the same family as unwanted looking, unwelcome conversation, or inappro-
priate staring—all actions that increase someone’s participation in our lives 
and thus increases relational closeness (Black :–). Only rape is a 
more drastic action, invading not just the victim’s privacy or personal space 
but her body. According to Black’s (:) theory of conflict, this is exactly 
why rape is such serious deviance, generally causing more conflict and con-
demnation than do lesser intrusions. For the same reason it is more likely 
to cause suicide. Furthermore, rape is carried out by force and is therefore a 
form of violent domination. "us it is not only overintimacy but also over-
stratification, something that subjugates the victim. "e downward mobility 
involved in rape is amplified in many settings by the shame and stigma 
that attach to rape victims or by the fact that it destroys their value on the 
marriage market. Here, then, is the main context where overintimacy causes 
suicide: when it is both drastic and coupled with overinferiority. Indeed, 
the mass rapes accompanying military conquests, especially at the end of 
ancient sieges, would have often been a prelude to slaughter, the beginning 
of sexual slavery, or otherwise the end of a conventional and respectable 
life—all the more so for the upper classes of the conquered cities, who seem 
generally more prone to choosing death over submission.

Forced marriage is rare in the modern West, and rape victims are not 
stigmatized to nearly the same extent as in many traditional settings, where 
victims might be punished alongside perpetrators or barred from marriage 
or any respectable role in society. Indeed, the modern increase of equality 
between the sexes has coincided with campaigns to win more sympathy and 
respect for rape victims along with greater efforts to punish and stigmatize 
those who commit sexual assault. Perhaps this is why studies of coroners’ re-
cords (e.g., Cavan ; Fincham et al. ) rarely mention rape as a reason 
for individual cases of suicide, though this could be a consequence of the 
same factors that lead to rape being underreported in other official records. 
It may also partially reflect that women’s self- violence tends to be less lethal. 
Studies that focus on attempted (rather than fatal) suicide in the United 
States do find that victims of rape and sexual assault have elevated rates, 
though there is little information on whether such victimization was the 
proximate cause of the attempted suicide (see, e.g., Resick ; Rosellini 
et al. ). Rape is a traumatic form of violence, and it is plausible that 
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the combination of violent subjugation and overintimacy still contributes to 
self- destruction in the modern world, especially if it occurs in the context of 
an ongoing abusive relationship—something more analogous to the long- 
term subordination of a forced marriage.

Suicide and Integration Reconsidered
As we have seen, there is substantial evidence that both losing connections 
and lacking connections make suicide more likely. But Durkheim also ar-
gued that sometimes having social connections could also make suicide more 
likely. When integration is too high, he argued, people become so fully im-
mersed in the social group that they devalue their own individual existence 
and are therefore more prone to suicide (Durkheim [] :–). "us 
he claimed that too much social integration was as dangerous as too little, 
making the relationship between integration and suicide a U- shaped curve, 
with the greatest rates of suicide among the most and the least integrated.

As a prediction about the overall frequency of suicide in different so-
cial settings, we have little evidence that Durkheim’s idea about excessive 
integration is correct. Granted, this is partly because most studies focus on 
the effects of low integration, something that Durkheim suggested will be 
the more common in modern society. It is in tribal and traditional settings, 
Durkheim argued, where we are more likely to see the effects of too much 
integration, since these societies have much higher levels of integration 
overall (Durkheim [] :–). He was certainly correct that life in 
band and village society is highly intimate, with degrees of integration and 
solidarity modern Westerners might find difficult to imagine. And some 
tribal societies certainly have rates of suicide that are much higher than 
those of modern nations. But there is little reason to think tribal societies 
have higher suicide rates in general. More importantly, there is little evi-
dence that individual cases of suicide in tribal societies concentrate among 
the most integrated people. When they describe patterns of suicide, an-
thropologists almost never mention low involvement or social isolation as 
a protective factor in such settings. Indeed, it appears the opposite is often 
true: just as in wealthy industrial societies, suicide in traditional societies 
often concentrates at the margins of the social network (La Fontaine ). 
In New Guinea, for instance, suicide is more likely among orphans, as well 
as among men who are childless, friendless, and do not participate in co-
operative hunting and gardening (Panoff ; Poole ). And among the 
Munda, a farming people of India, suicidal people are often as isolated as 
one can be in an intimate village setting. Consider the relative marginality of 
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one self- killer: “"ough the Munda regale themselves by dancing, drinking 
and singing in the evening after a hard working day, Koka never took part in 
music or dance. . . . He had neither the inclination nor the knack to attract 
girls. . . . While the other persons of his village went to graze their cattle 
in the company of others, Koka went with his cattle all alone in a different 
direction” (Saran :–). Sociologist Wilfred Masumura goes so far as 
to argue that the impact of marginality is even greater in tribal societies than 
in modern ones. If many tribal societies have high suicide rates, he suggests, 
it is because “socially alienated individuals  .  .  . are more likely to commit 
suicide in highly integrated societies” (Masumura :). Black similarly 
proposes that because of high overall closeness, tribal morality views any 
reduction or lack of closeness as seriously deviant (Black :–). "ose 
who seek solitude are viewed with intense suspicion and perhaps accused 
of witchcraft, widows and orphans might be treated with open contempt, 
and exclusion or ostracism are extremely severe sanctions. In any case, social 
isolation and marginality do not seem to generally lower the likelihood of 
suicide in either modern or tribal settings.

But even if it is incorrect about the overall volume or risk of suicide, 
Durkheim’s theory might contain lessons about variation in the type and 
form of suicide. Not only did Durkheim suggest that very high integration 
leads to more suicide, but he also argued that it leads to distinctive patterns 
of self- killing. He noted that many tribal and traditional societies had sce-
narios in which suicide was socially accepted and approved, including such 
practices as the suicide of widows at the death of their husbands, the suicide 
of the elderly, and holy men who fasted to death so as to reach a higher plane 
of existence. His catchall term for such behavior was “altruistic suicide,” be-
cause he believed such suicides were oriented toward external norms. In 
his own words, “Having given the name of egoism to the state of the ego 
living its own life and obeying itself alone, that of altruism adequately ex-
presses the opposite state, where the ego is not its own property, where it 
is blended with something not itself, where the goal of conduct is exterior 
to itself, that is, in one of the groups in which it participates” (Durkheim 
[] :). Today the term “altruistic” is somewhat misleading, in that 
most of us think of altruism as helping behavior, such as giving other people 
material assistance. "is would match many cases in which elderly or ill 
people kill themselves to spare others the burden of their care but would 
not necessarily fit other patterns of suicide we see in tribal and traditional 
societies, such as suicide meant to harm someone else. For the purposes of 
asking why different social behaviors occur, and why they sometimes take 
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on self- destructive forms, we would probably prefer to distinguish helping 
behavior from moralistic aggression or from any other sort of suicide that 
are externally directed.

As several critics (e.g., Masumura ) have pointed out, there is little 
reason to think the typical suicide in settings of high social integration is 
altruistic in the common sense of the term. Still, Durkheim’s ideas point us 
toward the question of how social conditions shape the character of suicide. 
Settings with high social solidarity will tend to produce different patterns of 
self- destruction than socially atomized settings. "ey may indeed produce 
proportionally more suicide that is altruistic in the sense of being a helping 
behavior, a sacrifice on behalf of another. Institutionalized old- age suicide is 
one example, as is the practice—found in some Inuit groups—of sacrificing 
oneself to appease the spirits believed to be causing someone else’s illness 
(Leighton and Hughes ). If it is true that suicidal altruism is relatively 
more common in settings of high solidarity, it might be because close rela-
tionships generate more intense helping behavior of all kinds. Yet when we 
look at the cases of suicide recorded in the ethnographic literature, suicidal 
altruism is much less prominent than suicidal moralism. "is is because 
close relationships also have a dark side. "ey can be a site of conflict, and 
close conflicts can be devastating.

Suicide and Relational Closeness
Some ways of handling conflict are more likely when the disputants are 
relationally close. For instance, Black predicts that grievances against an 
intimate are more likely to be expressed in a therapeutic style, with the ob-
jectionable conduct being treated as a symptom of illness or disorder rather 
than as a crime or sin (Black :; Black :n; Horwitz :–; 
see also, e.g., Tucker ). Closer grievances are also more likely to be tol-
erated, with the aggrieved doing little or nothing at all (Black :–, 
–; see also, e.g., Cooney and Phillips ). As relational distance in-
creases, other ways of handling conflict become more likely. Black proposes 
that greater distance generally increases the severity of moralism, making 
it more uncompromising, coercive, and punitive (Black :–). With 
this comes an increase in the likelihood and severity of interpersonal vio-
lence, including such forms of collective violence as lynching and rioting 
(Senechal de la Roche ). Of course violence occurs in close relation-
ships as well. Even if intimacy makes any given conflict less likely to result 
in violent punishment, frequent interaction means that there are many more 
occasions for conflict to occur. If only a small proportion of these conflicts 
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produce severe reactions, domestic violence can still make up a substantial 
proportion of all violence in a society. "is is especially so in modern soci-
eties where legal systems are more effective at suppressing public violence 
between strangers than private violence between intimates (Cooney ). 
Still, the most extreme instances of moralistic violence, such as the mass 
killings of genocide and terrorism, typically cross the gulf of distance be-
tween unrelated people from different nations or socially segregated ethnic 
groups (Black a; Campbell b). And even domestic violence appears 
to increase with distance, with closer couples having less and more distant 
couples having more (Black ). But suicide is different from other kinds 
of violence in that it targets the self instead of another. And as its direction 
is opposite, so is its distribution: in a conflict, suicide varies directly with rela-
tional closeness (Manning , b). All else being equal, closer grievances 
are more likely to result in suicide.

-  
Conflicts between spouses and other intimate partners are probably the 
most common type of dispute leading to suicide and are a major cause of 
suicide in a variety of cultures. For example, when anthropologist Bronislaw 
Malinowski described suicide among the Trobriand islanders of the South 
Pacific, nine of the ten cases he described were due to spousal conflict. In 
one of these cases, “a Trobriand man was having an affair. In retaliation, his 
wife ceased to cook or bring water for him, and he had to depend on his 
married sister for these services. One night his wife made a public scene, 
insulting him severely. He then flew into a rage and beat her senseless. "e 
next day she took a fatal dose of poison” (Malinowski [] :). He 
also notes that he learned of a number of attempted suicides during his stay 
and that these were limited to “lovers’ quarrels, matrimonial differences, and 
similar cases” (Malinowski [] :). An anthropologist studying a 
"ai village similarly reports that all three suicide attempts that occurred 
during his stay arose from marital conflict and appeared aimed at making 
the offending spouse feel bad (Phillips :). According to anthropol-
ogist Raymond Firth, marital arguments are also a major cause of suicide 
on the Polynesian island of Tikopia. One Tikopian man took a second wife 
and “fought with her so strenuously that both of them rushed off in opposite 
directions and committed suicide, separately, by hanging” (Firth :). 
Another man was offended that his wife’s strict observance of mourning 
taboos for a deceased chief was keeping her from eating with him: “He 
objected, saying, ‘Are we not married? And don’t we eat together? Stay in 
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your taboos. But I’m going, and you can stay and keep your taboos for me.’ 
By this he meant that she could now start mourning for him instead. He 
did not steal away secretly, but ostensibly joined a searching fleet looking 
for three young women who had swum off to sea [in an unrelated collective 
suicide attempt]. "en he slipped away to pursue his own suicide attempt, 
and it was only discovered later that he had had a row with his wife” (Firth 
:).

Among the Luo of East Africa, “the most common cause” of female 
suicide is “domestic quarrels” (Wilson :). In one case, a man who 
believed his daughter’s misbehavior was responsible for the disease that was 
killing his cattle told his wife: “I wish the disease which killed my heifers 
would kill you, my wife, for your daughter is a whore who has brought the 
disease of her womb to my cattle.” Outraged by this, the wife made her 
other daughters swear they would never marry a man who would give cattle 
(the customary bride- price) to her husband, placed a curse on his village to 
prevent him from obtaining a new wife, and then hanged herself (Wilson 
:). Another woman killed herself because her husband would refuse 
to eat her food (a form of curse in their society) and compounded the injury 
with the insult of feeding the food to one of her cowives (Wilson :). 
Yet another killed herself to prove her innocence when her husband charged 
her with adultery; had she been guilty, local reasoning goes, she would have 
instead chosen to be ritually cleansed of the offense (Wilson :).

Far away in eastern North America, Seneca Iroquois informants cited 
intimate- partner conflict as the main cause in nine out of seventeen re-
ported cases (Fenton :). In South America, according to one ethnog-
rapher, moralistic suicide among the Aluku Maroons typically occurs “in the 
context of lovers’ quarrels” (Bilby :). Likewise, among the Saramaka 
Maroons, where people kill themselves to mobilize vengeful spirits against 
their enemies, most of these spirits arise from “a person dying during the 
course of a stormy marriage” (Price :). Among the Mataco of the Gran 
Chaco region, “a person who feels himself rejected or a victim of unhappy 
love sometimes commits suicide, which with the Mataco appears to occur 
particularly in this connexion” (Fock :; see also Alvarsson :).

According to historian Jeffrey Watt (:), marital conflict lay be-
hind many suicide cases in eighteenth- century Geneva, Switzerland. After 
one young Genevan couple committed suicide within hours of one another, 
witnesses testified to the love they had for one another, a love, however, that 
“ ‘was so violent that at times they quarreled over very insignificant things, 
always convinced that their passion was at stake in even the slightest things’ ” 
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(Watt :). Conflicts with spouses or lovers were also a prime cause of 
suicides in eighteenth- century England, where “typical newspaper stories 
reported in  that during an argument with his wife a schoolmaster at 
Westminster School leaped out of a window and ran into the "ames up to 
his neck and in  that a Mr. Pernell of Holborn committed suicide on his 
wedding day after a row with his young bride” (MacDonald and Murphy 
:, –; see also Bailey :, ).

We see the same patterns in the contemporary United States. Accord-
ing to a seven- state study by the US Centers for Disease Control, nearly a 
third of suicide cases were triggered by a conflict with an intimate partner 
(Centers for Disease Control ; Zwillich ). A study of adolescent 
suicides in Western Pennsylvania compared a sample of sixty- seven suicide 
victims to sixty- seven matched controls from the same region and found 
that suicide victims were more likely to have experienced conflicts with a 
boyfriend or girlfriend (Brent et al. ). In my study of all  suicides 
from five years of coroners’ files in Louisville, about  percent of all suicides 
in the area involved some form of intimate- partner conflict. In a second 
overlapping sample of  cases precipitated by interpersonal problems,  
percent involved conflicts with a spouse or other intimate partner—usually, 
in the case of unmarried partners, a long- term cohabiting union, often with 
shared children.

At least some of the association between intimate conflict and suicide 
is due to the sort of things intimate partners tend to fight about: as Black’s 
theory of conflict predicts, infidelity, abandonment, and other kinds of un-
derintimacy are distinctive and severe sources of conflict in such relation-
ships (Black :). And as we have seen, such drastic losses of intimacy 
are a major reason for suicide. But intimate conflict appears more prone to 
cause suicide even when it is over other matters. Several cases of Trobriand 
suicide described by Malinowski involve spouses outraged by insults or ac-
cusations of wrongdoing. In one, a polygynous man quarreled with a wife to 
whom he was “very attached.” During one quarrel “he insulted her by one of 
the worst formulae . . . which, especially from husband to wife, is regarded as 
unbearable,” and she committed suicide on the spot by climbing and jump-
ing from a palm tree (Malinowski [] :). In another case, a man 
whose wife pestered him with accusations of adultery eventually committed 
suicide by poisoning himself (Malinowski [] :). Or consider an 
example from New Guinea’s Eastern Highlands. In this case, a fight over sex 
led an aggrieved husband to burn his wife’s genitalia with a piece of flaming 
bark: “She responded with abuse and ended her tirade by saying, ‘I am no 
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malignant spirit: a human being bore me. . . . You burnt me, and my belly 
is hot [i.e., she was angry].’ "at night she decorated herself in the usual 
way and, taking a length of rope, went to her husband’s garden . . . where 
she hanged herself from a tree” (Berndt :). In the previous chapter, I 
noted that spousal abuse is a common reason for female suicide, particularly 
in extremely patriarchal settings. Highly patriarchal marriages may be less 
intimate than more egalitarian marriages, but they are still fairly close, and 
the combination of closeness and inequality contributes to the prevalence of 
wife suicide. Relational closeness also explains why, even though their supe-
riority makes it much less frequent, men in patriarchal marriages also some-
times kill themselves over marital conflict. For example, when one woman 
in the Eastern Highlands of New Guinea insulted her husband by calling 
him lazy, and he “was so deeply offended that he strode out into the bush” to 
hang himself (Berndt :–). Whether the issue is jealousy or insult, 
abandonment or violent abuse, a grievance is more likely to lead to suicide 
when it occurs between spouses or other intimate partners.

In my sample of suicidal conflicts from Louisville, discounting any cases 
that mention breakups, separations, or accusations of infidelity still leaves 
the majority of cases involving some grievance against an intimate partner. 
Consider some examples of suicidal conflict within an intact relationship:

On the evening in question the victim and his wife had been down to 
the waterfront. Apparently, he had not wanted to spend the evening 
there, preferring instead to go to a college alumni gathering. His wife 
claims she did not realize this at the time. On their way home they 
argued in the car, and eventually she got out of the vehicle and called 
a colleague to come pick her up. A few minutes later the victim called 
her and asked for her location. He came back and picked her up. 
According to his wife they began to argue again over his claim that 
she didn’t listen to him. She says that they were both “pissed.” She 
was looking out the window when the car stopped and her husband 
shot himself in the head. She jumped out of the car, thinking at first 
he had fired a shot into the air, and looked back to see him slumped 
over the wheel.
Per the decedent’s girlfriend, they had been fighting all day. "e dece-
dent began drinking beer at :. "e girlfriend was on the front porch 
and heard a gunshot. She went to the side yard and found the dece-
dent sitting on the ground with a  gauge shotgun. He had fired a 
shot into the air. "ey exchanged words and she returned to the porch. 
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She heard a second shot, and returned to find the decedent had shot 
himself in the head.
A  year- old housewife lived with her husband of  years. According 
to the husband, during the last  they had been fighting almost every 
day about him not working. On the night before her death his wife 
had knocked him down the basement steps, cut him with a butcher 
knife, and also struck him with a piece of iron pipe. "e morning of 
her death, she resumed fighting with him and at :am ran him out 
of the house, telling him to leave and never come back. She was last 
seen by a neighbor at :am in front of her house. She told the 
neighbor that she was going to kill herself because she couldn’t take 
the domestic trouble anymore. Her husband returned at noon and 
found her on the couch with a gunshot wound to the head.
In yet another case, a man hid his worsening financial situation from his 

wife, who was enraged upon finding their bank account overdrawn. Her 
suicide note expressed a great deal of anger over her husband’s secrecy, stat-
ing that “I don’t deserve that because I have been good to you for a great 
many years” and closing with the remark “Try to keep your delusions under 
control.”

 
In modern societies nuclear families tend to be close, and in tribal societies 
extended family units might be even closer. In some settings conflict be-
tween close kin is the most common situation for moralistic suicide, while 
in most others it is second only to conflict between spouses and other inti-
mate partners.

In the previous chapter I discussed conflicts between parents and chil-
dren as a cause of children’s suicide. As with marriage in patriarchal societ-
ies, the relationship is not only unequal but also close. Inequality explains 
why it is more often children than parents who threaten or commit suicide 
when conflict erupts between the two, but closeness helps account for the 
frequency of such suicide and the fact parents occasionally resort to it as 
well. Among the Chukchee (or Chukchi), a reindeer- herding people of the 
Russian arctic, such behavior takes an unusual form. A Chukchee father 
has the right to demand that another family member kill him, something 
usually reserved for dealing with the effects of advanced old age and severe 
infirmity. But it could also be invoked as an act of punishment: “Among our 
people, when a father is very angry with his lazy and bad son, he says, ‘I do 
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not want to see him anymore. Let me go away.’ "en he asks to be killed, 
and charges the very son who offended him with the execution of his re-
quest. ‘Let him give me the mortal blow, let him suffer from the memory of 
it’ ” (Bogoras :). Closeness also explains why children and youth are 
more inclined to kill themselves over conflicts with parents than over con-
flict with other social superiors, even if the issues involved are similar. For 
instance, in his discussion of suicide among the Chuukese of Micronesia, 
anthropologist Donald Rubenstein observes: “It is virtually unknown for a 
Micronesian adolescent to commit suicide after being scolded by a teacher, 
a neighbor, a priest, a policeman, a friend, or a collateral relative. If a young 
man seeks to marry a young woman of his choosing, but is thwarted by his 
sweetheart’s parents, suicide is quite improbable. However, if his own par-
ents reject his plea for approval of the match, his suicide would be an accus-
tomed response” (Rubinstein :; see also Rubinstein , , ). 
A second ethnographer concurs, adding that even “other distant members of 
the family normally could not precipitate a suicide by scolding or rebuking 
[the potential victim]” (Hezel :).

While strict hierarchy and harsh parental discipline increase the like-
lihood of children’s suicide, familial closeness means that milder degrees 
of discipline can provoke it as well. Iroquois parents are not particularly 
authoritarian by cross- cultural standards, but Iroquois children nonetheless 
turn to suicide “to escape restrictions or in revenge of punishment” (Fenton 
). Suicide of this kind is mentioned by several early observers during the 
colonial era, one of whom refers to the Iroquois as “thin skinned” and re-
ports that “it was not extraordinary to see [children] poison themselves . . . 
over a moderately severe scolding” (quoted in Fenton :). "e pattern 
appears to have persisted into modern times, as in the twentieth- century 
case of a fifteen- year- old Seneca girl who, “discontent with parental dis-
cipline,” killed herself after being made to stay home and watch younger 
children while her parents attended a lacrosse game (Fenton :).

Closeness is not limited to parent- child relationships. Attempted sui-
cides in traditional Chuukese society sometimes arose due to conflicts with 
siblings, as when one young man, insultingly excluded by his brothers from 
practicing fighting techniques, “climbed a coconut tree, and jumped off, 
landing on a rock and breaking an arm and a leg” (Gladwin and Sarason 
:). Among the Cheyenne of the North American Great Plains, where 
suicides to “appeal to the public for a redress of a wrong” almost always 
involve “a grievance within the closest family,” brother- sister conflict was 
as much of a fault line as mother- daughter conflict (Llewellyn and Hoebel 
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:). In my sample of Louisville cases involving conflict, most of those 
that did not involve intimate partners involved close kin, usually members 
of the same nuclear family. "ese were mostly parent- child conflicts, but 
some involved sibling and other kinds of relationship as well. One sixty- six- 
year- old retiree appeared to have grievances against most of her immediate 
family: “After her husband died, the decedent came to live with her daugh-
ter, son- in- law, and grandson at their home. She had been living there for 
four years. She had a history of conflict with her family: she had a habit of 
locking herself in her room when angry and had threatened suicide several 
times in the past. In her suicide note, she complained bitterly of her treat-
ment within the house and accused her brother (who lives in another city) 
of turning her grandson against her.”

  
"e best scientific evidence for the existence of a relationship between one 
thing and another comes through comparison. An ideal test of the effect 
of relational closeness on suicide would be to generate a random sample of 
conflicts that involved varying degrees of closeness and then compare their 
different outcomes. Sampling conflicts in this way would be challenging, es-
pecially if we sought a large enough sample to capture relatively rare out-
comes like suicide and to include conflicts with such minor outcomes that 
the participants themselves are not likely to remember them. A large sample 
adequately representing the entire universe of human conflict would be a 
Herculean task. But even lacking such a sample, we can still make more fo-
cused comparisons between conflicts that get handled in different ways. For 
instance, consider homicide versus suicide.

Homicide too is lethal violence, and it too is often a reaction to conflict. 
Killings arise out of arguments and fights, unpaid debts and acts of disre-
spect, sexual jealousy and broken relationships. Most homicide is moralistic, 
an expression of grievances against someone. Like suicide it is an extreme 
and violent reaction, and rare compared to the milder ways of handling 
conflict. Because of this, factors that encourage more severe conflict—such 
large movements of social time—might encourage both homicide and sui-
cide relative to other, less severe behaviors. But since they are different re-
actions—inward violence versus outward violence—there must be factors 
that encourage one relative to the other. One of these is relational distance. 
Whereas suicidal conflicts are overwhelmingly issues between family mem-
bers and intimate partners, only about  percent of homicide cases occur in 
these relationships (see data cited in Cooney and Phillips :–). "e 
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difference is somewhat inflated by the fact that some homicides (an esti-
mated  to  percent) are not due to conflict at all but occur in the course 
of armed robbery and other acts of predation—crimes that are more likely 
to target strangers. Even discounting such predatory homicides, though, no 
more than half of homicides occur between intimates. Conversely, distant 
adversaries are much more common in homicide cases than they are in sui-
cide cases. One criminological study of homicide in Miami in the early 
s found that out of  homicide victims  percent were killed in do-
mestic arguments, while  percent were killed in arguments of other kinds 
(Wilbanks :). Of homicides occurring in Philadelphia between  
and ,  percent involved “close friends,” and another  percent involved 
“acquaintances”—categories barely represented among moralistic suicides 
(Wolfgang :). And of  homicide cases in Detroit in ,  per-
cent involved “unrelated acquaintances” (Daly and Wilson :). Such 
patterns provide more evidence that distant grievances are relatively more 
likely to result in interpersonal violence, while close grievances are relatively 
more likely to result in self- inflicted violence (compare Henry and Short 
:, –). "at is, closeness makes suicide more likely than homicide, 
while distance makes homicide more likely than suicide.

We can narrow the comparison even further. We have seen that intimate- 
partner conflict is one of the most common occasions for suicide. But such 
conflicts can also lead to homicide (as when someone kills his spouse) or to 
the combination of both homicide and suicide (as when someone kills his 
spouse and then himself ). "ere are usually similar sorts of grievances in all 
three cases—most lethal domestic conflicts arise from separation, divorce, 
and sexual jealousy (Block and Christakos ; Kelly and Johnson ; 
Miethe and Regoeczi :–; Websdale ; Wilson and Daly ). 
But not all intimate partners are equally intimate: some have been together 
longer than others or spent more of their time together than others or share 
more activities than others (Black ). We would expect the relative like-
lihood of homicide and suicide to vary accordingly and that cases ending in 
suicide would tend to involve more closeness than cases ending in homicide, 
with cases of homicide- suicide falling somewhere in between. "ere is pres-
ently little research aimed at making these comparisons, but some findings 
suggest the predicted relationship exists. For instance, in a sample of thirty- 
two intimate- partner homicides from West Virginia, I found that victim 
and offender tended to have much older relationships in cases of homicide- 
suicide, being together on average for twelve years, than in cases of homicide 
alone, with an average relationship length of five years (Manning b). 
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"e closer the partners, the more likely the killer was to join his victim in 
death—or to choose death and force her to join him. Likewise, a study of 
 intimate- partner homicides in Hong Kong also found that relationship 
length predicted likelihood the offender would commit suicide (Chan, Beh, 
and Broadhurst ).

Suicide and Interdependence
In Black’s terminology, functional interdependence refers to the extent that two 
parties rely on one another for survival and well- being (Black :). We 
might understand this as a source of relational closeness, with those who co-
operate and exchange goods and services being closer than those who do not. 
But Black and his students often treat it as a separate variable, a kind of social 
closeness in its own right. One reason for doing so is that functional interde-
pendence appears to have a major impact even when relationships are in other 
ways quite distant. For instance, in his work on genocide, Bradley Campbell 
(; b:) argues that when foreign colonists rely on the labor of con-
quered strangers, they are less likely to exterminate them. People are less likely 
to kill those they cannot easily do without (Black :). "ey are also less 
likely to cut off ties with them in other ways, making conflicts less prone to 
such forms of avoidance as divorcing an abusive spouse or resigning from a 
corrupt organization (Baumgartner :–; Black :). "e effects 
of interdependence can arise whether it is mutual, with both parties relying 
on the relationship, or one- sided, with one party needing the other but not 
vice versa. Where it is uneven, it sometimes produces a kind of inequality, 
with the more dependent party having a subordinate position in the relation-
ship. It can exaggerate inferiority by robbing the inferior of the option to flee 
the relationship and can discourage avoidance as well as open rebellion (Black 
:–, –). Contrariwise, one- sided dependence on a social inferior 
might effectively reduce the inequality in the relationship, giving the infe-
rior the ability to negotiate greater privilege and autonomy. But dependent 
superiors might also use force to compel cooperation, and dependence can 
thus still discourage avoidance and other disruptions to the relationship: most 
slaves could do without their masters more easily than the master could do 
without slaves, yet the masters take great pains to keep the slaves from fleeing. 
Partly because it discourages such alternatives as avoidance, extermination, 
and rebellion, functional interdependence encourages suicide. In a conflict, 
suicide varies directly with functional interdependence.

Just as they can be more or less intimate in other ways, family relation-
ships can be more or less interdependent. Children depend on their parents 
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to provide food, shelter, and almost everything else, and this can contribute 
to the suicide of children over conflicts with parents. In some cultures, mate-
rial dependence persists well past the age of physical maturity. Adolescence 
is sometimes associated with increasing frequency and severity of conflict as 
the child’s stature rises and he or she challenges authority and seeks greater 
autonomy or, conversely, parents demand that the child display more auton-
omy and take more responsibility. In either case, a high level of dependence 
can be both a source of conflict and something that encourages an aggrieved 
youth to handle conflict with suicide.

Nowhere is this illustrated more dramatically than on the islands of 
Chuuk and Western Samoa, where youth suicide has risen dramatically 
during the latter half of the twentieth century (Rubinstein ; Macpher-
son and Macpherson ). Between  and , the rates of suicide for 
Micronesia (including Chuuk) skyrocketed from . to . per ,, 
an increase mostly due to the increase in the suicide of young men in their 
teens and twenties (Rubinstein ). "e triggers of suicide in these societ-
ies remain similar to that found in earlier times, with most cases being due 
to conflicts between young men and their close senior kin (Gladwin and 
Sarason :; Freeman ; Hezel ; Rubinstein ). For example, 
one father “had provoked growing resentment in his son through his in-
sults and beatings,” leading his son to commit suicide when ordered to do 
something that he did not want to do (Hezel :). But why did suicide 
become more frequent?

One explanation is that youth have become more dependent on their 
parents and for longer periods of their lives. In earlier times, family hierar-
chy was tempered by an early age of independence. Once Chuukese youth 
reached puberty they began to take an important role in subsistence activi-
ties and to rely on a wider network of kin and age- mates, reducing their ex-
clusive dependence on their parents or, indeed, on any one person (Gladwin 
and Sarason :). Furthermore, young males would usually move out of 
their parents’ homes to live with relatives or in a communal men’s house, 
and by their late teens and early twenties men were largely self- sufficient 
(Gladwin and Sarason :–). "e situation changed when the eco-
nomic modernization of Chuuk began in earnest in the s (Marshall and 
Marshall :–). Since that time, the subsistence economy has been 
supplanted by a reliance on wage labor and manufactured goods. But there 
are few jobs, and most of these are government positions monopolized by 
the older generation. "us unemployment among the young is very com-
mon, and youth no longer become materially independent at an early age 
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(Marshall and Marshall :). Dependence on nuclear family was further 
increased by the decline of the extended matrilineal clan and the extinction 
of the communal men’s houses. Now young men depend upon their parents 
for subsistence and shelter to a much greater extent than in earlier times, 
and this dependence lasts well into their twenties (Rubinstein ). "e 
same is true of youth in Western Samoa, who also lack employment oppor-
tunities and remain at home and dependent upon their parents well past an 
age where they would have, in older times, established their own household 
(O’Meara :).

Dependence keeps youth under the authority of their elders and robs 
them of other options for managing family conflict. "eir dependence is 
even visible in the issues at stake in family disputes. Many young Chuukese 
become upset and kill themselves when older relatives refuse to grant them 
some material request. For example, “One - year old boy hanged himself 
when his parents refused to buy him a new shirt for Christmas; another 
young man of  killed himself after his older sister would not give him 
the yeast he demanded for a drinking party” (Hezel :). Other con-
flicts occur when parents become angry at the dependence of their sons, 
a phenomenon which runs against traditional patterns of child- rearing 
and norms of masculine behavior (Rubinstein ). According to one 
observer, “Young men are now held in a position of greater dependency 
vis- a- vis their parents. "e parents’ response, especially that of the father 
toward his older sons, is one of growing impatience and severity—yielding 
the many small incidents of the rejection that commonly occasion a son’s 
suicide” (Rubinstein :). Rising dependence on the part of Chuukese 
and Samoan youth has resulted in both a greater frequency of conflict and 
a greater likelihood that conflict will be handled with suicide, resulting in a 
sharp spike in suicide rates.

Spouses can also rely on one another, and such reliance is generally 
greater in settings with a pronounced division of labor between the sexes 
or where legal and financial barriers prevent women from making a living 
on their own. Because economic dependence reduces avoidance, it makes 
wives less likely to handle marital dissatisfaction by seeking divorce (Han-
nan, Tuma, and Groeneveld , ; Schoen et al. ). Contrariwise, it 
makes them more likely to turn to suicide. Until recently, for example, di-
vorce was rare in Japan and difficult for women to initiate. "us an observer 
of suicide in Japan in the s remarked that “[a Japanese woman] does 
not usually seek divorce, because legal protection and job opportunities are 
lacking. . . . "e more likely alternative for ordinary Japanese women who 
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believe they have failed in building a happy family is to resign themselves to 
the situation. . . . When she is not tolerant, she may be pushed to suicide” 
(Iga :). At least one study of Japan during this period found that pre-
fectures with higher divorce rates had lower rates of female suicide, suggest-
ing that divorce was indeed an alternative to self- destruction (Chandler and 
Tsai :). And it is an alternative that is more likely in settings where 
women have access to employment or other sources of material support, 
better enabling them to leave abusive or unsatisfactory relationships.

A Note on Cultural Closeness
Cultural distance refers to differences in culture between individuals or 
groups, such as differences in dress, language, and religion (Black :–
). People who share such cultural traits are culturally closer than those 
who do not, and the more traits they share, the closer they are. In most 
Blackian theories, cultural distance and relational distance have similar ef-
fects on behavior. For instance, violent aggression tends to increase with 
both—genocide, terrorism, rioting, and the like are more likely and more se-
vere against people with different religions, languages, and ethnicities (Black 
a; Campbell b; Senechal de la Roche ). We might thus expect 
that both kinds of social closeness have similar effects on suicide, such that 
cultural closeness also encourages people to handle grievances with self- 
destruction. "e effect is difficult to observe, though, since moralistic suicide 
is highly concentrated in intimate conflicts and intimates tend to be cultur-
ally close as well. "us samples of suicidal conflicts tend to lack gross vari-
ation in cultural distance, and most sources of information do not address 
fine variation. We might still hypothesize that conflict in interethnic and 
interreligious relationships is more likely to result in homicide or homicide- 
suicide rather than suicide alone. And as cultural distance makes political 
grievances more likely to result in terrorism and guerilla war, we should ex-
pect cultural closeness to make them more likely to result in protest suicide. 
Cultural closeness thus contributes to protest suicide being relatively more 
frequent in domestic conflicts than international ones.

Social Closeness and Self- Execution
Social control of the self also varies with the social closeness of the adver-
saries, including their degree of relational closeness and functional interde-
pendence (Black :). For example, people are more likely to apologize 
for offending someone who is closer to them (Exline, Deshea, and Holeman 
). Close offenders are also more likely to kill themselves than those who 
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offend distant parties. Sometimes this is because close adversaries allow an 
offender the opportunity to commit suicide rather than directly taking ven-
geance themselves. As discussed in the preceding chapter, in some highly 
stratified societies, rulers might order inferiors to kill themselves as a kind 
of punishment. Where this is so, the practice is usually restricted to mem-
bers of the governing class or military officials—individuals who, relative 
to peasants and commoners, share more social ties, culture, and interde-
pendence with the central authority (Otterbein : n). In premodern 
Japan, for instance, forced self- execution was limited to members of the 
samurai class—the lord’s military retainers and administrators—while those 
of lower rank were simply beheaded (Pinguet :–; Seward ). 
Similarly, in imperial Rome, the emperor might demand suicide from mem-
bers of the elite senatorial class, while others received standard executions 
(Van Hooff –; Griffin b:). Allowing an offender to commit 
suicide was in these societies a form of leniency—such deaths were less 
dishonorable than dying at the hands of another person, and so they were a 
privilege that rulers extended to their fellow elites. In the twentieth century, 
Germany’s Nazi regime took a similar approach. "ose socially close to the 
Nazi leadership, including eminent military leaders and Hitler’s longtime 
associates, would be offered a chance to kill themselves rather than be exe-
cuted. "us Field Marshall Erwin Rommel, when accused of participation 
in a plot to assassinate Hitler, was allowed to take poison rather than face 
court- martial (Goeschel :).

Suicides expressing guilt, remorse, or expiation also are more likely when 
the victim is an intimate, such as a family member. Chuukese youth some-
times kill themselves due to shame at their own offenses but only when 
the offense injures their family: “"e young [Chuukese] can live with the 
fact that he is the subject of public opprobrium in the community, but he 
cannot at all live easily with the feeling that he is the cause of disgrace 
for his family” (Hezel :). Among the Bison- Horn Maria of India, 
individuals may kill themselves out of “regret for harsh behavior toward 
someone loved” (Elwin :). Self- destruction is more likely when the 
offender is dependent upon the aggrieved as well. Again, dependence itself 
may even be the source of the conflict. In one case described in the psychi-
atric literature a husband who cared for a bedridden wife “began to express 
distaste for his own care- giving role, to blame his wife more and more for 
the constriction imposed on his own activities, and to voice barely disguised 
antipathy toward her for continuing to live. . . . He began to talk of burglar-
ies and purchased a gun which he discharged in a ‘how to work it’ session, he 
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then left the loaded gun within arm’s reach of his bedridden wife. After the 
demonstration and a particularly bitter soliloquy, the husband went to work. 
"e wife killed herself shortly afterwards” (Perlin and Schmidt :).

Social closeness thus encourages two varieties of moralistic suicide: those 
that act against another person and those that act against the self. Given 
this, we should not be surprised to find that the same case of conflict can 
generate both. For example, one Trobriand man insulted his wife during the 
course of a quarrel, causing her to commit suicide on the spot. "e next day 
he followed suit, killing himself out of grief and remorse. So did another 
man whose wife fatally jumped from a palm tree following an accusation of 
infidelity (Malinowski [] :). Indeed, Black (:–) proposes 
that social closeness reduces the one- sidedness of moralism: the closer the 
adversaries, the more likely there is to be some compromise and mutual ac-
ceptance of blame. Close adversaries are not simply enemies to be attacked 
or avoided, and hostility is often mixed with affection and concern. Right 
and wrong lose their clarity, as does the distinction between victim and of-
fender. Often this can lead to remedial forms of social control, aimed at 
compromise and social repair (Black :). But even when social control 
is more accusatory, it can still display a kind moral ambiguity. We should not 
be surprised, then, to find suicide notes that display such ambiguity, perhaps 
simultaneously identifying someone else as the reason for the suicide and 
absolving them of blame or mixing criticism and blame of another person 
with criticism and blame of the self (Manning a). Survivors of serious 
suicide attempts, describing the issues that drove them to their desperate 
act, may likewise vacillate between describing mistreatment by others and 
complaining of their own inadequacy (see generally Heckler ). "us one 
survivor, describing her family conflicts, recalls thinking, “It was my fault. 
I shouldn’t have told my mother I was being molested. I’m responsible for 
the family falling apart” (quoted in Heckler :). In these cases it may 
be difficult to draw a line between social control of the self and social con-
trol of others, but such is the nature of intimate conflict. Extreme closeness 
muddies the waters of conflict and sometimes leads a conflict with others to 
become a conflict with the self.

Self- Con!ict
People not only interact with others, they also interact with themselves. "is 
includes complaining about oneself and defining one’s own behavior as de-
viant. For instance, one victim from my study of Louisville coroners’ records 
left an extremely lengthy note detailing her self- described “fake life and 
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misuse of money,” judgmentally recalling bad decisions she had made over 
the course of a lifetime and detailing what she saw as her own flaws. People 
might harshly judge themselves in this way even in the absence of external 
complaints and might do so for things that are invisible to other people, 
such as their own closely guarded thoughts and feelings. Consider the case 
of a young suicide attempter who reported a long- standing conflict with 
himself over his secret homosexuality and artistic aspirations, both of which 
ran counter to his public image as a heterosexual football player: “I hated 
myself in many ways because I didn’t like this—this double life I was trying 
to lead. I liked to write poetry. I liked to write things like that and be sen-
sitive, and whenever a damn teardrop hit me, I’d say, ‘You fucking chump! 
What are you feeling that way for?’ ” (quoted in Heckler :). His self- 
conflict seemed to escalate soon after he had his first sexual encounter with 
another man: “I would wake up in the middle of the night and look in the 
mirror and my eyes would just start getting real wild. I’d scream at myself, 
‘You’re a disgrace to your family!’ ” (quoted in Heckler :). Not long 
after, he attempted suicide by jumping from a dam, an act that left him alive 
but paralyzed from the waist down.

"e notion that suicide is a way of handling self- conflict is similar to 
psychologist Roy Baumeister’s argument that the typical suicide is an “es-
cape from aversive self- awareness” (Baumeister :). He argues that not 
only is escape the most common motive for suicide, but what most suicidal 
people are escaping from is themselves—or more specifically, from their 
own harsh judgements about themselves. For various reasons, including ex-
ternal setbacks, people see themselves as having fallen short of their own 
standards, and so they become “acutely aware of self as inadequate, incom-
petent, unattractive, or guilty” (Baumeister :). "ere are various ways 
of trying to escape this negative self- awareness, from becoming engrossed in 
activities to becoming intoxicated to sleeping excessively—all limited forms 
of self- avoidance. But should negative self- awareness be severe enough or 
persist long enough, some will turn to permanent oblivion in the form of 
suicide. People can therefore turn to suicide to escape or avoid themselves, 
just as they would escape or avoid an external adversary.

We can also understand this in sociological terms. As Black observed in 
his work on the self- application of social control, “Self- interaction is a form 
of social interaction” (Black :). "us, he argued, the same principles 
that predict and explain how people behave toward one another can predict 
and explain how they behave toward themselves. So if social closeness makes 
grievances more likely to result in suicide, this should be true of self- conflict 
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as well. People can indeed be more or less close to themselves, as measured 
by such things as the time they spend alone and the absence of competing 
relationships with other people (Black :n). Self- closeness might 
therefore contribute to the relationship between social isolation and sui-
cide. Discussing changing patterns of intimacy in the modern world, Black 
argues that “whereas tribal people devote most of their attention to one 
another, modern people devote ever more attention to themselves” (Black 
:). "e result of greater self- interaction, he proposes, is a greater rate 
of self- conflict: “Some complain about losses of closeness with themselves: 
‘I’ve lost touch with myself ’; ‘I don’t know who I am’; ‘I don’t know what I 
want.’ Others complain about their own thoughts and feelings, their behav-
ior toward themselves or others, or their level of performance in their work 
or other activities. "ey expect to be happy, and complain when they are not: 
‘I don’t like myself ’; ‘I worry too much’; ‘I’m depressed’ ” (Black :). 
And greater self- closeness—more often making oneself a focus of time and 
attention—could also encourage people to handle self- conflicts with suicide. 
Perhaps this is why psychological studies have found that people who are 
depressed—and thus at greater risk of suicide—tend to report higher levels 
of self- focus (Greenberg and Pyszczynski ; Mor and Winquist ).

Very close conflicts tend to attract a therapeutic style of social control, 
in which both the principals and third parties treat the deviant behavior 
as a symptom to be remedied (Black :; Black :–; Horwitz 
:–; Tucker ). It is not surprising, then, that many signs of 
self- conflict—high levels of guilt, self- blame, and negative character judg-
ments—are usually conceptualized as symptoms of a mental illness such as 
depression. A medical model tends to dominate discourse about what we 
here call self- conflict, just as it dominates most discourse on suicide. "e 
result is that self- conflict is not often recognized as such. Even if we do rec-
ognize it as a form of conflict, it might seem so rooted in the human mind—
often secret and invisible to outsiders—that it seems odd that a work of pure 
sociology would address it at all. But despite the extent to which self- conflict 
is a psychological problem, purely sociological theories can also help us un-
derstand it. For instance, following Black’s notion that self- interaction obeys 
the same principles as all interaction, self- conflicts are sparked by the same 
social factors that spark other conflicts—overstratification, underintimacy, 
and other movements of social time. Its likelihood, severity, and odds of 
becoming self- destructive vary accordingly. "e likelihood of these conflicts 
resulting in suicide also varies with their structure, such as the degree to 
which individuals are close to themselves and isolated from others. Indeed, 
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therapists who seek to help suicidal people might be applying psychiatric 
knowledge, but to the extent they are successful, it is because their behavior 
also follows sociological principles. By intervening to help someone with 
his or her self- conflict, the therapist makes a crucial change to the conflict’s 
social geometry: it now includes a third party, one whose social distance and 
social elevation will shape the course of the dispute.

"e role of such third parties will be the focus of our next chapter. For now, 
note that the relationship between social closeness and the therapeutic style 
may also help explain why suicide is able to behave as external aggression. 
"erapeutic social control treats deviance as the result of forces beyond the 
deviant’s control: the deviant is not an offender but a victim (Black :). 
"e closer the aggressor and target of violence, the more likely the violence 
is to be treated as symptom. Self- inflicted violence is the closest of all, which 
is why in the modern world—where privacy and individuality make people 
especially close to themselves—it is usually discussed in psychiatric terms 
(Black :). "at blame for the violence is deflected away from the one 
who inflicts it and onto forces beyond his or her control, such as mental ill-
ness, provides a clue to the behavior of liability—the degree someone is held 
accountable for wrongdoing or misfortune (Black :–). Aside from 
blaming mental disorder, or such traditional analogues as spiritual posses-
sion, there is another way in which liability for suicide is displaced from the 
perpetrator: blaming other people, including the suicide victim’s close asso-
ciates—who are also prone to blame themselves. Whether placing the blame 
on mental illness, other people, or ourselves, we attribute responsibility for 
the violence to factors beyond the perpetrator’s control and are more likely 
to do so for self- inflicted violence than for violence against acquaintances or 
strangers. "e external displacement of liability is what allows suicide to be a 
weapon against one’s associates: in the case of social sanctions because other 
people will hold them responsible, and in the case of psychological sanctions 
because they will hold themselves responsible.

"ough some sociologists focus exclusively on status and inequality, these 
variables are not the whole of social space. Human relationships also vary in 
their degree of intimacy and interdependence, social networks in their de-
gree of connectedness and solidarity, and individuals in the extent to which 
they are integrated or isolated. Whether we consider suicide in general or 
moralistic suicide in particular, we see the effects of social integration and 
social closeness. Suicide tends to concentrate at the margins of the network, 
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among those who are distant from others but close to themselves. What-
ever their current social location, further loss of close connections is dan-
gerous, and so bereavement and abandonment are potent causes of suicide 
the world over. And while relationships with strong bonds of intimacy and 
interdependence can be a great source of support, they can also be the site 
of devastating conflicts. Should this be the case, the grievances that arise are 
more likely to result in suicide than would be true of a more distant dispute. 
"is may be partly due to conflict itself representing a kind of disruption 
among intimates, a sort of normative distancing. It may also be relevant that 
some mechanisms that allow suicide to act as social control, such as causing 
guilt or remorse, are more likely with those who are close than with those 
who are distant. In the case of self- execution, it might even be a strange ex-
ample of people’s greater tendency to side with those who are socially close, 
such that, if the aggrieved is close enough, the offender will effectively side 
against himself. "e details vary from case to case, and sensitivity to close 
conflict varies from person to person and culture to culture. And given the 
sheer frequency of intimate conflict, suicide is everywhere one of the rarer 
outcomes of it. But the relationships between closeness and suicide means 
that in the large majority of social settings, suicidal conflicts are overwhelm-
ingly close conflicts.
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Bolubese, wife of one of the previous paramount chiefs of Kiriwina, 
ran away from her husband to her own village, and threatened by her 
own kinsmen (maternal uncle and brothers) to be sent back by force, 
killed herself by lo’u [jumping from a palm tree]. (Malinowski [] 
:)

Popular discussions of suicide usually focus on it as an individual act ex-
plained by the characteristics of the individual actor. As previous chapters 
have argued, this view is incomplete. Suicide can also be understood as a 
social behavior, such as a way of handling or escaping from conflict. As such, 
it is a social interaction with two sides—a protestor and the state, a battered 
woman and her abusive husband, a jealous husband and his estranged wife. 
Taking account of both sides and the structure of their relationship—such 
as their degree of inequality, intimacy, and interdependence—thus allows 
us to better explain variation in suicide. But even when taking account of 
both sides, the aggrieved and his or her adversary, our description of the so-
cial structure is still incomplete. 'is is because social interactions are rarely 
limited to just two parties. Any behavior, such as a conflict or act of violence, 
may come to the attention of other people—third parties—whose presence 
and involvement can be fateful.

Imagine, for instance, that you are walking through a city at night and 
glance down an alleyway, where you see one man lying prone on the ground 
and another man standing and kicking him. What do you do? You may 
choose to keep walking and ignore the violence. Or you may choose to speak 
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up and object to it. Or you may intervene more forcefully, physically re-
straining the assailant to protect his victim. Or you might call the police, 
hoping that they in turn will intervene—if not in time to stop the violence, 
perhaps to locate and punish the offender. Perhaps you recognize the victim 
as a hated enemy or notorious wrongdoer and cheer on the violence. Per-
haps you join in. Whatever you choose to do, your presence has altered the 
social structure of the assault, and your behavior can have a drastic impact 
on the course of events. Such is also the case with suicide.

Aiding Survival, Abetting Suicide
Suicide is a peculiar form of violence in that, because it is self- inflicted, the 
assailant and the victim are one and the same. For sociological purposes, 
though, we can still think of anyone who witnesses or intervenes in another 
person’s suicide as a third party. Perhaps the third party will passively watch 
the violence, or perhaps he or she will act to save a person from himself. 
Maybe a witness even encourages self- destruction. We can see all three re-
actions in a case from Germany:

It was around noon on  August  that - year old Jurgen Peters 
climbed the ladder on the outside of the water tower in the German 
city of Kassel. By the time he reached the top, a number of people were 
already gathering where the young man was at.

It soon became clear that he intended to jump all the way down in 
an attempt to take his own life. . . . Bystanders called the police, who 
in turn called the fire department for assistance. A fire ladder was put 
out to the top of the tower, and one of the firemen tried to talk Jurgen 
out of his plan, without success, however. 'en a girl he had been dat-
ing and liked very much was asked to talk with him. She succeeded in 
persuading him to give up the attempt.

While stepping down from the water tower onto the fire ladder 
and starting his descent, a couple of young men watching the scene 
began yelling: “Hey, coward, you don’t even have the guts to jump, do 
you?” and similar provocative remarks. One could observe Jurgen hes-
itating, interrupting his descent. 'en all of a sudden he climbed up 
the ladder, hopped on the top of the tower and almost in one move-
ment jumped off. He died on the spot. (Cutler, Glaeser, and Norberg 
:)

We see in this case the part that bystanders and other third parties can 
take in suicide. Some intervened to support Jurgen’s survival, attempting to 
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persuade him to spare himself. 'ey might have succeeded had others not 
intervened to encourage his death. 'ird parties can play vital roles in self- 
inflicted violence, and we should consider these roles in more detail.

  
People usually seek to stop others from harming or killing themselves. De-
pending on the method of suicide being used, there may be a good deal of 
time in which people can learn about a suicide attempt and intervene to 
prevent the violence or rescue the victim from its effects. On the Polynesian 
island of Tikopia, for example, young people frequently attempt suicide by 
either swimming out to sea or setting out for the open ocean in a canoe. 
Both methods sometimes lead to fatalities, as swimmers eventually drown 
or are eaten by sharks, and canoes are eventually swamped with the same 
result. But there is often enough time for other people to intervene. If the 
departure is witnessed by other islanders, they immediately raise the alarm 
and dispatch a fleet of canoes on a search and rescue mission. 'ese rescue 
canoes are crewed by a mixture of young, single men, who are the strongest 
rowers, older married men, there to keep the young men from being reck-
less, and sometimes women, there to persuade the lost person to turn back 
and cooperate with the rescuers (Firth ). Another island people, the 
Chuukese of Micronesia, also use swimming to sea as a method of suicide, 
and such swimmers are also frequently rescued. In one case, a man “had a 
bitter argument with his wife, finally walked out of the house, down to the 
beach, and swam off into the open sea,” where he was soon rescued by his 
brother and father- in- law (Gladwin and Sarason :).

In these island societies, setting out to sea communicates suicidal intent 
and rouses others to intervene to prevent self- destruction. Other behaviors 
have a similar effect. Among the Chuukese, suicide sometimes involves jump-
ing from tall palm trees, and so depending on the circumstances, climbing a 
tall tree can signal an impending suicide. Anthropologist 'omas Gladwin 
witnessed one such case, in which a young man “got into a trivial argument 
with his mother over the repair of a pillow. Voices rose and angry words were 
spoken; his father’s sister, Rachel, was present and accused him of being a 
bad son to his mother” (Gladwin and Sarason :). 'e young man left 
the house with “an almost hysterical desperation on his face” and climbed a 
nearby tree with the apparent intention of committing suicide. “At this point,” 
Gladwin reports, “I abandoned my observer role and stood under the tree” in 
order to prevent the man from jumping until an older relative succeeded in 
persuading him to climb down (Gladwin and Sarason :).
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We can see similar interventions in modern cities, where tall buildings 
provide a means of jumping to one’s death. “Jumpers,” as they are sometimes 
called, often hesitate long enough to attract witnesses who might attempt to 
“talk them down” safely. We have already considered the case of Jurgen Pe-
ters, the young German who several people unsuccessfully tried to convince 
to climb down from a water tower. American boxing champion Muham-
mad Ali had better luck than Jurgen’s would- be rescuers: in Los Angeles in 
, Ali was cheered by onlookers after he successfully talked a man out of 
jumping from a ninth- floor window (Mann :). Police officers in cit-
ies with many tall buildings are commonly called upon to talk jumpers into 
not going through with the act. Such intervention is frequent enough that 
officers in some cities receive special training in dealing with jumper sce-
narios. Two veterans of such crisis intervention describe using tactics such 
as encouraging the jumper to talk, avoiding advice or judgmental language, 
and urging the jumper to just “put if off for a little while. . . . Take a little 
time to think about when things were good in your life, and how it could be 
good again” (Fowler and Maguire :–).

We can observe persuasion in other circumstances as well. For example, 
someone threatening to shoot himself might be talked into putting the 
gun down. Or a verbal expression of intent to commit suicide might result 
in third parties trying to convince the potential self- killer to abandon the 
idea. In one case among the Netsilik Eskimo, “Irkrowatok, a blind woman 
[who had recently learned of her son- in- law’s death] . . . said she wanted to 
kill herself. For about a year, her husband succeeded in dissuading her, tell-
ing her: ‘Don’t do it, so that the children may grow up near their mother’ ” 
(Balikci :–). Many suicidal individuals are ambivalent about kill-
ing themselves and express not only a desire to die but a fear of this desire 
(Shneidman :). Remarkably, then, these potential perpetrators of vi-
olence actively recruit others to prevent them from committing it. In the 
United States and elsewhere, one form of suicide prevention is the “suicide 
hotline,” an advertised phone service that people considering suicide can 
call to speak to a trained operator who will try to prevent their death. 'e 
very existence of this service is premised on the fact that suicidal people 
might mobilize third parties to help save them from themselves, just as 
people threatened by an external adversary might likewise seek help and 
protection.

Help is not always welcome, however, and sometimes third parties inter-
vene in ways that are more coercive. 'ey might confiscate potential weap-
ons that could be used for self- destruction. Both prisons and psychiatric 





Suicide and Support

hospitals sometimes take these steps with inmates they view as likely to 
commit suicide, confiscating items such shoelaces, belts, and other potential 
ligatures that could be used for self- strangulation. 'ey might also confiscate 
eyeglasses, which could potentially be broken into dangerous shards (see, 
e.g., Kobler and Stotland ). 'ird parties might even forcibly restrain 
the potential self- killer. Sometimes police attempting to prevent someone 
from a fatal jump will use various ruses and distractions—such as offering 
a “last cigarette”—in order to get close enough to seize the jumper and pull 
him or her to safety (Fowler and Maguire ). Patients at psychiatric hos-
pitals might be bound in straightjackets or locked in padded cells to prevent 
harm to both themselves and others. 'ose who threaten to passively bring 
about their own death by starvation might be forced to ingest food. During 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when African slaves attempted to 
starve themselves to death during the voyage from Africa to the Americas, 
the crew of the slave ships would pry open their jaws and supply them with 
nourishment against their will (Bly ). When inmates at the US Guan-
tanamo Bay detention facility staged a hunger strike in , their guards 
also resorted to forced feeding to prevent their hunger strike from becoming 
self- destructive (Lewis ).

'e velocity of violence is variable, and the odds of rescue vary accord-
ingly. Methods like fasting inflict damage very slowly, while methods like 
shooting oneself in the head inflict it almost immediately. Hanging and 
strangulation are typically fast acting, but without a neck- breaking drop 
from a gallows these too allow time for rescue—in the New Guinea High-
lands, for instance, hanging victims are sometimes discovered and saved be-
fore death (Berndt :–). Some poisons act quickly, but many others 
act slowly enough to allow treatment if discovered in time, and so many 
victims of self- poisoning are discovered and successfully treated. Among the 
Dobe !Kung, a hunter- gatherer group in Africa’s Kalahari Desert, people 
sometimes try to kill themselves with poisoned arrows, but “others will at-
tempt to prevent this if they can, and will treat the injury with the usual pro-
cedure of drawing off as much blood and poison as possible from the injured 
limb if the person succeeds” (Howell :). Among the Trobriand island-
ers, many of those who attempt suicide in response to “lovers’ quarrels” do 
so by ingesting a vegetable poison that can be cured with a dose of emetic, 
and so they are often saved (Malinowski [] :). Self- poisoners in 
modern urban settings often survive as well. For instance, rock musician 
Kurt Cobain’s first suicide attempt, by intentional drug overdose, resulted in 
him being found and rescued by his wife, who ensured he received medical 
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attention (Cross :–). Studies of attempted suicide in the United 
States and elsewhere commonly find that unsuccessful attempts are several 
times more frequent than fatalities and that over  percent of attempters 
use self- poisoning (Mościcki :).

Prevention and rescue require that others be present and ready to act in 
a timely manner, and so surveillance is a component of suicide prevention. 
'e Aguaruna Jívaro, knowing that the bereaved are likely to commit suicide, 
“keep close watch on distraught relatives to make sure that no poisons are 
within their reach and that they are not left alone long enough to hang them-
selves” (Brown :). Likewise, among the Tikopia, “when it is known 
that for any reason a man has become angry, a watch is kept upon him; if 
he says he is going somewhere, another man follows to prevent him from 
taking a canoe” (Firth :). Surveillance is also a component of suicide 
prevention in modern psychiatric facilities, where patients thought to be at 
risk of self- destruction are designated as such and put under more intense 
observation (see, e.g., Kobler and Stotland ). 'is might involve checks 
at regular intervals of time or even literally constant observation by a staff 
member dedicated solely to that purpose, sometimes for days on end (Shugar 
and Rehaluk ; Grant ). Inmates in jails and prisons may likewise 
be placed under “suicide watch” and given special attention to ensure they 
have fewer opportunities to harm themselves and greater chance of discovery 
and rescue if they do. In at least one facility, the inmate’s peers are employed 
as observers ( Junker, Beeler, and Bates ). 'e focus of surveillance may 
be even broader, seeking to identify potentially suicidal individuals within a 
larger population. Suicide prevention campaigns in modern America some-
times have this logic, seeking to educate both counselors and ordinary citi-
zens on how to spot signs of suicidal intent. But just because a third party is 
present and aware of and impending attempt does not mean they will try to 
stop the violence. Some bystanders are content to do nothing at all.

, ,  
Whether incredulous, indifferent, or hostile, third parties sometimes ignore 
or dismiss warnings and threats of suicide. In some cases, they even passively 
watch the violence unfold. When one elderly Netsilik Eskimo woman, react-
ing to her son’s recent accidental death, set out to hang herself from a rock, 
“people saw her running with the thong and knew what she intended to do, 
but nobody tried to stop her” (Balikci :). 'e Eastern Highlanders 
of New Guinea believe that a woman has the ability to poison her husband 
with her menstrual blood, rendering him vulnerable to his enemies. 'us if 
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a man dies in battle, suspicion might fall upon his wife, and so the suicide 
of a widow is usually met with either indifference or approval—something 
that either saves the clan the trouble of a vengeance killing or that is a way 
for the widow to prove her innocence and loyalty (Berndt :–). One 
polygynous Highlander was killed in a raid by the family of one of his two 
wives. 'e other wife displayed her loyalty during his mortuary feast by 
slashing her cowife’s throat and then hanging herself in front of her in- laws, 
who watched, waited until she was dead, buried her, and then resumed their 
feasting (Berndt :). In modern urban settings, those who threaten to 
jump from tall buildings sometimes attract large crowds of passive specta-
tors who do nothing to stop the potential suicide. For instance, on July , 
, “thousands of persons waited, some for  hours, until John Warden 
jumped from a th- floor hotel ledge” (Mann :).

While some third parties passively allow suicides to occur, others actively 
encourage them. As we have seen already, authorities sometimes command 
their subordinates to commit self- execution. People might also encourage 
suicidal altruism, especially if they stand to benefit from it, as when people 
charged with caring for the elderly or sick encourage them to kill themselves 
so as to eliminate the burden (e.g., Balikci :). Even bystanders who 
have no prior connection to the potential self- killer and no knowledge of 
the reasons for suicide might nonetheless encourage self- destruction. As in 
the case of the young German Jurgen Peters, the crowds who watch those 
poised to jump to their deaths might encourage them to do so, perhaps for 
the sheer spectacle. One study of suicides and attempted suicides described 
in news sources identified twenty- one cases in which crowds of onlook-
ers urged an individual to jump, including three cases occurring in New 
York City between  and  (Mann :). More recently, in , 
a seventeen- year- old British man, distraught over a recent breakup, climbed 
to the top of a city parking garage. While police negotiators attempted to 
talk him down, a crowd of three hundred other observers gathered under-
neath, some of them “shouting abuse at him and urging him to jump. One 
teenager even yelled: ‘How far can you bounce?’ ” (Britten ). 'e young 
man eventually leapt to his death.

Beyond encouragement is rendering assistance. Elderly Eskimo seeking 
death often requested the assistance of their relatives in carrying out the act. 
In one case, “At Chesterfield Inlet a son- in- law helped his wife’s mother, 
who was sick with tuberculosis, to hang herself. ‘She felt that she was old, 
and having begun to spit up blood, she wished to die quickly, and I agreed. I 
only made the line fast to the roof, the rest she did herself ’ ” (Hoebel :). 
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Among the St. Lawrence Eskimo, such suicides were highly ritualized affairs 
and often involved the participation of several persons who would accom-
pany the suicidal individual to a designated “Destroying Place” where he 
would be hanged, shot, or stabbed by himself or by his assistants; in the case 
of hangings, several relatives would assist (Leighton and Hughes :). 
Depending on the degree of the relatives’ involvement, these deaths could 
vary from relatively pure suicides to what might be classified as homicide 
with a willing victim. Such voluntary homicides were also common among 
the Chukchee of Siberia, where older men who wished to die might invoke 
their right to demand execution at the hands of a son or other junior relative 
(Sverdrup ). Similarly, on Fiji, the widow of a chief would often request 
that her relatives strangle her to death; according to sources, repeated re-
quests were necessary before she was actually killed (Fisch ).

Assisting in self- destruction may itself be a kind of altruism or helping 
behavior—a therapy of last resort to end someone else’s suffering. As such, 
it is controversial throughout much of the modern world, with some rec-
ognizing it as benevolence and others condemning it as murder. 'e activi-
ties of US physician Jack Kevorkian thus attracted a great deal of attention 
and debate. Kevorkian gained notoriety for assisting in the suicide of  
people between  and , a practice that began with him advertising 
his services as a “death counselor” in a Detroit newspaper. To facilitate the 
suicide of his clients Kevorkian developed two devices—dubbed the “'an-
atron” and “Mercitron”—that, respectively, injected lethal chemicals into 
the bloodstream and emitted lethal gas to be inhaled through a facemask 
( Jackson ). Kevorkian’s role was to prepare the machines for use, though 
he left it to the client to activate them. 'e one known exception, in which 
Kevorkian administered a lethal injection while being videotaped, resulted 
in his being tried and convicted for murder despite the victim having pro-
vided informed consent to the procedure (Davey ).

'ough assisted suicide, and suicide more generally, have long been con-
demned in the West, some Western countries increasingly tolerate the prac-
tice. In contemporary Switzerland, for instance, assisted suicide is legal in 
many circumstances, and hundreds of such suicides take place per year. Many 
of these involve foreign nationals from countries where the practice is more 
tightly policed coming to Switzerland to end their lives in a practice that has 
been dubbed “suicide tourism” (Wilson ). In the past decade, Belgium, 
Luxembourg, and the Netherlands have also decriminalized euthanasia and 
assisted suicide, as did Montana in the United States. Assisted suicide has 
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been legalized in Vermont, and both Oregon and Washington allow doc-
tors to prescribe lethal doses of drugs to terminally ill patients (Aviv ). 
While most cases of assisted suicide in these settings involve people with 
terminal illnesses, Belgium and the Netherlands also allow suicide for other 
reasons: “Although most of the Belgian patients had cancer, people have also 
been euthanized because they had autism, anorexia, borderline personality 
disorder, chronic- fatigue syndrome, partial paralysis, blindness coupled with 
deafness, and manic depression” (Aviv ).

Support, Settlement, and Suicide
'e role of third parties in suicide goes beyond the act of suicide itself. 
Just as people might intervene in a particular act of violence, they might 
intervene in the conflict or other situation that produced the violence. In-
deed, third parties play an important role in shaping conflict and thus in 
determining whether someone embroiled in a dispute will become suicidal 
in the first place. Should they intervene at all, third parties take on one of 
two major roles in a conflict: they are either partisans, supporting one side 
against the other, or settlement agents, handling the dispute in a relatively 
neutral fashion (Black :–). As Black and Baumgartner () note 
in their typology of third parties, support can range from providing encour-
agement and advice to being a champion who fights on another’s behalf, and 
settlement can range from friendly peacemaking to a formal legal hearing. 
As Black (:–) discusses in his work on partisanship, taking sides 
can range from expressing a mild preference for one side to providing strong 
and uncompromising support for one coupled with extreme hostility toward 
the other. Even neutrality is variable, with some neutrals being mutually 
supportive peacemakers and other neutrals being completely indifferent and 
unwilling to get involved.

All this variation is relevant to how a conflict is handled, including 
whether or not it turns violent. In Warriors and Peacemakers, sociologist Mark 
Cooney () traces several ways in which the presence and involvement of 
third parties affects the likelihood, nature, and severity of violence. Settle-
ment, for instance, is an alternative to violent conflict, and so the presence of 
third parties who can act as settlement agents tends to reduce violence. 'is 
is one reason societies with developed legal systems, where people can take 
their grievances before police, judges, and jurors, tend to have lower rates of 
homicide (Cooney :–). But one need not be a legal official to settle 
a conflict, and so informal peacemakers can also prevent violence.





Suicide

Consider this example from the United States:
Andrew’s conflict with Vic arose out of a love triangle. Both men were 
dating the same woman, Beth. Each knew about the other, and the 
men had several arguments that almost came to blows. One night, 
Andrew and Vic happened to come to Beth’s house at the same time. 
Both men were upset, and the rivals began to argue and push each 
other. However, several people intervened. Beth’s two sisters, Karen 
and Helen, and Karen’s boyfriend, Chris, were all at the house and 
separated the men. 'e men cooled off and then left the house at 
different times. A few hours later, however, Andrew walked past Vic’s 
house, and Vic threw a beer bottle at him from the front porch. An-
drew walked up to Vic’s porch, and the two began to argue again, 
reigniting the conflict. 'is time the men fought unimpeded. Andrew 
beat Vic to death. (Phillips and Cooney )
'e case above comes from a study by Scott Phillips and Mark Cooney 

() that compared matched pairs of conflicts, one of which ended in ho-
micide and another that was resolved nonviolently. 'eir results show that 
conflicts in which a third party acted as a peacemaker were much less likely 
to end in violence. Even when conflicts do turn violent, the actions of third 
parties determine what form the violence takes. Strong partisanship toward 
both sides increases the odds of bilateral violence, like gang brawls or blood 
feuds (Cooney :–; Campbell and Manning ). On the other 
hand, strong partisanship toward just one side increases the odds of uni-
lateral violence, like lynch mobs that execute an alleged offender (Senechal 
de la Roche , ). 'ird- party intervention thus alters the likelihood, 
nature, and severity of moralistic violence.

Suicide is no exception. Mutually supportive peacemaking can dampen 
or resolve a conflict before it escalates to the point where one side is willing 
to resort to such an extreme measure. Partisan support can also prevent sui-
cide, depending on which side of the conflict attracts it. We saw in chapter  
that suicide is more likely among those who face an adversary with superior 
status, such as greater wealth or power. But when an aggrieved inferior re-
ceives enough partisan support, it can help equalize the conflict, particularly 
if the partisans themselves are of higher status. 'is makes seeking help from 
others, whether particular individuals and organizations or “public opinion 
at large,” an attractive option for many aggrieved inferiors and something 
that can be an alternative to suicide (Baumgartner :). Ready access to 
support levels the playing field and provides additional options, while a lack 
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of support encourages suicide. 'us, in a conflict, suicide varies inversely with 
third- party support (Manning ).

 
We have already seen how patriarchal domination and violent discipline can 
lead wives to kill themselves. One factor that can temper such domination 
and deter domestic violence is third- party support for the wife. Drawing 
from numerous examples in the cross- cultural literature, sociologist M. P. 
Baumgartner () describes how different patterns of residence, politi-
cal alliance, and other social arrangements affect the amount of support 
available to wives and thus their vulnerability to domestic violence. Should 
conditions be conducive to support, even in an otherwise patriarchal society 
a woman might be able to count on the protection of her father, brothers, 
and other male kin, who will take offense and confront her husband if he 
treats her too badly. 'e mere knowledge of this might be enough to deter 
extremes of domestic violence. If kin are unwilling to intervene forcefully, 
they might provide support in other ways, such as by accepting a wife’s 
decision to divorce and accepting her back into the family household. In so-
cieties where men tend to be the main breadwinners and a woman would be 
unable to live on her own, a simple willingness to provide food and shelter 
can be crucial in making divorce a viable alternative to suicide. On the other 
hand, an aggrieved wife might find no one, including her own family, will 
take her side, and if this is the case she is more likely to kill herself. 'us the 
frequency of suicide among Aguaruna Jívaro women is partly due to the fact 
that they “often find their relatives reluctant to defend them from abusive 
husbands” (Brown :).

Anthropologists and other observers report a similarly conspicuous lack 
of support for abused wives in other patriarchal settings with a high fre-
quency of female suicide. In some cases an aggrieved woman’s family will 
actively side with her husband, viewing her own complaints or attempts to 
end the relationship as the true deviance. Among the Mount Hageners of 
New Guinea, “the typical circumstance in which women act on a threat of 
suicide is dual alienation from both husband and home kin. After a marital 
quarrel the wife retreats; but far from taking her side, her brother or father 
try to dispatch her back with conciliatory gifts to placate the husband. A 
wife who is rebuffed in her demand for kinsmen’s support against an injury 
done her by her husband may hang herself out of frustration and for re-
venge” (Strathern :). A wife’s attempt to handle herself aggressively 
or use physical self- defense can also be treated as deviant by third parties 
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who side with her husband and so become additional opponents. Anthro-
pologist Dorothy Ayers Counts describes the case of a Lusi woman who, 
following such opposition, abandoned a strategy of self- defense for a strat-
egy of self- destruction:

I know of only one woman who consistently fought back when her 
husband beat her. 'is woman, the first of two wives, was finally 
beaten into unconsciousness by her angry husband. Fearing that, in 
a future rage, he might kill her, he called for kinsmen in a neighbor-
ing village to come to his village bearing a varku mask. 'is mask 
represents powerful ancestor spirits, and was a traditional instrument 
of social control. . . . It was announcing to all that the husband was 
now under the protection of the mask; if his wives struck him in the 
course of future quarrels, they would be required to pay a large fine 
to the mask. . . . After the next marital argument—during which the 
man struck his first wife, but she was prohibited from responding in 
kind—the woman attempted to commit suicide by drinking a concoc-
tion made from the [derris] plant. (Counts :)
If receiving support can reduce the effects of inequality, then facing op-

position can exaggerate them. On the other hand, strong enough support 
for an abuse victim can effectively reverse the standing of the disputants, 
transforming the weaker side of the conflict into the stronger one. 'is in 
turn affects which of the disputants is likely to turn to suicide. Among the 
Mapuche (or Auracanian) people of Chile and Argentina, it is usually wives 
who turn to suicide in the face of domestic abuse, but if a woman’s older sons 
side with her against her husband, it may be him who kills himself instead. 
One man’s sons frequently sided with his wife during marital quarrels, and 
when, during one quarrel, one of the sons struck him with a hoe “the father 
took a lasso and . . . later he was found dead, hanging from a tree” (Hilger 
:). In modern societies legal officials can be powerful supporters who, 
if successfully mobilized, shift the balance of power against an abuser. In my 
study of suicidal conflicts in Louisville, over a dozen cases involved conflicts 
between family or intimate partners that escalated to suicide after the police 
showed up. 'e typical pattern was for a man to threaten or attack his part-
ner, who then called the police, prompting the man to commit suicide upon 
their arrival. For example:

'e police were called to the decedent’s residence on a domestic run. 
'e decedent’s wife said that her husband had beaten her, stripped her 
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partially nude, and then locked her out of the apartment. 'ey called 
to the decedent, but he said that they would never get in without a 
warrant. 'e police then went with the wife and obtained an abuse 
and battery warrant from police court. 'ey returned to the apartment. 
'ey showed the warrant to the decedent through the window in the 
door and told him to open up. He requested to see his wife. 'e officers 
refused, keeping her off to one side of the porch. He then yelled that if 
they wanted to come in, they would have to kick the door down. 'ey 
kicked it in. After this, he put a pistol to his head and shot himself.
Family members and friends intervene as well. In one case, family mem-

bers provided shelter to a woman whose husband had threatened to kill 
her, and they also encouraged her to contact the police. 'e husband then 
committed suicide while she was in hiding. In another case, a man who 
appeared poised to commit either homicide or homicide- suicide chose to 
commit suicide alone when a third party intervened. During the course of 
a violent argument, the man pointed a gun at his estranged girlfriend and 
told her he would kill her. At this point, the man’s female coworker, there 
to give him a ride to work, placed herself in front of the gun by jumping on 
the ex- girlfriend’s lap and refused to move when ordered. Being unwilling 
to kill his coworker as well, the enraged man relented, ordered them both 
out of the room, and shot himself in the head.

 
'ird parties also play an important role in political conflict. Indeed, most 
of what we call “politics” consists of recruiting and mobilizing partisans to 
support one side against another, whether through providing votes, money, 
or labor. Most strategies of political protest, while partly a tactic of commu-
nicating grievances to adversaries, are also a way of communicating them 
to bystanders who might be persuaded to support the cause. Activists read 
lists of grievances before crowds of onlookers, detailing the reasons for their 
demonstration and the wrongness of their adversary; some hand out written 
pamphlets and flyers aimed at persuading bystanders of the importance of 
their cause. Demonstrations and marches can advertise the nature of the 
grievance and convince others of its seriousness. If they are large enough, 
they might also signal the popularity of a cause, perhaps convincing poten-
tial partisans it is worth their time and effort to provide support or attracting 
those who wish to be on the winning side of a struggle. Other tactics of 
protest seek to demonstrate resolve or win sympathy by dramatizing the 
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hardships faced by protestors and perhaps intentionally exposing them to 
violent retaliation from their adversaries. Protestors can thus use their own 
victimization as a means of attracting support (Campbell and Manning 
:–).

'is is the logic behind self- destructive acts of protest, such as hunger 
strikes and self- immolations: they are extreme and suicidal ways of attract-
ing the support of third parties. In chapter  I discussed the example of 
Vietnamese monk 'ich Quang Duc, who set himself on fire to protest 
the Catholic president’s suppression of Buddhism. His death was part of a 
larger campaign of activism led by Buddhist monks, who were savvy enough 
to ensure that foreign reporters would be present and able to bring news 
of the self- immolation to the American public (LePoer :–; Biggs 
). Many others who commit protest suicide explicitly say that their 
death is meant to inspire third parties to get involved and support their 
cause. Between  and , South Korea experienced numerous protest 
suicides, mostly by burning, as activists campaigned for labor reforms and 
democratic government. An analysis of suicide notes left by self- immolators 
during the period found that most protestors killed themselves “in order 
to inspire movement activism among half- hearted activists and apathetic 
bystanders” (Kim :). For example, a college student who burned 
himself in protest of the Roh Tae- woo regime’s repressive policies wrote: 
“I beg the activists of all persuasions. 'row away your own authoritarian-
ism and obstinate egoism and immediately begin your work to accomplish 
the unification in practice. I beg with bloody tears this last time. Rise up. 
 million college students! Do not let my death and all the deaths of my 
predecessors be in vain” (quoted in Kim :). We see similar appeals 
in other countries as well. For instance a fourteen- year- old Kurdish girl 
who set herself on fire in London to protest the capture of a Kurdish leader 
later explained that “I wanted someone to stop and think about us” (quoted 
in Biggs :). Such desperate attempts to mobilize support are more 
likely where and when support is difficult to mobilize and where activists 
struggling against a superior adversary are failing to attract enough support 
to achieve any success.

!e Social Structure of !ird Parties
If the behavior of third parties shapes outcomes, then what is it that predicts 
the behavior of third parties? In pure sociology, this too is something we can 
explain with the structure and motion of social space. 'ird parties can be 
superior to one or both disputants or may be inferior to them. 'ey might 
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be relationally close to one or both disputants or distant from them. A third 
party is part of the overall structure of the conflict, and their place in this 
structure determines their behavior.

First, consider the likelihood that a third party will intervene at all. Ac-
cording to Black’s theory of the third party, intervention is a direct function 
of the social distance between the disputants (Black :). 'e greater 
the relational and cultural distance between two adversaries, the more likely 
it is that third parties will get involved and the greater their involvement 
is likely to be. 'is principle helps explain both when disputants will try 
to recruit outsiders into the conflict and when outsiders will intervene of 
their own accord. People with grievances against intimates are more likely 
to treat them as private business, potentially embarrassing or shameful to 
share with outsiders. Even if they seek outside intervention, the closer they 
are, the more hesitant third parties are likely to be. For example, an experi-
mental study found that bystanders were much more likely to intervene in a 
staged fight between a man and a woman if they were portrayed as strangers 
rather than as spouses (Shotland and Straw ; see also Rogers et al. ). 
Observational studies reveal that police are also hesitant to get involved in 
domestic disputes, and when called to the scene of domestic violence they 
are less likely to make an arrest than if the parties are more distant (Black 
:–). 'e greater the distance, the more luck an aggrieved person 
will have in recruiting support and the less resistance a third party will meet 
when trying to offer it.

We have seen that third parties can take on different roles, intervening 
as neutral peacemakers or with varying degrees of partisanship toward one 
side and against the other. Social structure explains this as well. Black pro-
poses that partisanship is a joint function of closeness to one and distance 
from the other side (Black :). Social closeness, including intimacy, 
interdependence, and cultural similarity, is conducive to support. All else 
being equal, a closer party is more likely to listen to the aggrieved person’s 
complaints, accept his or her side of the story, and offer help in resolving the 
conflict in his or her favor. Someone equally close to both sides might try 
to help both at the same time, perhaps noting that both sides have a valid 
point or share blame for the problem and encouraging a mutually beneficial 
solution (Black :). Social distance, however, facilitates indifference 
or even hostility. Strangers and foreigners are often treated with suspicion, 
and their problems and complaints generally rouse less concern than those 
of friends and countrymen. Someone distant from both sides in the conflict 
is less likely to care much about what either side wants or even that the 
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conflict has occurred. 'e greatest partisanship arises from the combina-
tion of closeness and distance, leading to strong and one- sided support: one 
side is totally right, a noble ally or innocent victim who deserves protection, 
assistance, and perhaps vengeance, while the other side is totally wrong, an 
offender or enemy who should be opposed, avoided, or punished.

We can see extremes of partisanship in many times and places. 'e eth-
nographic record contains numerous examples from tribal and traditional so-
cieties, where kinship is often the strongest predictor of support. 'is is why, 
in societies organized into clans, lineages, and other cohesive family units, a 
conflict between two individuals from different groups can easily escalate 
into a collective conflict between families, including blood feuds and other 
forms of collective violence (Black :–; Cooney ; Diamond 
:). 'e back- and- forth cycles of vengeance killing between modern 
street gangs have a similar logic and similar social structure: a conflict be-
tween two clusters of people, each internally close—lifelong friends, neigh-
bors, and often family members—but distant from the other (Cooney ). 
Tight- knit communities are generally more harsh and judgmental toward 
outsiders accused of victimizing insiders, which is why rural communities in 
the Jim Crow–era US South were more prone to lynch strangers and recent 
arrivals (Senechal de la Roche ). Even within the village or family, vary-
ing degrees of closeness predict who takes whose side. As the Bedouins of 
Arabia say, “Myself against my brother, my brother and I against my cousin, 
my cousin, my brother and I against the stranger” (Murphy and Kasdan 
:).

Social status is also relevant to taking sides. Black proposes that “parti-
sanship is a joint function of the social superiority of one side and the social 
inferiority of the other” (Black :). Social superiors often find it eas-
ier to attract supporters. 'ey may have subordinates for just that purpose, 
such as the military retainers of feudal societies or the legal staff of modern 
corporations. Or they may simply find many eager to get and stay on their 
good side, expecting future favors or repaying past ones. During nineteenth- 
century America’s famous Hatfield- McCoy feud, feudist “Devil” Anse Hat-
field was able to count on the support of not just kin but employees and 
tenants working his land (Waller :–). On the other hand, people are 
often reluctant to oppose superiors. Slaves might inwardly sympathize when 
one of their own is subject to brutal punishment, but they are unlikely to 
take the risk of trying to stop it. As Black notes, “Social inferiors may not be 
subjectively tolerant of their superiors, but behaviorally they are exception-
ally so” (Black :). Status inferiors, though, are usually safer to oppose 
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and may be treated with more suspicion anyway—as moral inferiors as well 
as economic or hierarchical ones. When an inferior is accused of victim-
izing a superior, then, the third party is more likely to take the accusation 
seriously and act upon it. Lynch mobs in the US South tended to punish 
blacks for offending whites rather than the reverse, and if they did punish a 
white offender it was usually someone of particularly low status—such as an 
unemployed drunkard or notorious criminal—accused of victimizing an up-
standing member of the community (Senechal de la Roche , , ).

Suicide is more likely when people have grievances against an intimate, 
and people with grievances against an intimate are also less likely to seek 
and receive third- party support. Suicide is more likely when people have 
grievances against a superior, and such grievances are also less conducive 
to third- party support. As Cooney observed in his work on the handling 
of homicide, the effects of a conflict’s third- party structure often reinforce 
those of its core structure. But insofar as third- party structure can vary in-
dependently, its effects can run counter to those of the core structure and so 
help mitigate them (Cooney :–). For instance, a third party very 
close to the aggrieved might be a strong partisan even in the most intimate 
conflict, or even against a superior adversary. Perhaps even small changes in 
the social location of third parties can shift the balance, making them more 
likely to intervene and more likely to take one side instead of the other. 'is 
in turn can have a major effect on the outcome of the conflict, including the 
likelihood of suicide. Consider an example from the history of Taiwan that 
shows how structural change can affect partisanship and suicide.

    
As in mainland China, the traditional family structure of rural Taiwan 
placed newly married women at the bottom. As described by anthropolo-
gist Margery Wolf (), based on information covering the early to mid- 
twentieth century, the most important social unit in Taiwanese society was 
the corporate patrilineage, an enduring kinship group, organized around 
the male line, which collectively held and managed property such as homes 
and farmland. 'e group dominated the individual, and within the family 
unit elder members commanded more authority and respect than younger 
members. Social organization was highly patriarchal: male children were 
preferred over female, and from a young age women were taught to defer to 
men, the main exception being a man’s duty to respect his parents, including 
his mother. As we saw in chapter , parents acquired a new bride for their 
son as a way of continuing the family unit. 'e wishes of the respective 
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spouses mattered little in this system. Marriage was an initially loveless af-
fair, arranged by parents, between spouses who might have never interacted 
before their wedding day. 'e new bride entered the patriarchal family as 
an outsider and a questionable investment of family resources. Acquired to 
bear children and perform domestic labor, she had yet to prove her ability 
to do the former and was likely incompetent at the latter, not having been 
trained in these tasks by her own family because they knew she was destined 
to leave them and considered such training a waste (Wolf :). A young 
wife would likely be treated as an incompetent servant subject to constant 
criticism and insult, if not physical abuse.

Her options for dealing with this situation were limited. One might ex-
pect her own natal family to be the most likely source of support, but her 
marriage might well have resulted in her moving some distance away from 
them to a town or neighborhood filled with strangers. Even if her family 
might have agreed that she was being treated too harshly, they were unlikely 
to learn about it. Furthermore, her departure from them was not just physi-
cal but social, as her wedding day was marked by a ritual cutting of ties: they 
had formally bid her goodbye for life (Wolf :). 'ey had also negoti-
ated and accepted a payment of bride- price from her husband’s family that 
they would have to return should they allow her to leave her husband and 
come back to them—something that would also be a source of stigma for all 
involved (Diamond :). 'e young bride was often on her own, with 
few options other than to endure the abuse and wait for age, experience, and 
childbearing to raise her stature within the family.

We have previously considered this sort of family structure as an example 
of patriarchy because of the dominance that husbands and their close kin 
could exercise over a wife. But within the patrilineal household it was often 
the husband’s mother who was the bride’s harshest taskmaster and critic. It 
was, after all, the mother- in- law who oversaw household chores, and many 
a mother ruled over the domestic sphere with an iron fist, subjecting her 
daughter- in- law to the same kind of abuse she herself had experienced when 
younger. To whom could a bride turn if her mother- in- law’s abuse became 
too severe? With her own birth family unavailable or unwilling to intervene, 
she might turn to the member of her new family with whom she theoreti-
cally shared the closest connection: her husband. But in the earliest phases 
of marriage, this connection was not so close. 'e two might have never 
interacted before their wedding and, perhaps lacking any mutual attraction 
or rapport, have had little interaction since. Her husband’s attentions to 
her might be limited to a grudging minimum of procreative sex, while he 
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satisfied any remaining lust by visiting prostitutes. Distant from his wife, 
he was very close to his mother. She was not only an elder to be respected 
but someone he had known for his entire life. Under such conditions, the 
husband was unlikely to provide much help, even in cases of severe abuse.

'e lack of support from within or without the martial family surely 
contributed to the number of young Taiwanese brides who resorted to sui-
cide, an act that not only allowed them to escape but was also known to 
bring shame and supernatural curses upon their in- laws. According to Wolf, 
“Young women in their early and middle twenties, despairing at the cru-
elties of their mothers- in- law and desirous of revenge . . . drink poison or 
throw themselves off bridges or under trains, producing the highest rate of 
suicide of any age group” (Wolf :). Older women, on the other hand, 
tended to have much lower suicide rates. A woman who endured the early 
phases of marriage would see herself become an increasingly integral and 
respected member of her family and community. Her burgeoning ties with 
neighborhood women might make public opinion an avenue for curbing the 
worst excesses of domestic abuse, while with childbearing and increasing 
domestic skill she gained greater functional status within the family. Even-
tually she rose to the rank of a respected elder, receiving the affection and 
deference of her own adult children (Wolf :–). Her relationship 
with her husband would surely grow closer, and though he still had au-
thority over her, the support of her adult sons acted as a check on his abuse 
(Wolf :; see also Baumgartner :–). In fact, should she outlive 
her husband, she might assume leadership of the family. By her old age, a 
woman had a high degree of social integration and a much greater level of 
social status than she had when she was first married. Female suicide rates 
reflected these changes and declined substantially with age.

'is was the traditional pattern of marriage, conflict, and suicide in Tai-
wan. But during the middle of the twentieth century, the pattern began to 
change. Economic modernization disrupted old ways of life, including the 
importance and influence of the corporate patrilineage. 'e younger gen-
eration of men became increasingly reliant on paid employment and corre-
spondingly less reliant on the collective resources controlled by their parents. 
With greater independence came greater autonomy: “Young men were no 
longer dependent on land held by their fathers to feed their wives. 'ey 
could rebel and some did, at least enough of them to make parents pay more 
attention to their son’s wishes” (Wolf :). One result of this new au-
tonomy was that sons now exercised much more choice in whom to marry. 
Marriage became less an arrangement between families and more an affair 
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between individuals, with young men seeking brides they personally found 
attractive. 'ough still formally a contract ratified by elders, marriage began 
to resemble courtship more than exchange. 'e result was greater closeness 
between spouses during the early phases of marriage.

During this period of Taiwan’s transition to modernity the patterns of resi-
dency continued much as before, with brides leaving home to live among their 
husbands’ families. And mothers- in- law still assumed authority over their new 
daughters, directed them in household tasks, and criticized their shortcom-
ings. But the social location of husbands had changed—compared to the pre-
vious generation, they tended to be somewhat less subordinate to their parents 
and somewhat closer to their new brides. 'ese two interrelated changes were 
enough to shift the winds of partisanship. When a bride objected to harsh 
treatment from her mother- in- law, it was now more common for a husband 
to take his wife’s side. According to Wolf, the change was fateful:

In generations past an emotional tie between husband and wife came 
later in life, if at all, and was not expected in the young strangers who 
were married at their parents’ convenience. A young wife who en-
ters as her husband’s choice has emotional and sexual advantages over 
her mother- in- law from the outset. When the apparently inevitable 
conflicts arise between mother- in- law and daughter- in- law and the 
son intervenes on his wife’s behalf, the effect on the older woman is 
stunning. . . . In despair over her powerlessness or in a fit of revengeful 
fury at her fickle son, the aging mother contemplates, threatens, or in 
some cases commits suicide. (Wolf :)
In one such quarrel, when the husband sided with his wife, “the mother- 

in- law threatened to kill herself and shouted bitterly, ‘'en the two of you 
will be alone and won’t have a mother in your way’ ” (Wolf :). As such 
situations became more frequent, the pattern of female suicide began to 
change. 'e age of first marriage became a less dangerous time for women, 
and so the suicide rates of young women declined. Older women, on the 
other hand—especially those around the age at which their sons first mar-
ried—became more likely to kill themselves, and their suicide rates in-
creased (Wolf :–).

, ,   
We see in the example of traditional Taiwanese marriages how living ar-
rangements can undermine a wife’s ability to receive support from her natal 
family. 'is is a common feature of societies where a woman leaves her own 
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kin group or homestead to live among strangers and one that makes her 
more vulnerable to domestic abuse. 'is is true of many of the patriarchal 
settings we considered in chapter , where it contributes to patriarchal dom-
ination and female suicide. In the New Guinea Highlands, for instance, 
women traditionally lived in a compound with their husbands’ families and 
at a distance from their own (Berndt ; Johnson ). We see a similar 
combination of isolation and subordination among newly married women in 
rural India and Iran (Hadlaczky and Wasserman :; Aliverdinia and 
Pridemore ). 'e same has traditionally been the case in rural China, 
where a married woman might live at a distance from her own family. A 
case study of one Chinese woman’s suicide emphasizes her marginality: “If 
Fang was depicted as a challenger [against her husband’s family], she was a 
lonely one. She was socially isolated, without substantial support. . . . Her 
natal family lived far away and the lifestyle in her native village was totally 
different from that in her in- law family. . . . She spoke a dialect that sounded 
strange to the villagers in her new home. 'ey nicknamed her ‘mountain 
girl.’ 'e nickname marked her as a non- local, an outsider” (Lui :).

Contrast this complex of subordination and isolation with situations 
where a new bride remains close to her kindred. Among the Cheyenne of 
North America, where married couples would usually reside in the imme-
diate vicinity of the wife’s mother, a married woman had ready access to 
support from her mother, father, and brothers. In one case, “a husband was 
beaten by members of his wife’s family for his previous violence against the 
woman. 'e family then kept the woman with them for some time until her 
brother finally decided that the husband should be given another chance. 
He warned the man, however, that he himself would fight alongside his sis-
ter should there be further trouble in the marriage; the woman’s mother also 
threatened the man. In fact, the couple thereafter lived in peace” (Baumgart-
ner :–, summarizing Llewellyn & Hoebel :–).

In chapter , I discussed the evidence that suicide is often concentrated 
around the margins of social networks, rendering those with fewer and 
weaker attachments more vulnerable to self- destruction. 'ere are several 
plausible psychological mechanisms for this relationship. Durkheim, for in-
stance, posited a human need for attachment, and many readers will know 
from personal experience that loneliness is a source of psychological pain. 
Aside from these, there is also a major sociological mechanism: the effect 
of isolation on third- party support. All else being equal, someone with 
fewer and weaker ties is less likely to attract support and so is more likely 
to turn to suicide when faced with a conflict. We can see this in cases where 
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marriage cuts women off from their closest ties and places them on the 
margins of a new social network, and we can see it in other scenarios a well. 
For example, among the Aguaruna Jívaro, men spend their lives cultivating 
political alliances, such that older males have a much wider network of po-
tential supporters than do younger males. Men’s tendency to commit suicide 
thus varies across the life course: “Adult men respond to conflict by rede-
fining themselves socially through the mobilization of a supportive faction 
that can respond to opposition through public debate or, in extreme cases, 
violence,” while “young single men” who “cannot back up their threats by 
mobilizing a group of kinsmen or spurring them to action” are much more 
likely to respond to conflict by committing suicide, especially if they are in 
conflict with an older man (Brown :).

'ird- party behavior provides another reason why, as sociologist Wil-
fred Masumura (; see also chapter ) suggested, isolation could have a 
greater impact in societies with higher overall social integration. In a setting 
where more people are enmeshed in networks of close ties, the most mar-
ginal  people are more likely to find themselves in conflict with someone 
who is much more integrated; thus the isolate is likely to lack support, while 
also facing opposition from the supporters of his or her adversary. Indeed, 
a modern observer might be surprised by the gap between relational haves 
and have- nots in tribal and traditional settings, where widows, orphans, and 
other marginal people are sometimes treated with open contempt. Among 
the Maenge of New Guinea, orphans have no one to back them up in con-
flicts and so can be freely disrespected and are referred to as “rubbish men.” 
While other men can organize supporters to aggressively pursue grievances, 
the rubbish men are likely to kill themselves (Panoff ).

-  
Social isolation is not the only factor that undermines third- party support. 
Recall that the degree of partisan support that the aggrieved can expect to 
attract depends not only on the closeness of third parties to the aggrieved 
but also on their distance from the adversary. Even an aggrieved individual’s 
close associates are unlikely to be strongly partisan if they also have close ties 
to the adversary. 'us even in settings where married women do not live at a 
distance from their own kin, they may find that the ties of interdependence 
between their kin and their husband rob her of their full support, especially 
if their husbands have high stature in the community. For example, among 
the Mount Hageners of New Guinea, fathers value exchange relationships 
with high- status individuals known as “big- men.” In one case, “A woman 
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returned to her parents to be met by an angry father, who expostulated: ‘No! 
You must go back to your husband! I do not want to have a divorce and lose 
his goodwill—he is a neighbour and ‘inside us’ (the marriage was between 
two pairclans) and he is a big- man. I want to make [exchange] with and be 
friends with him’ ” (Strathern :). Similarly, Jívaro men use marriage 
to build alliances with one another for the purpose of defense and political 
advancement (Harner :–; Taylor :; Brown :; Brown 
). Given the high degrees of interdependence between male affines, fa-
thers are reluctant to alienate a son- in- law by intervening on behalf of his 
wife. Among the Aguaruna Jívaro, “if a woman leaves her husband, he may 
simply ask her family to return her; they usually agree to do this unless he 
has treated her with the most extravagant brutality” (Brown :). And 
among the Bunyoro of Uganda, a father may fail to support his daughter if 
he has close ties to her husband. In one case, a young woman was forcibly 
married to one of her father’s elderly friends: “She stayed with him for about 
a year, but as well as being old he was jealous and possessive and used to beat 
her, so at the end of the second year she began to run away from him. 'e 
first three times she did so her father ordered her to go back to him and she 
complied, weeping bitterly, my informants said. But on the fourth occasion 
she refused completely, and instead of returning to her husband she went 
into the bush and hanged herself on a tree” (Beattie :).

Social ties to both sides in a conflict lead third parties to qualify and 
soften their support, expressing concern for both the aggrieved and his or 
her adversary. 'is makes them prone to engage in mutually supportive 
peacemaking, which may be sufficient to soothe the conflict and prevent 
suicide. But if the aggrieved is disadvantaged in other ways, such as by facing 
a superior adversary, the efforts at conciliation are hard to distinguish from 
indifference or opposition.

   
'at Jívaro kin will intervene given “extravagant brutality” illustrates an-
other property of third- party behavior: whether third parties intervene, and 
whose side they will take, does not just depend on the social distance and 
social status of the adversaries. It also depends on the severity of the conflict 
(Campbell and Manning :–). Not all conduct is equally offensive, 
and in any setting some actions are generally considered worse than oth-
ers. As we have seen in previous chapters, Black’s () theory of conflict 
explains the severity of an offense with the degree to which it warps social 
space: actions that lead to sizable and rapid changes in inequality, intimacy, 
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or other dimensions of social structure are more likely to be seen as serious 
deviance. His term for these changes is social time, and he proposes that the 
severity of a conflict is a direct function of social time.

Social time is relevant to explaining third- party reactions. 'ird parties 
are more likely to intervene when the conflict is more serious. 'is means 
that their intervention varies directly with social time, such that greater 
changes in status, intimacy, and so forth are more likely to provoke sup-
port for the aggrieved (Campbell and Manning :–). 'e problem 
for many aggrieved people, especially those facing close and superior adver-
saries, is that structural conditions so mitigate against third- party support 
that it takes extreme escalation of the conflict to mobilize any intervention. 
Yet the third parties might inhabit a social location that, should such an ex-
treme escalation occur, leads them to become fairly strong partisans after all. 
'is helps explain why suicide itself can be a tool for mobilizing supporters 
against an adversary. For example, among the Aguaruna Jívaro, “the very 
kinsmen who may be unwilling to intervene on a woman’s behalf when she 
is alive are galvanized into action when she kills herself ” (Brown :). 
Beatings and abuse might lower someone’s status, but suicide practically 
erases it; moving to a new homestead might weaken social ties, but suicide 
cuts them off entirely. 'us, while the family of an abused woman may be 
reluctant to intervene in a marital conflict if the offense is “merely” a beating, 
they may take more serious measures should the offense be driving their 
relative to attempt or commit suicide. It surely helps that her death also 
severs any marriage alliances that stayed her relatives’ hand, though even 
without this factor suicide can succeed in mobilizing third parties—hence 
its sometimes successful use as a tactic of political protest. And because 
it provides a credible threat, a nonfatal attempt, or such gradual violence 
as a hunger strike, might produce the same reaction—though this requires 
a social structure conducive enough to intervention that lesser degrees of 
destruction can still mobilize supporters. Margery Wolf (, ), not-
ing that the suicide attempts of young Taiwanese brides were mostly fatal, 
suggested that a nonfatal suicide attempt would be unlikely to improve the 
young bride’s situation. Such was her degree of marginality and inferiority 
within the marital household, and isolation from her birth family, that any-
thing less than death would fail to have an impact. Similarly, sociologist Mi-
chael Biggs () notes that political self- immolations are rarely preceded 
by threats—perhaps because those attempting to rouse strangers against 
powerful enemies need to resort to more drastic steps to be taken seriously. 
To the extent that the conditions that make a behavior more effective also 
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make it more likely, third- party location helps predict the lethality of sui-
cidal conflict and perhaps of suicide in general.

!ird Parties and Self- Con"ict
Support does not only help prevent the suicide of the aggrieved; it can also 
help prevent the suicide of the accused. Self- execution, too, varies inversely 
with third- party support. For example, among the Tikopia, a man who volun-
teers to go on a suicide voyage because of some offense against the chief can be 
saved if “a man of rank” intervenes and orders him to stop, at which point the 
offender can “acquiesce in obedience to the command, yet with the dignity of 
having been prepared to expiate his offence with his life” (Firth :). Even 
self- executions ordered by the chief himself can be prevented if a ranking offi-
cial steps in on behalf of the offender and pleads for mercy (Firth :–).

'ird parties might even intervene in conflicts between a person and his-  
or herself. As we saw in the last chapter, depressed and suicidal individuals 
often express guilt, worthlessness, and other negative evaluations of the self, 
and suicide can be a way of handling these grievances. And like any other 
conflict, people might turn to third parties for help. In the case of self- 
conflict, such help is likely to take the form of a healer, “a third party who 
intervenes in human conflict without seeming to do so at all” because their 
intervention “is defined as a kind of help, a treatment for someone suffering 
from an affliction beyond his or her control” (Black :). In many tribal 
and traditional settings, healers take the form of shamans, sorcerers, and 
witch doctors who diagnose these afflictions as the result of a supernatural 
curse or spiritual possession. Such supernatural healers are still common in 
many parts of the world today, but in wealthy industrialized countries heal-
ing is more often the province of psychiatric specialists, who understand the 
problem in terms of psychological disorder. Either way, the healer “combines 
elements of support and of settlement. Healers serve as friends to their pa-
tients, doing everything on their behalf, but at the same time they speak 
with authority about what is ‘wrong’ with the patient and what is necessary 
to achieve a ‘cure’ or ‘adjustment’ ” (Black :).

Viewed in this light, much of what modern therapists do to help suicidal 
patients is a kind of conflict management, even if it is not often recognized 
as such. In some ways, professional therapy has a social structure similar to 
other forms of settlement behavior, such as legal hearings before a judge 
or tribal elder. Like other settlement agents, the therapist is equally distant 
from both “sides” of the conflict—in the case of self- conflict, because they 
are the same person. As educated professionals, claiming special expertise 
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and often highly paid, modern psychiatrists and counselors usually have a 
social status similar to or somewhat higher than their patients. Settlement 
agents in general tend to have a status equal to or higher than the dispu-
tants—something important for encouraging disputants to listen to opin-
ions and defer to their judgement (Black :). People rarely submit to 
the rulings of social inferiors. But therapists differ from many other settle-
ment agents in that they are intervening in an extremely close conflict, the 
kind of conflict that tends to be most resistant to intervention. 'ey also 
intervene in an unusually supportive way, avoiding overt moral judgments of 
any kind and seeking to help rather than punish. Both features are encour-
aged by closeness, and though professional therapists may start off as hired 
strangers, their work typically takes time and repeated interaction—often 
dozens or more sessions over a period of weeks or months, during which the 
patient exposes much of himself or herself to the therapist.

'e help of a therapist can be an alternative to suicide and a means of pre-
venting it. But the social structure of self- conflict creates obstacles to seeking 
and obtaining help. Again, extremely close conflicts tend to resist interven-
tion, with grievances against oneself and one’s closest intimates likely to be 
treated as private and potentially shameful matters to be hidden from other 
people. People with self- conflicts might not only avoid explicitly seeking or 
asking for help but also actively conceal their problems and hide signs of 
distress by maintaining a facade of normality (Heckler :–). As one 
suicide attempter recalls, “'ere was something inside me that was just hor-
rible or bad or needy or painful, and it didn’t match the outside, because I’d 
always been so extroverted and everybody thought I was happy and normal 
and well- adjusted and I got straight A’s. I was a good person, you know? I 
was just trying to pass for normal” (quoted in Heckler :). Many are re-
pelled by the possible loss of stature involved in admitting to secret deviance 
or the need for help. Males are especially prone to this. According to one 
man who survived a highly lethal suicide attempt, “Did I tip anyone off as to 
how I was feeling? No, of course not! At six- feet- six and  pounds, could 
Big Ed admit to anyone, even himself, that he was going under?” (quoted in 
Heckler :). Compared to the tribal and village societies of the past, 
modern industrial societies are much more socially atomized places with 
much higher degrees of privacy. People interact as autonomous individuals 
and spend much greater amounts of time alone. People are generally less in-
tegrated into social networks and so are correspondingly closer to themselves. 
Such closeness means that their problems with themselves are more likely to 
attract a therapeutic style of social control, defined by themselves and others 
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as illness and affliction rather than as wrongdoing (Black :n; Tucker 
). Yet the self- closeness presents a countervailing trend, reducing the 
likelihood that a given conflict will attract substantial intervention by ther-
apists or other third parties. One’s internal states are private, and to expose 
them is embarrassing—a possible source of lost respectability. Even when 
third parties want to help, they are often avoided.

'e closeness of the conflict is not the only obstacle. It is compounded by 
the social distance between the aggrieved and the potential therapist. Profes-
sional therapists may grow closer to their patient during the course of therapy, 
but they begin as strangers, and usually it is up to the distressed individual 
to actively recruit their help. Prior network ties, such as a recommendation 
from a friend who has utilized the therapist, might be of crucial importance 
in bridging the social distance between a distressed individual and a poten-
tial healer. So too might other forms of support and urging. One study of 
suicidal college students who sought help reveals that many who did so cited 
the urging of friends and family—meaning that the first to intervene in their 
problems and define them in therapeutic terms were third parties who were 
much closer in social space (Downs and Eisenberg ). Informal therapy—
the supportive helping behavior of friends and relatives—is often a prelude 
to formal therapy. To some extent formal and informal therapy can also be 
substitutes for one another. 'ere is evidence that those with fewer support-
ive ties or those who live alone are more likely to utilize professional therapy, 
perhaps because they have few others to whom they can turn (Downs and 
Eisenberg ; compare Black :n). But surely more self- conflicts in 
the modern world are handled through the intervention of friends, family, 
clergy, and other supporters than are handled by trained and paid therapists 
(Barnes, Ikeda, and Kresnow ). Loners might be more likely to turn to 
professional help rather than relying on informal help, but they are also more 
likely to receive no help at all and so are more likely to kill themselves.

!e Structure of Survival
Let us return to the role of third parties in the act of suicide itself. Just as 
they might break up a fight or protect the target of an assault, people can 
save individuals from violence they threaten to inflict upon themselves. 'is 
is true of suicides that arise in the course of conflict as well as suicides that 
occur for any other reason. 'ird parties concerned with a potential victim’s 
fate can prevent violence from happening, halt it once it begins, or pro-
vide medical attention to mitigate its effects. Yet third parties vary in their 
willingness and ability to do so, and the likelihood and lethality of suicide 
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varies accordingly. 'e social location of the third party helps explain this 
variation as well and thus sheds light on patterns of prevention and rescue. 
Just as social distance facilitates indifference to someone’s grievances, it can 
facilitate indifference to his or her life itself. When people in modern urban 
settings threaten to jump from tall buildings, the social distance between 
themselves and crowds of anonymous strangers surely contributes to the 
callous behavior by members of these crowds who mock the suicidal person 
and urge him or her to jump (Mann ). Marginal inferiors also attract less 
concern and effort relative to those with higher standing and stronger social 
ties. We have seen how in New Guinea’s Central Highlands, members of 
the patrilineal kin group will do little to stop the suicide of a wife or widow. 
But should a man of their kin group attempt to hang himself, they will act 
swiftly to save him, so male hanging victims are commonly discovered and 
rescued before death (Berndt :–).

Social distance and social isolation can also affect the ability of third 
parties to intervene even if they want to, making it less likely that they will 
learn that an individual is distressed, suspect that a suicide attempt is im-
minent, or know that an attempt has taken place. Among the !Kung San, 
the intense intimacy of the hunter- gatherer band means that someone else 
is almost always present during a suicide attempt, and because of their swift 
intervention suicide attempts are rarely fatal (Howell :; Lee :). 
'e modern industrial world has much greater levels of seclusion and pri-
vacy. People routinely spend large chunks of time isolated behind closed 
doors, go for days without talking to close kin or friends, and come and go 
as they please according to idiosyncratic schedules. Even those who take 
slow- acting poisons may lie undiscovered by anyone who would be willing 
or able to help them. Some moderate the lethality of their attempt by taking 
steps to make it more likely they will be discovered—say, taking an overdose 
shortly before someone else is scheduled to arrive at their home. Others 
lack even this option. 'e effect of isolation on rescue is another mecha-
nism contributing to the relationship between integration and suicide, and 
it helps explain sociologist Ronald Maris’s finding that people who survive 
suicide attempts tend to be less isolated than those who die from them 
(Maris :, ; but compare Beautrais ).

Pure sociology is premised on the fact that behavior varies with its social 
structure. Ways of managing conflict, conducting business, or exchanging 
information are not randomly distributed; rather, they differ in predictable 
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ways depending on whether the people involved are equal or stratified, close 
or distant, interdependent or independent. 'e structure extends outward 
beyond victim and offender, buyer and seller, source and audience: it encom-
passes any who can learn of events and be drawn into them. Each interac-
tion or relationship is situated within a larger network of social ties, and the 
social distance and social status of these people matters as well. Recognizing 
the role of third parties adds a level of complexity to our analysis. True, we 
are still able to identify simple principles that govern the behavior of third 
parties and thus predict the overall outcome. But when we begin to account 
for the variety of relationships that can contribute to conflict structure, we 
see more clearly the effort it can take to thoroughly and accurately describe 
any conflict or suicide in sociological terms. 'is is especially so if we rec-
ognize that various elements of a conflict structure might interact in various 
ways. I will consider these interactions in the conclusion.
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Mundri, the wife of the headman Kaklur, frequently quarreled with 
her husband over the question of visiting her parents, and one day 
when she wished to go and her husband stopped her, she became so 
miserable that she hanged herself from a mango tree. (Elwin :)

The task of sociological theory is to identify the simple patterns under-
lying the rich complexity of human behavior. And a rich complexity it is. 
While at first glance suicide might appear to be a singular behavior, closer 
inspection reveals a great deal of variation, with the context and character 
of self- destruction differing across time and place and from one case to 
another. Within this variation we can discern several distinct patterns—
different types and forms of suicide, at least some of which appear to be a 
self- destructive version of some larger family of social life.

'at these larger families of social life can take on both suicidal and 
nonsuicidal forms is a testament to the plasticity of human behavior. How-
ever we define its most basic categories, we will see that they occur in myr-
iad varieties—different ways of producing, mating, helping, competing, or 
whatever. If we take conflict—defining and responding to wrongs—as one of 
those basic categories, we see that people express their grievances in many 
ways, such as complaining to a superior, giving the cold shoulder, or deliver-
ing a bloody beating. All of these behaviors are instances of conflict manage-
ment, also called social control (Black :–). Conflict management can 
take on many other forms as well, including suicide. Suicide might be a kind 
of terminal withdrawal, sociologically similar to divorce or storming off in a 
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rage. Or it may be an act of aggression, a way of using one’s death to punish 
a wrongdoer. It may be a kind of protest, a desperate way of beseeching oth-
ers for redress. It might display elements of all of these behaviors, perhaps 
combined with self- inflicted euthanasia. In any case, the question remains: 
Why did the conflict get handled in this way instead of another?

One way to answer this question is with pure sociology, a new strategy of 
explanation developed by sociologist Donald Black, a pioneer in the sociol-
ogy of conflict. Pure sociology explains human behavior with the structure 
and motion of social space, as defined by the kinds and degrees of social 
distance between all people involved in an instance of social life. 'ese vary 
from one conflict to the next, and their dynamic geometry predicts and 
explains different outcomes.

'e foregoing chapters identified several features of social space that 
make it more likely that people involved in conflict will turn to suicide. Taken 
together, this is a theory of moralistic suicide that predicts and explains when 
people will handle their grievances with lethal violence against themselves. 
In addition to helping us explain suicide, this theory contributes to a larger 
body of principles that explain variation in how people handle conflict. It 
thus belongs alongside theories of law, lynching, genocide, terrorism, avoid-
ance, and negotiation under the umbrella of a general theory of conflict and 
social control. 'is conclusion considers the theory of moralistic suicide in 
more detail, addressing how the different relationships it proposes interact 
with one another, how the theory helps explain related forms of conflict 
management, and the theory’s larger implications for the study of suicide. 
Let us begin with a summary of the theory and the questions it answers.

!e Structure of Suicide
Many suicides occur as part of a conflict. But what causes these suicidal 
conflicts to occur? As Black’s () theory of conflict tells us, conflicts 
erupt because of changes in social structure, such as fluctuating levels of 
inequality and intimacy in human relationships. People complain and fight 
about things like broken bonds and invasions of personal space, about being 
put down or having their authority undermined. 'ese fluctuations, which 
Black calls social time, are a matter of degree. 'e larger and faster they 
are—the more drastically they alter relationships and warp the shape of 
social space—the more likely they are to cause conflict, and the more severe 
the conflict is likely to be.

Social time causes suicide as well (Black :, ). Whatever factors 
predispose a person to suicide, it is often triggered by some event or series 
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of events that alters patterns of inequality and intimacy (Manning d). 
While any drastic change can spark conflict, only certain kinds of social 
time are commonly responsible for suicide, and it is these that cause most 
suicidal conflict. One of these dangerous fluctuations is when someone ex-
periences downward mobility, which necessarily alters relationships of su-
periority and inferiority (chapter ). When someone suffers a loss and falls 
below others, or when others rise to dominance, there is an increase in social 
stratification. Black (:) calls this type of fluctuation overstratification, 
and it is particularly likely to cause suicide among the ones who experience 
an increase in their social inferiority—or as Black (:) calls it, overin-
feriority. It might take the form of losing material wealth, like money and 
property, or of suffering a blow to one’s reputation and losing the esteem 
of others, or of losing one’s basic ability to function and perform various 
tasks. It might also come from being dominated and coerced by others. All 
of these kinds of downward mobility might occur independently, but they 
can also encourage and compound one another—for instance, losing wealth 
might lead to shame and loss of prestige. In any case, the greater and faster 
the loss, the more likely it is to cause suicide (chapter ).

'e second major cause of suicidal conflict, and of suicide in general, is 
the decline in intimacy that occurs when a close relationship drifts apart or 
ends altogether—a kind of social time that Black (:) calls underinti-
macy. It too is a matter of degree, and the greater and faster the loss of inti-
macy, the more likely it is to cause suicide (chapter ). 'e end of a marriage 
or intimate partnership is especially dangerous, as is the death of a spouse 
or close family member. 'e decline in closeness caused by a competing 
relationship, especially a competing romantic relationship, can be dangerous 
as well. A sudden increase in closeness, or overintimacy (Black :), can 
also cause suicide, but it seems to do so only when especially large and when 
combined with some kind of overstratification—as in cases of rape, forced 
marriage, or the sexual slavery that awaited women captured in ancient war-
fare (chapter ).

'ese are the social events most likely to trigger suicide and are the issues 
most likely to be at stake in a suicidal conflict. But nothing in the social 
universe is influenced by a single variable alone. While the factors that spark 
a conflict help explain how it plays out, so too does the pattern of relation-
ships among everyone involved in the conflict. 'at is, once a grievance 
arises, how it is handled will depend in part on its location, distance, and 
direction in social space. Is the grievance directed at a friend or a stranger? 
A superior or a subordinate? A foreigner or a countryman? Answering these 
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questions allows us to describe the social structure, or geometry, of the con-
flict, and this in turn helps us explain why the same sort of grievance is 
sometimes handled in very different ways.

Suicide is more likely when the conflict is between people who are strat-
ified rather than equal—that is, when the disputants have different levels 
of wealth, authority, reputation, and other forms of social stature. Within 
these conflicts it is a tool of the weak, whether a means of escape, protest, or 
punishment. Understood as an action directed at an adversary it is greater in 
upward directions than downward ones, and the greater the superiority of 
the adversary, the more likely suicide becomes. Suicide is not always a way 
of handling grievances against others, though—sometimes it is a response 
to an offense by the suicide victim, a kind of self- inflicted execution for one’s 
own wrongdoing. 'is too is more likely in stratified conflicts and is more 
likely on the weaker side—as a reaction to offenses, it is more likely to pun-
ish upward ones rather than downward ones, and this disparity too grows 
greater as inequality increases.

'e influence of the social world is not limited to the vertical relations 
between people—issues of status and inequality, superiority and inferiority. 
It also includes their horizontal relations—the distribution of intimacy and 
interdependence (chapter ). Sociologists have long known that position in 
a social network matters, such that marginal or isolated people are at greater 
risk of killing themselves—whether in a conflict or over anything else. In 
conflict in particular, suicide is also more likely if the adversaries are socially 
close than if they are socially distant. Social closeness includes relational close-
ness, intimacy as defined by the frequency, scope, and history of interaction 
(Black :). Spouses and family members are generally much closer 
than acquaintances and strangers, and so conflicts between the former are 
more likely to produce suicide. 'is applies whether the suicide is expressing 
a grievance against someone else or is a reaction to the suicidal individ-
ual’s own problematic behavior (chapter ). Social closeness also includes 
functional interdependence, the degree of reliance and cooperation between 
people, and this too encourages conflict to turn suicidal. Whether mutual or 
one- sided, it hampers escape and avoidance, and where one- sided, it places 
the dependent in a weaker position and undermines more aggressive ways of 
pursuing grievances—all of which make suicide more likely.

'e structure of a conflict also includes the social distance and social 
status of third parties (chapter ). 'ird parties behave differently depending 
on their social location, and their actions can be fateful. As Black’s (:–
; Black :) theories tell us, third parties are more likely to intervene 
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when they are closer to the disputants and when the disputants are more 
distant from one another. 'ose who do intervene are more likely to take 
sides when they are close to one side and distant from the other. 'ey also 
tend to favor superiors over inferiors, though if the latter can successfully 
gain support, it will often help bolster their side and equalize the conflict. 
An adversary who receives support is less likely to commit suicide, but one 
who faces additional opposition is more likely to commit suicide. 'e role 
of supporters also goes beyond the conflicts that generate suicide to include 
the act of suicide itself, whatever its cause might be: the conditions that 
breed strong support, such as access to many close ties, often increase the 
chances that suicide will be prevented or suicide attempters rescued.

According to this theory, each variable—inequality, social closeness, 
third- party support, and social time—encourages a conflict to result in sui-
cide. So far, we have mostly considered these relationships in isolation, look-
ing at one factor at a time. But in reality the various influences on human 
behavior interact with one another. Consider the logic of these interactions 
in more detail.

If two factors each make suicide more likely, then when they occur to-
gether, suicide will be more likely still. While we do not have enough infor-
mation to specify whether this effect is additive or multiplicative, the variables 
that encourage suicide are more dangerous in combination. Consider the 
movements of social time likely to cause suicide. One can readily find cases 
where suicide is preceded by both underintimacy and overstratification. For 
example, anthropologist Gordon M. Wilson writes of an East African man 
who “could see his whole world collapsing around him” when he was simulta-
neously subjected to marital infidelity, public humiliation, legal prosecution, 
and job loss (Wilson :). In his study of coroners’ records in Chicago, 
sociologist Ronald Maris observes that self- killers commonly experienced 
a combination of problems like job loss, illness, and broken relationships 
(Maris :–). According to Black, when multiple dimensions of social 
space fluctuate at once, the effect is “like one explosive substance added to 
another” (Black :). Extreme levels of both underintimacy and overstrati-
fication create a heightened risk of explosive violence that might involve both 
homicide and suicide. Consider the case of a man who committed suicide 
after first killing his ex- wife and eight of her relatives:

['e killings] occurred six days after his wife finalized a divorce, 
which ended not only his relationship with his wife but with his 
stepdaughter and others in his wife’s family. His wife also obtained a 





Suicide

court order requiring him to support her in the future, to make lump 
sum payments of ten thousand dollars to her, to allow her to keep the 
diamond wedding ring he had bought for her, and even to give her 
the family dog (his last remaining close companion). He had recently 
lost his job as well, making it difficult for him to meet expenses such 
as the support payments to his ex- wife, his legal fees, and his house 
payments. (Black :)

As Black proposes in his theory of conflict, fluctuations of social space 
can also interact with prior fluctuations to produce a cumulative effect: “Just 
as each puff of a cigarette does not result in lung cancer, so each movement 
of social time does not result in a conflict. And just as the likelihood of 
cancer increases if smoking continues, so the likelihood of conflict increases 
with each movement of social time” (Black :–). 'is is also true of 
the effect of social time on suicide. Larger and faster losses are most dan-
gerous, but risk increases with a continuous sequence of smaller ones. An 
investigator of suicide in early twentieth- century Seattle thus made a dis-
tinction between cases due to “immediate crises” and those due to “cumu-
lative crises” involving “an accumulation of difficulties over a relatively long 
period of time” (Schmidt :). And Maris notes that it was common 
for self- killers in his Chicago sample to have a long history of vertical and 
relational losses stemming from injury, illness, addiction, and interpersonal 
conflicts—a pattern of gradual erosion that he refers to as a “suicidal career” 
(Maris :xvii). Considering suicidal conflict in particular, we can see cases 
where the immediate cause was a relatively minor fluctuation, a grievance 
over something that most observers would find trivial. Yet if we look deeper, 
we often find a history of grievances accumulating over time, the conflict 
growing in severity with each new offense. Writing of the “trivial” griev-
ances that lead many young Chuukese to kill themselves, author Francis 
X. Hezel notes that “behind most of these single trivial incidents that im-
mediately preceded suicides lies a tale of long- standing family tensions and 
conflicts” (Hezel :). 'us many apparently minor conflicts are but 
the latest in an ongoing series, with the most recent grievance being the 
straw that breaks the camel’s back. In this history of conflict, the aggrieved 
might employ several different forms of social control before turning to self- 
destruction. For instance, clinical psychologist David K. Curran reports that 
adolescent suicide in the United States typically follows a series of escalat-
ing conflicts with parents, in which the adolescent first engages in “rebellion” 
(i.e., argument and noncooperation) before turning to “withdrawal” (i.e., 
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avoidance within the household), then perhaps “running away,” and finally 
suicide (Curran :–).

'ese ideas have testable implications. One is based on the notion that 
larger and faster movements of social time are more likely to be a suffi-
cient cause of suicide, even in the absence of any other movements. We 
would thus expect cases stemming from more drastic losses of status—say, 
a wealthy investor’s fortune is rapidly destroyed in a financial collapse—to 
be less likely to involve underintimacy as well and also less likely to follow 
a history of repeated small losses. 'e fatal fall might even occur after a 
prolonged period of upward mobility, marking a drastic reversal in fortune 
(Black :–; Davies ). Contrariwise, cases where the immediate 
trigger was a smaller degree of downward mobility should be more likely to 
involve underintimacy and a prior history of downward movements. We can 
apply the same logic to cases where the suicide was sparked by a large degree 
of underintimacy versus those that appear to involve smaller degrees, ex-
pecting that suicide cases involving the latter are more likely to also involve 
downward mobility and a cumulative history of lost social connections.

Again, how a grievance is handled depends not just on the events that 
sparked it but also on the social environment in which it occurs. Each struc-
tural element conducive to suicide is a matter of degree, as conflicts can be 
more or less close, more or less stratified, and so forth. All else being equal, 
the greater the degree of each variable, the more likely suicide becomes. 
And as with social time, the risk is even greater when they occur in com-
bination. Suicidal conflicts are concentrated in relationships that combine 
inequality, intimacy, and interdependence, such as relations between parents 
and children or between husbands and wives in patriarchal households. But 
since each factor can vary independently and each has its own influence on 
suicide, a sufficient degree of one might overshadow the influence of an-
other. For instance, a high degree of inequality might counteract the effect 
of a low degree of social closeness, while a high degree of closeness might 
compensate for a low degree of inequality. Again, this has implications for 
the patterns of structure we would expect to observe in samples of suicidal 
conflict. Conflicts between adversaries that are more relationally distant will 
tend to involve higher levels of inequality than those between adversaries 
that are highly intimate. Likewise suicidal conflicts between social equals 
will tend to involve greater intimacy than those between people of drasti-
cally different ranks. And the more that a conflict structure is conductive to 
suicide—the more unequal, intimate, and so forth—the smaller the degree 
of social time needed to provoke a suicidal conflict. Contrariwise, suicidal 
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conflicts with apparently minor causes are more likely to have multiple ele-
ments of the suicide structure present in high degrees.

Patterns of Suicidal Con"ict
We can go beyond using the theory to address the overall risk of suicide, or 
which pattern of structure and motion we should expect to see when com-
paring suicide cases. We can also ask how different combinations of these 
variables affect the form and patterning of suicidal conflict. Even if they both 
produce suicide, conflicts between intimate equals and stratified strangers 
tend to differ in many ways. 'e exact patterning of suicidal conflict—the 
specific nature of the grievances, the history of moves and countermoves, and 
the particular form of self- destruction—will vary across different structural 
configurations. 'e possible combinations are endless, but in empirical re-
ality some configurations of social space and time are much more common 
than others, and so are the patterns of suicidal conflict they produce. Con-
sider three common scenarios.

 
'e first pattern involves conflicts with a low amount of social closeness but 
a very high degree of social stratification. 'e aggrieved has no personal, 
face- to- face relationship with the adversary, who might be an organization 
rather than an individual or a political leader known only from news media. 
But the relational distance goes along with vertical distance, and the adver-
sary is vastly superior—a powerful corporation, national government, or the 
leaders in charge of such.

Compared to close conflicts, distant conflicts are more likely to be col-
lective affairs. 'ey are more likely to produce many people taking sides 
and intervening as partisans, as well as the collective liability that holds an 
entire social group responsible for wrongdoing (Black :–; Senechal 
de la Roche , ). When they involve governments or other large 
organizations whose actions affect the lives of many individuals, they are 
also likely to produce widespread grievances shared by large numbers of 
people. Suicidal conflict with distant superiors thus tends to be part of a 
larger campaign of protest and political struggle that seeks justice on behalf 
of some social group. 'e grievances usually have to do with dominance and 
coercion and, compared to other suicidal conflicts, are more likely to also 
involve cultural grievances such as state suppression of religious expression.

Suicide is not usually the first resort in these conflicts. It tends to emerge 
after the adversary has taken steps to repress other protest activity, further 
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exercising its dominance. For example, protest suicides by Vietnamese 
monks and nuns began after a series of demonstrations, including some in 
which protestors were killed by government forces (Biggs , ). Prior 
to his self- immolation, Korean labor activist Jeon Tae- il attempted to orga-
nize a labor union, failing due to opposition from government and business 
owners. He also collected and disseminated information on brutal working 
conditions and hoped to further raise public awareness by staging a large 
public rally, but this effort too was quashed by the authorities—at which 
point he publicly burned himself. And the contemporary rash of Tibetan 
protest suicides began after the Chinese government successfully quelled 
anti- Chinese riots in Tibet and subjected Tibetan monasteries to increased 
surveillance and patriotic reeducation (Morrison ; Shakya ).

In collective conflict, protest suicide is not only an act of moralism, the 
protester expressing grievances against an adversary, but also an act of par-
tisanship, with the protestor sacrificing his or her life on behalf of others 
(see Manning c). Like other acts of partisanship, it is encouraged by 
closer ties to one side than the other (Black :). One implication is 
that there is an element of truth in Durkheim’s theory of altruistic suicide: 
fatal self- sacrifice is an extreme act of partisanship and most likely on behalf 
of individuals and groups to whom one is closely tied. In this sense, so-
cial ties—and hence integration into a social group—do facilitate altruistic 
self- sacrifice. At the same time, however, the weight of evidence suggests 
that higher social integration generally make suicide less likely. 'e result of 
these two countervailing relationships is that suicidal protestors tend to be 
integrated in some ways but not in others (Manning c). 'ey are rarely 
social isolates and are usually members of organizations that provide the 
main basis for political protest, such as monasteries, labor unions, or student 
activist groups. Yet they are also relatively detached in other ways, tending to 
be single and childless and perhaps cloistered away from the rest of society. 
Many are monks, nuns, or college students. We might also expect most who 
sacrifice themselves to be relatively marginal within their activist organiza-
tions: the elderly 'ich Quang Duc of Vietnam was initially ignored by the 
movement’s younger leadership in part because he was, in the words of one 
leader, “just some bothersome old monk disturbing me in the middle of a 
hectic situation” (Chanoff and Van Toai :).

As sociologist Michael Biggs observes, based on his database of several 
hundred political self- immolations, suicide protest is least likely in both the 
most democratic and most autocratic regimes, being more frequent in au-
thoritarian states somewhere between these two extremes (Biggs :). 
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It is rarer in more democratic regimes because domination is less severe than 
in more authoritarian ones, and protest suicide is encouraged by a highly 
superior adversary and the repression of other protest activity. But if the ad-
versary is too dominant, protest activity of all kinds tends to decline. Protest 
by its nature is aimed at persuading, if not the adversary, then at least third 
parties. Protest and persuasion flourish where adversaries are not so superior, 
and their domination so complete, as to make partisanship against them 
nearly unthinkable (Campbell and Manning :–). Too distant, too 
superior, and protest of any kind is as unlikely as it is ineffective. 'e mach-
inations of genocidal dictators and imperial invaders might drive many to 
suicide, but such deaths are rarely part of a protest campaign. Protest suicide 
is most likely where status relations make collective action and popular par-
tisanship difficult but not impossible. 'ey are thus also encouraged by ready 
access to masses of spectators, strangers whose support is not automatic but 
who can witness the event and come to sympathize with the aggrieved. 
Protest suicide thrives in modern urban settings, especially in a world con-
nected by modern mass media, where thousands or millions can learn of the 
sacrifice. Aimed as much at fellow members of the aggrieved group as at the 
adversary, protest suicides can inspire further activism and struggle, includ-
ing further suicide. 'us protest suicides often occur in waves.

 
A second pattern of suicidal conflict involves a low degree of inequality but 
a very high degree of social closeness. Such a structure is increasingly com-
mon in marriages and cohabiting partnerships in the modern West. Both 
parties are extensively involved with one another: they live together, eat to-
gether, sleep together, and relax together. 'ey have a monogamous sexual 
relationship and have been together for years. 'ey usually have their own 
dwelling, separate from their respective families, shielding them from daily 
contact with other intimates who might compete for time and attention. 
Neither is much superior to the other. Perhaps one has greater income, but 
both have other resources to fall back on. One may be physically stron-
ger and more aggressive, but neither has any substantial authority. Law and 
custom grant both equal rights, including the right to end the relationship. 
'ey are relationally close and vertically close as well.

Closeness does not necessarily mean harmony. Intimacy might encourage 
toleration of any given offense, but it also provides many more opportunities 
for offenses to occur. Conflict is inevitable, and grievances can accumulate 
over time. Furthermore, some offenses are less tolerable than others. 'e 
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most severe conflicts among intimates tend to be those over intimacy it-
self—the grievances that arise when closeness declines. Conflict itself might 
be the source of these declines, as an unhappy spouse handles marital prob-
lems by reducing contact, perhaps terminating the relationship altogether. 
Yet an act of social control can also be deviance, and the end of a relationship 
leads to severe conflict. Abandoned partners rarely take the loss in stride: 
they might cry and complain or beg and plead. 'ey might attempt to ne-
gotiate an alternative or shout bitter recriminations, including accusations 
of betrayal and disloyalty. 'ey might turn to third parties, gossiping and 
seeking consolation from friends and family. Defining their own reactions 
as deviant, or at least undesirable, they seek the help of a therapist or numb 
themselves with intoxicating drugs. Sometimes they become violent against 
the estranged partner who they see as wronging them. Sometimes they be-
come violent against themselves. Sometimes they do both.

Violent reactions are not the most common outcome. Most breakups and 
divorces lead to neither homicide nor suicide. But though the extreme out-
comes are rare, the rupture of a close relationship makes them much more 
likely than they would be otherwise and is a common scenario behind their 
occurrence. It accounts for most homicides in which men kill women and the 
vast majority in which a person commits homicide and suicide together. It lies 
behind a large proportion of all suicides—in some places, the large majority. 
And in places like modern America, where women are more likely to initiate 
separation and divorce, close rupture looms larger in the suicide of men.

'e nature of the suicide, the way it is carried out, the language and logic 
used by the self- killer—all of this varies from case to case. Some abandoned 
partners seem mostly concerned with ending their grief, and their suicides 
are behaviorally similar to those who kill themselves when mourning the 
death of a loved one. Perhaps they are also phenomenologically similar. But 
being actively rejected probably produces different subjective reactions, and 
it can certainly produce behavioral differences. Some who kill themselves in 
such circumstances express anger and hostility toward the one who left them. 
'ey may mix this with expressions of forgiveness or even guilt for their part 
in the decline of the relationship, or they may pour out one- sided blame and 
vitriol. In choosing their last words and manner of death, some take obvious 
steps to inflict guilt, shame, and horror upon the one who hurt them.

'ese suicides do not lead to much involvement by third parties. Even 
when hostile, the sanctions they inflict are mostly psychological rather than 
social. A close and exclusive relationship might be conducive to inflicting 
guilt, but it is not conducive to attracting high levels of outside involvement. 
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Nor are the scattered and anemic families of the modern West prone to 
collective action. And even if they were, the law gives them little option, de-
terring private vengeance and rarely concerning itself with suicides beyond 
confirming they are not murders. If the family of the deceased blames the 
surviving partner, they are unlikely to do much more than gossip or shun 
a person who would have had little future contact with them anyway. 'ey 
may also blame themselves, wondering what they could have done to pre-
vent the death. One way or another, liability for suicide extends beyond the 
perpetrator and ensnares others, contributing to the “special grief ” of those 
who have lost intimates to suicide (Pangrazzi ).

 
A third pattern of suicidal conflict takes place in relationships that are in-
timate but highly unequal. Such is the case in highly patriarchal marriages, 
especially those in settings where law and custom formally grant the hus-
band and his kin rights over his wife’s person and property. 'e parties share 
many sources of closeness common to married couples—living together, hav-
ing sexual intercourse, and sharing an enduring a socially recognized bond. 
But they are far from equal, and one party clearly dominates the other. 'e 
domination is often violent, as the husband, and perhaps members of his 
kin group, can use violence without fear of consequence. 'e wife has few 
resources of her own and little ability to live independently of her husband. 
She has few rights she can claim or supporters she can rally. She has little 
freedom to exit the relationship, just as she had little choice in entering it.

Inequality is a kind of social distance—vertical distance—and exists in 
tension with relational closeness. Highly stratified couples tend to be less 
intimate than egalitarian ones (Black ). In the most patriarchal societ-
ies, women and men spend most of their days apart in separate spheres and 
may even eat their meals separately. If it is an arranged marriage, the two 
might not have had much interaction prior to the wedding. In the tribal 
and traditional settings where this sort of relationship is most common, 
married couples live not in isolation but surrounded by at least one spouse’s 
kin. In the most patriarchal settings this tends to be the husband’s family, 
and their proximity and intimacy encourage their involvement in the mar-
riage. Unfortunately for the wife, their involvement tends to further her 
subordination. In conflicts with her husband, they are likely to support his 
patriarchal rights and dismiss her complaints. 'e kindred may even be the 
main source of conflict, with her husband acting as a partisan supporter in 
favor of his kin.
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Given the basic inequality of the relationship, acts of dominance are ex-
pected. Giving orders, imposing restrictions, verbally berating and physically 
punishing—these things do not arouse the same concern as if they had oc-
curred among equals. Even the wife might agree in abstract that these are 
right and proper, though she objects when she views her own treatment as 
unfair or excessive. 'is is the main source of grievances that will lead to sui-
cide. 'e conflict escalates, and suicide becomes more likely, as discipline and 
dominance become more frequent and extreme—excessive and capricious 
even by local standards. Such escalation can occur over a long period of time, 
but for most wives in hierarchical marriages, the risk is greatest early on, when 
they are first subjected to more domination than they experienced at home, 
and when changing households has left them with perhaps the lowest levels 
of social integration and social support that they will ever experience.

Suicide is not the first or only option. A wife might run away or try to 
rouse supporters to help her. But while these conflicts are more prone to 
outside intervention than are marital conflicts in atomized and egalitarian 
settings, in many ways they are still resistant. People outside the local kin 
group, including the wife’s own natal family, are unlikely to forcefully in-
tervene in the close hierarchy of the relationship. Family business is family 
business, wives ought to obey husbands, and mere marital problems are not 
worth hostility between family groups. It takes a large distortion of social 
space to convert potential partisanship into kinetic partisanship. Suicide of-
fers the wife escape and also provides a means of escalating the conflict to 
the point where outsiders will step into action against her adversaries. It is 
escape and vengeance in one. In settings where her situation is common, the 
reaction will be common as well, and there may even be cultural rules about 
how it is to be carried out to make its moralistic nature clear to all witnesses.

Another version of this scenario occurs between youth and parents. Here 
the structure is similar—close hierarchy and imbalance of third- party ties—
but the pattern of conflict differs. 'ere is none of the shocking downward 
mobility that comes from entering a new and subordinate position. 'e 
youth has always been subordinate and is certainly no more inferior to the 
parent than earlier in childhood. Herein lies the source of conflict. Adoles-
cence might not lead to greater parent- child conflict in every culture, but 
neither is it unique to the modern United States. Maturation means greater 
strength, skill, and knowledge, a rising position along several dimensions 
of social status. Acts of domination that were once accepted are now ques-
tioned, and this questioning is an offense that begets further dominance. So 
goes the cycle of discipline and rebellion, exacerbated by attempts to enforce 
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or subvert independence. And where the hierarchy is strict, dependence is 
high, and outside supporters are unavailable, the escalating cycle of conflict 
is a common cause of youth suicide.

 
'e three patterns described above are but common clusters of variation. 
'ey are not discrete entities but rather a range of values centered around 
the intersection of several continua. 'us we can see intermediate types that 
blend elements of more than one pattern. Sometimes these might be com-
mon enough to merit their own labels. For instance, in my Louisville study, 
several cases involving male victims combined elements of close domination 
and egalitarian rupture. In this pattern, which we might call failed domina-
tion, a man has a history of coercive violence toward his wife or girlfriend. 
But despite these attempts at coercive control, the abused partner retained 
enough social and economic resources to successfully defy him, leaving the 
relationship and perhaps mobilizing law and other third parties against her 
abuser—who then turns to suicide. We thus see a pattern of escalating abuse 
that culminates in the suicide not of the abused but of the abuser.

Each variable that encourages suicide is a matter of degree, and so too is 
each pattern of suicide described above. 'e fine- grained variation in sui-
cidal conflict occurs both within and between each major pattern. 'ere is 
also variation that cuts across all these categories, including variation in the 
nature and severity of moralism.

     
While we might use the term “moralistic” to refer broadly to any behavior 
that handles grievances, not every way of handling conflict puts an equal 
emphasis on the language and logic of morality. Social control varies in the 
extent to which it involves a concern with formal rules of conduct, deci-
sive judgments about right and wrong, overt condemnation of deviance, 
and explicit appeals to justice. In this sense moralism is a variable, one that 
increases as social control grows more formalistic, decisive, punitive, and co-
ercive (Black :–). According to Black, moralism increases as social 
distance increases (Black :). Closer social control tends to be less 
concerned with condemning a violation of the rules than with resolving 
a problem and is more likely to involve a diffusion of blame rather than a 
clear- cut distinction between offender and victim.

Social closeness encourages moralism to take the form of suicide, but 
it also encourages the moralistic aspects of suicide to be relatively muted. 
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While more individuals kill themselves over egalitarian rupture than over 
distant domination, the moralistic aspects of the latter are more obvious 
than the former. People who kill themselves to express political grievances 
often articulate exactly what wrongdoing they wish to combat, what legal 
or ethical rules it violates, and what steps their adversaries and supporters 
should take to remedy the situation. 'e same goes for protestors who use 
less lethal kinds of self- destruction, such as hunger strikes or self- mutilation. 
'ey make the moralistic nature of their actions clear, though perhaps un-
sympathetic observers—including their adversaries—will deem their ac-
tions the result of mental disorder.

People who resort to self- destruction in intimate conflicts, on the other 
hand, are less likely to be so explicitly moralistic. 'ey are less prone to 
framing their adversary’s conduct as a violation of rules, are less likely to 
make explicit demands, and tend not to use the language of justice. At-
tempted suicide may function much like a protest and may succeed in win-
ning concessions for the aggrieved. But it does so without employing the 
rhetoric of protest, and indeed attempters and their sympathizers may bridle 
at the notion that the attempt was “manipulative.” Close conflicts attract the 
language and logic of therapy, so perhaps only an unsympathetic observer 
would attribute the action to anything but mental disorder.

Punishment—the infliction of pain and deprivation—is a variable fea-
ture of moralism and of suicide as well. Most who kill themselves, including 
many of those who kill themselves over conflicts, do not seem to be trying 
to punish anyone. 'eir words and deeds suggest rather that they are mostly 
concerned with fleeing an adversary or otherwise ending their own suffer-
ing. But we have seen that some people do express the notion that their 
death is a way of hurting someone, and some take steps to maximize the 
suffering it inflicts. Perhaps most extreme are cases in which committing 
suicide in a culturally stereotyped fashion can plausibly lead to vengeance 
killings, torture by legal officials, or banishment from the community.

Social distance is again relevant, but so too is inequality. Punishment 
increases with social distance but also declines in upward directions. 'e re-
sult is that the extremes of punishment are found neither in cases of distant 
domination (where there is maximal distance but also inferiority) nor in 
cases of egalitarian rupture (where this is minimal inferiority but also dis-
tance) but in cases of close domination. 'is is especially so because, empir-
ically, this pattern of conflict tends to occur in tribal and traditional settings 
where marriage links together different kinship groups, such as clans or lin-
eages, each internally solidary and correspondingly distant from outsiders 
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(Manning a). 'e combination of closeness and distance is conducive 
to punitive suicide.

Across the universe of suicidal conflicts, both the most distant and the 
least distant tend to be less moralistic. 'e least distant tend to be less mor-
alistic because closeness makes right and wrong lose their clarity. Even many 
of those who express blame and condemnation in their last words seem to 
be merely taking half- hearted parting shots, and they are likely to mix blame 
with absolution. 'e most distant tend to be less moralistic because they 
involve the most superior adversaries. As we move outward and upward, we 
find punishment increasing until it gives way to protest and beyond that to 
simple flight. Distant superiors such as invading empires might be able to 
provoke mass suicides, but they attract little in the way of suicidal protest 
or punishment. For those they conquer and target for extermination, death 
is mainly an escape. 'e same is true of many of the closest conflicts as 
well, including those in which someone dies to escape from him-  or herself 
(Baumeister ).

 
We have seen that suicide can be a moralistic action in its own right—that 
through various mechanisms, it can be a means of protest or punishment. As 
such, it can be an alternative to acts of interpersonal violence—to punishing 
an enemy by directly using force against him or her. But suicide can also 
occur alongside interpersonal violence, and acts of violent aggression against 
another person might involve more or less self- destruction.

In chapter  we considered cases of homicide- suicide, in which an ag-
grieved person kills both his adversary and himself. 'ese involve a kind of 
joint reaction in which a conflict produces both homicide and suicide. Often 
both acts are planned in advance, and it may be useful in many cases to view 
the suicidal component as primary—having “been driven” to suicide, the 
suicidal individual first takes vengeance on the one he blames for this state. 
But there are other mixtures of suicide and homicide where self- destruction 
seems a secondary or indirect consequence of inflicting violence on another 
person. Consider such suicidal attacks as the suicide bombings of modern 
terrorists, who detonate explosives concealed on their bodies as a way of kill-
ing their enemies, or of Japan’s kamikaze pilots in World War II, who flew 
explosive- laden airplanes into enemy ships at the cost of their own lives.

'e theory of suicide in this book specifies a conflict structure in which 
suicide is more likely than alternatives. It can also help us understand 
when suicide becomes mixed with alternatives, such as when suicide and 
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homicide occur together or when methods of attack involve an element of 
self- destruction. 'e key is to understand that when pure sociologists spec-
ify which conflict structures lead to this outcome or that, we are talking 
about the way in which patterns of behavior are distributed across a range 
of social conditions.

We can imagine a multidimensional space where each point is a different 
combination of inequality, intimacy, and so forth. 'is is the distribution of 
conflict structures. Within it conflicts that have similar structures are closer 
to one another, and those with very different structures are distant from one 
another. Blackian theory is premised on the idea that forms of conflict man-
agement are not randomly distributed across conflict structures: the more 
similar the structure of two conflicts, the more similar the behaviors they 
produce. 'us there will be a region in this distribution of structures where 
lynching is more frequent than it is elsewhere, a region where negotiated 
compromise is more frequent than it is elsewhere, and so forth. 'e key to 
explaining variation in conflict management is to map this distribution, and 
Blackian theories of lynching, negotiation, and so on do exactly that.

But remember that we are dealing with variables, and everything is a 
matter of degree. My theory of suicide specifies a region in the distribution 
of conflict structures where suicide is more likely than it is elsewhere. It is 
a region, not a point, and the different patterns of suicide described above 
concentrate at different areas within this larger region. As we approach its 
boundaries, we find social structures that are less and less conducive to sui-
cide but more and more conducive to one or more of its alternatives. And 
like an estuary where fresh and saltwater mix, we will find a range of so-
cial structures conducive to hybrid behaviors that combine elements of self- 
destruction with some other kind of reaction, such as terrorist attacks. A 
theory that describes the structural habitat of suicide thus helps us map the 
location of related behaviors.

For example, somewhere between the conflict structures most conducive 
to pure homicide and those most conducive to pure suicide lies a range 
of structures where both their probabilities ebb, while the probability of 
homicide- suicide grows. In chapter , for instance, I argued that the con-
flicts leading to homicide- suicide between intimate partners are similar to 
those that produce either homicide or suicide alone but with an intermedi-
ate degree of relational closeness. Not all intimate partners are equally inti-
mate, and the relative likelihood of these three behaviors varies accordingly. 
'ere are other ways in which the structural habitat of homicide and suicide 
can overlap. Increase the superiority of the aggrieved, and pure homicide 
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becomes more likely and pure suicide less likely. Increase their inferiority, 
and the opposite occurs. Again, we should expect the hybrid behavior to be 
relatively more frequent in between the extremes—more common in cases 
of failed domination than in cases of extreme domination or egalitarian 
rupture.

Suicide attacks, including suicide terrorism, also involve conflicts that 
contain at least some features conducive to self- destruction, though com-
bined with features that are much more conducive to interpersonal violence 
(Manning c). For instance, suicide attacks tend to cross greater degrees 
of social distance than does the typical protest suicide. While protest suicide 
often involves grievances against domestic leaders, suicide terrorism (and 
terrorism more generally) tends to cross the vast distances between foreign 
populations that differ in language, ethnicity, and religion (Black a). 
'e same goes for suicide attacks in the course of warfare, such as Japan’s 
kamikaze missions against the US Navy. On the other hand, suicide attacks 
share with protest suicide a stratified structure and upward direction. 'ey 
too are a weapon of the weak, aimed at enemies with greater wealth, organi-
zation, and military capabilities (Manning c).

Again, everything is a matter of degree, and the structural distributions 
of different behaviors can overlap. 'ough protest suicide and suicide attack 
tend not to occur in the same conflicts, sometimes they do (Biggs :). 
Indeed, a large- scale conflict will usually generate multiple reactions, some 
peaceful and some violent, perhaps with varying degrees of self- destruction. 
'is is especially so for a long- running conflict, where we can see the rela-
tive frequency of behaviors change as the dynamics of the conflict alter its 
social structure. For instance, as one side wins victories and gains a decisive 
advantage, its superiority grows and its adversary becomes increasingly in-
ferior. 'us conventional attacks by the losers might give way to suicide 
attacks. Such was the case for Japan during World War II, which resorted to 
suicide attacks by planes, boats, and submersibles only after the destruction 
of its naval forces gave its enemies overwhelming military superiority (Hill 
; Lewis :–). Similarly, the Kurdistan Workers Party, or PKK, 
a Kurdish separatist group in Turkey, had long used nonsuicidal attacks but 
began to make more frequent use of suicide bombing after successful as-
saults by the Turkish government left it substantially weakened (Pedahzur 
:–). A further blow to the organization, the capture of its leader, 
led to a rash of self- immolations by supporters. As the organization weak-
ened, the progression was thus from attacks to suicide attacks to pure pro-
test suicide.
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'e theory of moralistic suicide specifies a core range of conflict struc-
tures in which we are most likely to see the conflict handled by suicide as 
such. 'is range overlaps with that of other forms of social control: of pro-
test, of homicide, of terrorism and violent rebellion. In this way my theory 
and other Blackian theories of social control dovetail together into a single 
body of ideas capable of predicting and explaining how conflicts are han-
dled—a general theory of conflict (Black :). But the theory in this book 
serves a second master. As a theory of suicidal conflict, it is relevant not just 
to the sociology of conflict but also to the sociology of suicide.

!e Pure Sociology of Suicide
'e theory outlined in this book employs a distinctive strategy of expla-
nation—the sociological paradigm known as Blackian or pure sociology 
(Black ). Because of this, it differs from conventional theories in several 
ways that allow it to explain kinds of variation that previous theories do not.

  
Consider first the unit of analysis of the theory. In social science methodol-
ogy, a unit of analysis is the type of thing being compared—such as whether 
our theories and observations deal with differences between one person and 
another, one organization and another, or one interaction and another. For 
most conventional theories of suicide, the focus is on the individual per-
son, and the main question is why some types of people are more likely to 
commit or attempt suicide. 'is is obviously so for psychological theories 
that explain suicide with depression, hopelessness, and other internal fac-
tors. Less often recognized is that the individual is also the main concern 
of much sociological thought as well. For all of Durkheim’s insistence that 
he was explaining the “social suicide rate” rather than why individuals kill 
themselves, his theory of suicide is nonetheless individualistic in logic and 
application (Black :; compare Durkheim [] :–; Berk 
). 'us for each of his sociological variables he provides a psychological 
account of how it motivates the individual to commit suicide, whether this 
is due to an inability to justify one’s life without attachment to something 
greater or the frustration of having one’s passions overly stimulated or vi-
olently choked. And he uses these ideas to explain such things as why sui-
cide varies according to marital status, parenthood, or organizational rank. 
Most subsequent applications of his theory are also concerned with such 
differences. True, some applications are concerned with differences across 
collectivities—such as predicting that nations or states with higher divorce 
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rates have higher suicide rates—and this may appear to make the theory 
collectivistic, something that explains the properties of groups as such. But 
the locus of the explanation remains the individual, who is either too in-
tegrated or not integrated enough, too regulated or not regulated enough.

Pure sociological theories are different. Neither individualistic nor col-
lectivistic, they explain behavior with the social structure of the behavior 
itself. Is social control upward or downward? Does it cross long distances 
or short ones? 'us the locus of explanation in Blackian theories of conflict 
management is neither the person nor the society but the conflict structure.

'is allows pure sociological theories to explain variation that conven-
tional approaches do not address. As Black (b) argues, not even the 
most violent people are violent all of the time, in every interaction. And if 
we look within even the most violent societies, we will see that violence hap-
pens only in certain times and places. 'is applies to self- inflicted violence 
as well. Whatever predisposes a person to handle a conflict with suicide, 
he or she does not handle every conflict in this manner. And even in soci-
eties where suicide is a culturally accepted way of handling conflict, only a 
fraction of conflicts lead to it. Only a theory focused on the properties of 
conflicts can explain variation across them.

'ough the conflict structure is the locus of explanation, a theory of 
suicide structures can be applied to other units of analysis as well. Just as 
we might apply an individualistic theory to explaining group differences—
for example, by expecting societies with more unintegrated people to have 
higher suicide rates—so too can we apply pure sociological theory. If we can 
infer something about the distribution of conflict structures across societ-
ies—say, that highly patriarchal societies tend to have more close, stratified 
conflicts—we can predict differences in the frequency and patterning of 
suicide. Similarly, if we can infer who is most likely to find him-  or herself 
in certain conflict structures, we can make predictions about how suicide 
varies across certain types of individuals—such as women in patriarchal so-
cieties having elevated rates of suicide or marital conflict accounting for 
most female suicide in these settings or female suicide rates in these settings 
peaking at the age of first marriage.

Blackian theories are not necessarily incompatible with theories that use 
conventional approaches. A theory that explains variation across individuals 
and one that explains variation across conflicts could both simultaneously 
be true. For instance, if low integration encourages suicide, then—holding 
other elements of the conflict structure constant—suicide should vary in-
versely with the integration of the aggrieved. 'e same might be said for 
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psychological or biological characteristics, such as a ruminating thought 
style or genetic predisposition to depression. It may well be that personal 
characteristics make some more sensitive than others to the structural con-
ditions of suicide. But the reverse can also be true, and the right structural 
conditions can increase the likelihood of suicide when individual character-
istics are held constant.

We might go even go further: some of what we usually consider individ-
ual characteristics can also be understood as elements of the conflict struc-
ture. In chapter , we addressed social integration as a location in social 
space, and this is indeed how Black conceptualizes it. In +e Behavior of 
Law, he describes integration as location in radial space, with some closer to 
the center and others closer to the edge (Black :–). In this concep-
tion, integration is not just a property of persons, or even of groups, but of 
social life. Conflicts can be more or less centrally located, depending on how 
integrated the parties are. And grievances can have a distance and direction 
in radial space: they might be inward, by a marginal person against a more 
integrated person, or outward, by an integrated person toward a more mar-
ginal one (Black :–). Viewed in this light, the social integration of 
the aggrieved person is but a partial description of the conflict structure—
we also need to consider the integration of his or her adversary. Differences 
in integration can behave like a form of social status, and like those facing 
wealthier or more reputable adversaries, those facing more integrated adver-
saries are often at a disadvantage. As we saw in chapter , one reason for this 
is differential closeness to third parties and the effects this can have on their 
intervention and support. Not only is pure sociology able to incorporate 
insights from Durkheimian theory, but in doing so it suggests new ways of 
understanding them and new avenues for research.

'e same goes for other traditional sociological concepts. Sociologists 
have long studied vertical mobility, and Durkheim made its impact the 
centerpiece of his theory of anomic suicide. We might understand verti-
cal mobility as a characteristic of individual persons, something one person 
experiences and another does not. For the sake of convenience, chapter  
often discussed vertical mobility in these conventional terms. But we can 
also understand vertical mobility in Blackian terms as a fluctuation in so-
cial inequality, a change in the social structure of an interaction or relation-
ship (Black :). 'e new conception focuses our attention on different 
sorts of variation—such as the situational changes in inequality that occur 
when one person rises over another—and suggests new hypotheses and av-
enues for study. 'e degree to which vertical mobility warps relationships 
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of equality, superiority, and inferiority may prove crucial to a better under-
standing of its impact and making more specific predictions about its effects.

    
Pure sociology does not only differ from conventional approaches in its ex-
planatory variables. It also differs in how it conceives of the thing being 
explained. In pure sociology, what we might otherwise understand as the 
actions and decisions of individuals are reconceptualized as the behavior 
of some form of social life (Black ). For example, Black’s () the-
ory of law predicts and explains the behavior of law as such—where and 
when governmental social control will be greater or lesser, more punitive or 
more compensatory. Law is treated as a natural phenomenon, like gravity 
or electricity, which predictably varies with its immediate environment. 'e 
actions and decisions of individuals are but aspects of the behavior of law. 
'is is not merely a difference in labels. 'e conceptual leap is what allows a 
single proposition, such as Black’s idea that law varies directly with relational 
distance, to predict and explain the actions of numerous individuals taking 
distinct roles in the application of law (Black :–; Black :; 
Black :). Because calling the police is an increase in the involvement 
of law in a conflict, Black’s principle explains why some crime victims (such 
as those victimized by strangers) are more likely than others (such as those 
victimized by intimates) to call the police. If we compare cases where police 
have been notified, the same principle predicts their behavior as well: in 
cases where the offender is present, it tells us when the police are more likely 
to make an arrest as opposed to merely providing a warning or ordering 
the offender to leave the scene. If we look at cases that result in arrest, the 
relational distance principle also helps predict when prosecutors will bring 
charges or when they will bring more severe ones. Among cases that go to 
trial, this principle explains when judges and juries will decide to convict 
and how much punishment they will apply. And it can even predict and 
explain the behavior of the accused, such as when they are likely to apply law 
to themselves by pleading guilty (Black :–). Victim and offender, 
police and prosecutors, judges and juries—each might perceive the situation 
differently and have their own unique motives and reasons for making their 
decisions. But the beauty of pure sociology is that we do not need a separate 
theory of decision making for each of these actors—we only need a theory 
of the behavior of law (Black :).

'e typical suicide does not involve the same number and diversity of 
social actors as does the typical legal case. But a theory of the behavior of 
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suicide can also explain the actions of more than just the suicidal individual. 
For instance, the conditions that encourage self- execution explain not just 
when some offenders spontaneously choose to take their own lives but also 
when an aggrieved party will encourage or demand that they do so. And 
they explain when third parties will also allow or encourage them in this 
act, perhaps even praising it as the honorable thing to do. 'e structure is 
conducive to the pattern of social life itself, and that pattern is manifested 
in the behavior of various individuals. It might also be manifested in the 
actions of organizations. Organizations can file lawsuits and bring criminal 
charges, and so Black’s () theory of law predicts their behavior as well as 
that of individuals. A pure sociology of suicide can similarly apply to violent 
self- destruction by organizations. 'e conflict structure conducive to suicide 
might lead an organization to sacrifice one or more of its members—as 
when activist monks in Vietnam helped plan and orchestrate the suicide 
of 'ich Quang Duc, even tossing him matches when his gasoline- soaked 
lighter failed to ignite (Biggs ). Or it might lead to the destruction of 
the entire group in a mass suicide, such as when besieged rebels or religious 
cults slaughter one another when threatened with defeat or disbandment. 
Whether it involves organizations or individuals, the behavior of suicide 
obeys the same principles.

 
Because it uses a distinctive paradigm, my theory of moralistic suicide ex-
plains variation not addressed by previous theories, suggests new hypotheses 
in need of study, and points to new avenues for research. But the applicabil-
ity of pure sociology is not limited to the study of conflict, and neither are 
its possibilities for the study of suicide. As a general framework or strategy 
of explanation, pure sociology can be applied to any topic. And suicide, as 
we have seen, is a diverse category of behavior. Self- destruction arises from a 
variety of social contexts, and a theory of suicidal conflict does not necessar-
ily explain suicide due to bereavement or terminal illness. It is more useful 
for explaining suicidal social control than for explaining suicidal altruism. 
But while a theory of moralistic suicide is not a theory of all suicide, it sug-
gests ways in which one can apply pure sociology to explaining other types, 
forms, and varieties of suicide.

It might seem odd that self- execution and protest suicide occur in ap-
proximately the same social structure: protesting someone else and punish-
ing oneself are in some ways opposite things. But this pattern likely suggests 
both a deeper regularity and a useful heuristic. Black has proposed that social 
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life is isomorphic with its social field, meaning that different types of behav-
ior tend to converge in form when they occur in the same social struc-
ture (Black :; see also Campbell a:; Campbell and Manning 
:n). For instance, Black argues that the conditions that encourage 
people to handle conflict with negotiated compromise also encourage them 
to negotiate economic exchanges and marriage contracts (Black :). 
Likewise, building on the insights of Mark Cooney (), Bradley Camp-
bell (a) argues that the conditions that make moralism collective, uni-
lateral, and violent also make predation collective, unilateral, and violent. 
'is, he observes, is why perpetrators of genocide often loot and rape their 
victims while also going out of their way to make these hated enemies suf-
fer from torturous punishments. We might similarly expect that conditions 
conducive to reciprocity apply equally to reciprocal altruism and recipro-
cal moralism, with the parties exchanging gifts during peace and violence 
during conflict. Clearly, we must explain differences as well as similarities 
and so find aspects of social space that explain why we get conflict or mar-
riage, moralism or predation, altruism or vengeance. But still the principle 
of isomorphism provides a guide for extending structural theories of conflict 
management to other realms of social life and means that a theory of moral-
istic suicide can help us understand suicide of other kinds.

Consider, for instance, suicide in the context of funeral rituals. 'ere are 
many ways that mourners might express grief, loyalty, or reverence in the 
wake of someone else’s death, and some of these are suicidal. 'e custom 
of “following into death,” as historian Joerg Fisch (, ) calls it, has 
been found in many cultures across history and around the world. We can 
see it in ancient Rome, where at the funeral of the Emperor Otho several of 
his Praetorian guards carried his body to the funeral pyre and then stabbed 
themselves to death next to it, “not from feelings of remorse, or fear of being 
punished  .  .  . but out of pure love for their emperor, and in the hope of 
following his noble example. Similar suicides were later reported at other 
camps among soldiers of various ranks” (Rankin :–). Similarly, a 
British medical officer writing in  described the death of a widow in the 
Indian city of Baroda who had pledged to burn to death atop her husband’s 
funeral pyre:

'e poor widow walked steadily and unassisted to the place of her 
sufferings, and seemed in no way shaken from her steadfastness of 
purpose. . . . I took one quiet opportunity, unobserved by her people, 
to whisper in her hear, that if she felt any misgivings, my presence 
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would prevent it from being too late, even at the supposed last mo-
ment. But her look of reply was quite sufficient; she had not come 
without counting the cost. . . . I saw her last lying down, and embrac-
ing the corpse, and I heard her voice to the last, as if she had never 
changed her position; and I confidently believe she did not change it. 
(quoted in Fisch :–)
But of course not every death leads someone to voluntarily follow: even 

in societies where this sort of suicide is a socially sanctioned custom, it is 
far more likely in some cases than in others. Following death varies with its 
location and direction in social space. In fact, its structure looks familiar: it 
too is greater in upward directions, committed by social inferiors to display 
loyalty and reverence to their superiors. In Rome this took the form of sol-
diers, slaves, and servants killing themselves upon the death of their gener-
als, emperors, or masters (Van Hooff :). In premodern Japan, samurai 
retainers would follow their feudal lords into death (Seward :–). 
Imperial Chinese retainers were likewise expected to kill themselves after 
or in anticipation of the death of their lords, as were warriors in traditional 
Tamil society (Rankin ; Subrahmanian :). Wives in patriarchal 
settings might also be expected to follow their husbands, as was the case 
in traditional India: in some cases the death of a high- ranking polygynous 
king resulted in the mass suicide of multiple wives and concubines (Fisch 
:–; Subrahmanian ; 'akur :–,). Partly because it 
increases with the social elevation of the deceased, following death is gen-
erally greater at higher elevations, a practice of social elites and their im-
mediate households and retainers. Widow burning was thus rare among 
low- caste Indians, and in places like Fiji and New Britain only the wives 
of chiefs or “big men” follow their husbands into death (Fisch , ). 
But women are not invariably inferior to men, and in times and places where 
nonelite men marry elite women it may be the man who is expected to fol-
low his wife into death (Fisch :, ).

Institutionalized following death might be rare in the contemporary 
world, but this seemingly exotic practice surely has modern analogues. 
Specifying the social structure of following death might be the starting 
point for explaining modern suicide pacts, suicides due to bereavement or 
grief, or why some suicidal individuals aim to take children or other close 
dependents with them when they die.

We might approach other types of suicide in the same way. For instance, 
the elderly and infirm may turn to suicide to relieve potential caretakers of 
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their burden, or during times of food shortages some may take their own 
lives to leave more resources for others. In some cultures the practice is 
institutionalized, accepted, and may even be carried out with the full assis-
tance of one’s family (see, e.g., Leighton and Hughes ). 'is too might 
appear exotic to most contemporary readers, but it also has contemporary 
analogues in the suicide of elderly and disabled persons. As with suicidal 
moralism, we can approach the question of suicidal altruism by asking what 
fluctuations of social space spark altruistic acts, what social distances and di-
rections produce the greatest altruism, and in what structural configuration 
altruism is most likely to take the form of self- destruction. And here too 
the principle of isomorphism may give us a starting point, though there is 
clearly more work to be done.

Finally, remember that no one exists in a social vacuum, and neither does 
any act of suicide. Perhaps suicide in contemporary urban societies is in-
deed more self- focused than suicide in other times and places. Self- killers 
often express more concern with their own internal states than with their 
relationships to others, and it may be hard to classify their act as something 
directed at anyone but themselves. But the relationship to the self is variable 
too, and as Black argues, modern self- concern is the product of modern self- 
closeness (Black :). Self- closeness in turn is the product of distance 
from others, and the degree of this distance partly determines the probabil-
ity of rescue and patterns of lethality. Whatever the details, self- killing is an 
action that unfolds in a multidimensional social structure.

'e pure sociological approach to suicide suggests many new directions for 
research into both suicide and suicidal conflict. Mainstream sociology often 
focuses on individuals and their cultural identities; pure sociology reveals 
the importance of comparing situations and relationships (Black :). 
Ambitious studies by social scientists sometimes produce impressively large 
samples of people who might be compared with one another or tracked over 
time; pure sociology suggest the importance of creating samples of conflicts, 
divorces, funerals, and other instances of social life. Psychologists have put 
great effort into developing measures of mental characteristics like depres-
sion and hopelessness; pure sociology requires sociologists to develop more 
sophisticated measures of structural characteristics like relational closeness 
or overstratification.

Mainstream suicide research focuses on the suicidal individual, but pure 
sociology tells us that this individual is only part of the story. Conventional 
data sources will prove inadequate for the further development of this kind 
of theory. Official statistics tell us little about the events leading up to suicide 





Conclusion

or the way it is carried out; coroners’ records give us few details about the 
other parties involved or their relationship to the deceased. 'e pure sociol-
ogy of suicide requires enterprising researchers to find new ways to observe 
the phenomenon and suggests the new observations will be fruitful.

Finally, the pure sociology of suicide offers suggestions for those who 
wish to prevent suicide. It does not require us to deny the effects of brain 
chemistry or cognitive habits, the existence of genetic heritability or the 
efficacy of antidepressants. But it does remind us that they are not the only 
sources of variation in suicide, and for at least some subset of cases they 
are not the source that matters most. Preventing or reducing suicide thus 
goes beyond providing medical care or professional therapy. It can take the 
form of financial assistance or providing a place to stay, of taking someone’s 
side or mediating a dispute, of helping save face or avoid dependence. It 
can also involve trade- offs, reducing the risk for one pattern of suicide but 
increasing the risk for another. Exactly which strategies are best will vary 
across societies, social classes, and subcultures, depending on what patterns 
of suicide are involved. Like suicide itself, prevention must vary with the 
social structure in which it occurs.
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On Methodology

This book has a long history. It began with an effort to classify patterns of 
suicide described in the ethnographic and historical literature and then grew 
into a project that extended Blackian theories of social control to create a 
new theory of suicide. )e main goal of the project was to develop a the-
ory that specified when people were more likely to handle grievances with 
self- destruction. )at theory, with extension and revision, became the one 
advanced in this book.

On Developing !eory
Sociologists often lack consensus about the meaning of terms, and the word 
theory is no exception. It might refer to any abstract conception or typol-
ogy, it might refer to epistemological arguments about the nature and goals 
of sociology, or it might refer to paradigms or frameworks for developing 
theory. )e kind of theory I sought to develop was an explanation, one that 
tells us why some cases are handled differently than others. It was to be 
an explanation in the scientific sense of stating a quantitative relationship 
between suicide and other features of the social world. Such statements, 
variously called laws, principles, propositions, or hypotheses (depending on 
their level of generality and our confidence that they are true), are the core of 
any explanatory idea and what allow us to make testable predictions about 
how things will vary from one set of conditions to another (Braithwaite 
; Hempel ; Homans ). My goal, then, was a set of propositions 
that were general (could explain behavior in many times and places); simple 
(parsimonious); testable (able in principle to allow observation of patterns 
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opposite to what they would predict); and, I hoped, correct. (On these and 
other standards for judging theory, see Black .)

Despite often expressing reverence for theory, relatively few sociologists 
specialize in crafting such general explanations or make developing one 
the central goal of their work. )us theoretical methodology does not seem 
to get the same attention in the field as empirical methodology. Indeed, 
sometimes explanatory theory is not even recognized as such, and theoret-
ical arguments might be inappropriately judged by standards more suited 
to judging sample surveys. One can imagine contemporary peer reviewers 
haranguing Charles Darwin for cherry- picking the examples in his Origin 
of Species (as if one could take a representative sample of all life- forms, past, 
present, and future) or complaining of the lack of data in Einstein’s “On 
the Electrodynamics of Moving Bodies.” Any standard that excludes those 
great scientific achievements probably is not a useful standard to apply to 
theory overall.

One might even doubt if there can be a theoretical method, since as phi-
losopher of science Karl Popper ([] ) long ago observed, the logical 
induction of a theory is impossible (see also Black :; Hume [] 
; Popper :–). While we might continue to use the term in-
duction to refer to a process of developing theory, the conclusion of this 
process, the theory, never logically follows from the premises, the facts it 
explains. Scientific theories take the form of generalizations that necessarily 
go beyond the specific instances we have observed. In the classic formula-
tion, having observed many white swans does not logically imply that all 
swans are white. Perhaps less easily appreciated is that, for any set of facts 
we possess, there are potentially other explanations that would fit them just 
as well or better. Einstein’s theory of general relativity explained all the same 
phenomena as Newton’s theory of gravity—only it did so more precisely, 
and predicted new facts besides. )us a theory that many contemporaries 
thought effectively proven true was supplanted by one that was truer still. 
And wise observers, including Einstein himself, admitted the possibility of 
his new theory being supplanted in turn. Reality does not tell us how to 
explain it, and there is no mechanical way to add up the facts to produce 
the correct theory. Explanation requires creativity and always involves some 
speculative leap. No method unburdens the theorist from having ideas, de-
ciding which are most promising, and taking a risk by proposing them to 
others for criticism and empirical test.

Yet the observations the theorist makes on his or her way to develop-
ing the theory surely have some impact. If one has never learned anything 





On Methodology

about a phenomenon, the odds of creating an accurate explanation of it 
would seem low. Popper (:–) suggested the psychological process 
of theory development was something like the scientific method writ small, 
as the mind continually tests and revises expectations—from unconscious 
hunches up through intensely thought- out ideas—by comparing them to 
observations. Whatever the details, those who study scientific creativity note 
the importance of an incubation or saturation period where the thinker fa-
miliarizes himself or herself with his or her field of study and the problems 
he or she will eventually solve (e.g., Gardner ; Simonton ; Stephan 
and Levin ).

But there may be such a thing as too much familiarity. In his sociological 
theory of scienticity, Black () proposes that the most scientific ideas—
those that have the greatest testability, validity, generality, simplicity, and 
originality—tend to occur when source and subject are neither too socially 
close nor too socially distant. In the social sciences, where we study the 
behavior of fellow humans, being too close is the more common problem. 
)ose who focus exclusively on subjects that are relationally and culturally 
close—their own social identity and activities, their own society or segment 
of society—tend to have ideas that are narrow rather than general, complex 
rather than simple, and untestable rather than testable. Even when work is 
empirical rather than ideological, it often lacks generality and explanatory 
power. Very close subjects repel scientific theory. One can counteract this 
scientific handicap by observing more distant subjects, such as the behavior 
of people in past and foreign societies (Black :, –).

Attention to past and foreign societies—and to the wealth of informa-
tion gathered by anthropologists and historians—has another benefit. It al-
lows us to see how behavior varies across the widest possible variety of social 
conditions. Tribal societies can show us levels of solidarity and homogeneity 
completely absent in the modern world, while ancient civilizations expose us 
to degrees of social stratification that citizens of a modern democracy find 
almost inconceivable. We can see the full range of variation in the variables 
of interest, and by comparing extremes we can see empirical relationships 
thrown into sharp relief (Black :). For a nonexperimental science 
that relies mostly on observations of naturally occurring behavior, this is 
extremely valuable.

)e sources of information that will prove most useful will also depend in 
part on one’s strategy of explanation. )e strategy I adopted was Black’s pure 
sociology, and this paradigm directs our attention to the behavior itself and 
to the particular constellation of circumstances and relationships in which it 
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occurs. Using this strategy, the most useful information one can find is de-
scriptions of actual suicide cases, including descriptions of the events lead-
ing up to suicide, the way in which it was carried out, and the relationships 
between everyone involved. Here is another benefit of the ethnographic lit-
erature. While the official statistics produced by modern states have their 
uses, they are often blind to what suicide looks like at the level of the indi-
vidual case. )e kinds of “up close” accounts found in many ethnographic 
and historical documents are much more relevant to my theoretical aims.

!e Ethnographic Literature
Developing this sort of theory required reading as widely as possible about 
variation in suicide, with a preference for sources that gave insights into the 
social structure of the case and for those that showed how suicide varied 
across a range of social conditions. If one wants to call this a sampling strat-
egy, one can call it theoretical sampling. )ough it would be just as accurate 
to say I read all I could find, beginning with searches of common scholarly 
databases (e.g., JSTOR) and the entire suicide sections of the University of 
Virginia and West Virginia University libraries.

I also made extensive use of the electronic Humans Relations Area Files 
(eHRAF), a database containing a vast number of ethnographic documents 
that are all indexed and searchable at the paragraph level. At the time I 
began my project it covered about  human cultures; since then, with the 
addition of new sources (digitized from microfiche files), it covers over . 
All material in the eHRAF is coded, at the paragraph level, into subject 
categories developed by anthropologist George Murdock (). I initially 
limited myself to the search results for code , “suicide,” used for any dis-
cussion of the incidence and justifications of, motives and methods for, and 
attitudes regarding suicide. )is method produced hundreds of matches 
for hundreds of the listed cultures. I selected the societies that produced 
the most detailed results (five paragraphs of information or more) and that 
addressed conflict as a reason for suicide, and then I used the database to 
locate additional sources (e.g., general ethnographies) that would allow me 
learn more about such aspects of the societies as their patterns of marriage 
and residence, parent- child relationships, dimensions of social inequality, 
and the like. In the years since, I have continued to consult the eHRAF 
(to which new documents are continually added) using search terms (e.g., 
“marriage and suicide” or “infidelity and suicide”) relevant to particular the-
oretical problems I was working on. )e eHRAF is perhaps the most valu-
able store of information on human behavior in all the social sciences, even 
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if the nature of ethnographic sources make it difficult to produce precise 
quantitative measures for statistical hypothesis testing (for attempts to do 
this with the topic of suicide, see, e.g., Krauss and Krauss ; Masumura 
; Naroll ; Palmer , ).

Coroners’ Records
Another useful source for observing individual cases of suicide, particularly 
in modern societies, are the records of coroners and medical examiners. A 
coroner (or, depending on the jurisdiction, a medical examiner) is a state 
official charged with investigating cases of violent or mysterious death. )e 
qualifications, authority, and practices of such officials vary across jurisdic-
tions, but all rely on some combination of forensic evidence and testimony 
by informants to establish both the cause of death (such as asphyxiation or 
gunshot wound) and the mode of death (such as accident, homicide, or sui-
cide). Such decisions may be made entirely by the officials or may take the 
form of an inquest in which a jury of citizens is asked to judge the evidence 
and reach a verdict. Either way, the investigation will usually generate so-
ciologically relevant evidence, including case descriptions and suicide notes.

Several previous sociological works on suicide have made use of such 
records to describe patterns of suicide and characteristics of self- killers (see 
Cavan ; Fincham et al. ; Hassan ; Holmes and Holmes ; 
Maris , ). Coroners’ investigations from past centuries are also a 
major primary source for historians of suicide (e.g., Bailey ; MacDonald 
and Murphy ). But few of these previous efforts gave much attention to 
the role of conflict, and none focused on social distance, inequality, or other 
purely sociological variables. I thus conducted my own study of coroners’ 
files as part of my inquiry into suicide

After sounding out officials in several jurisdictions, I was granted access 
by Ronald Holmes, a suicide researcher who was then chief coroner of Lou-
isville, Kentucky (see, e.g., Holmes and Holmes ). His office employed 
seven deputy coroners—mostly former homicide detectives—and had juris-
diction over the city and surrounding county, including suburban and rural 
areas. I conducted my research there in .

At the office I had access to records from  to , organized in file 
folders by date and name of the deceased. )e folders contained such doc-
uments as the coroner’s investigative report, reports of homicide detectives, 
scene photos, copies of suicide notes, and newspaper clippings. Due to the 
vagaries of record keeping I could not get access to recent records prior 
to , but I could find records from the s and early s stored at 
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the city archives. )ese older files tended to lack a separate coroner’s report 
but usually contained police homicide reports and, when applicable, suicide 
notes. For a few cases, both modern and historical, I was able to find supple-
mentary information by searching newspaper archives.

To assess the causes of suicide in general and get an idea how much 
suicide was due to conflict, I started by taking a sample of all consecutive 
suicides from  to  and, from the town archives, from  to . 
Due to time constraints I could not record information on all the remaining 
cases, so I limited myself to those in which the reports or suicide notes in-
dicated that an argument, interpersonal problem such as a breakup, or legal 
dispute contributed to the suicide, including all cases in which the deceased 
expressed complaints in a suicide note. I also included cases of homicide- 
suicide. )e result was that after reading over a thousand suicide cases, I 
recorded information on  cases,  of them apparently precipitated by 
some kind of conflict.

)e quantity and quality of information varied from case to case. Some 
case summaries were very terse; for example, one stated only that “the dece-
dent shot herself in the mouth in front of her boyfriend after they had a 
domestic altercation.” Others were several paragraphs long and delved into 
the decedent’s social history and present circumstances. Only about  per-
cent of victims left any note at all, something consistent with other studies 
of suicide notes (see Sanger and Veach ), and notes ranged in length 
from a few words to lengthy diaries and manifestos. Most files contained 
at least some information on what seemed to precipitate the suicide—ill 
health, family conflict, job loss, etc.—though for a few cases this was im-
possible to determine. Any numerical comparisons made in the text of this 
book exclude cases where the relevant information was missing, and so the 
reported total of cases varies accordingly.

A Note on Validity
Ever since sociologist Jack Douglas () advocated skepticism of official 
suicide rates, sociologists have recognized the possibility that some bias in 
the way suicides are investigated, classified, or recorded might lower the 
accuracy of official records and the statistics calculated based on them. One 
potential source of bias is the fact that suicide has historically been a source 
of stigma in Western society and that suicidal deaths can potentially be 
more emotionally difficult for loved ones than, say, accidental deaths. So-
ciologists have studied the investigation of suicide and report that in cases 
where it is ambiguous whether death was intentional or accidental, officials 
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tend to err on the side of classifying it as an accident (see generally Atkinson 
; Timmermans ). )e coroners I spoke with similarly professed that 
they followed a “” rule, not classifying something like a drug overdose 
as suicide unless they had some positive evidence that the latter was more 
likely than the former (such as reports that the deceased had expressed sui-
cidal intent recently, or, for prescription drugs, if the dosage taken far ex-
ceeded the therapeutic dose). Surely at least some cases of suicide are thus 
misclassified as accidents.

Still, there is little reason to think the errors are of sufficient magnitude 
and in the proper direction to invalidate commonly observed patterns of 
suicide. Recall that for some comparisons, such as divorce or employment 
status, rates for one group are double those of another—it would require 
an implausibly large population of misclassified suicides, nearly all of them 
for married and employed people, to erase this pattern. We also have em-
pirical evidence on the accuracy of coroners’ determinations in the form 
of sociological researchers who second- guess coroners by applying a more 
liberal standard to classifying cases as suicide rather than accident and find 
that the extra cases do not substantially change rates and patterns of suicide 
(see, e.g., Sainsbury and Jenkins ). )ough critics might like to repeat 
the memorable anecdote of the Irish coroner who would never classify any 
death as suicide—“the gun accidentally went off while he was cleaning the 
barrel with his tongue”—there is little reason to think that most modern 
investigators are so biased or that their observations are fundamentally in-
accurate. Rather, the main shortcoming of coroners’ files as a data source for 
pure sociology is the lack of detail about important sociological variables. 
)e records are mostly valid, but frustratingly incomplete.
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 
On Suicide and Social Contagion

Readers familiar with the sociology of suicide might see a major lacuna in 
this book’s discussion of social ties (chapter ): the possibility that suicide 
can diffuse across networks through a process of social contagion.

People learn from one another, adopting technologies, techniques, and 
ideas from their fellows. +us behaviors, including ways of dressing, ways 
of making a living, and beliefs about the nature of reality, can spread from 
one person or group to another. Social scientists study this phenomenon 
under a variety of names, including social contagion, the diffusion of in-
novations, social learning, socialization, and acculturation (Henrich ; 
Rogers ; Sorokin ). And they do so by examining the adoption and 
spread of many different things—rumors, technologies, religions, drug use, 
and even suicide.

Writing even before Durkheim’s famous study, French sociologist Ga-
briel Tarde (; see also Abrutyn and Mueller b) proposed that sui-
cide could be spread by “imitation”: having observed someone else engage in 
this behavior increases the odds that the observer will engage in it as well. 
People follow the example set by their fellows, and knowing other people 
who handled their problems with suicide makes it more likely that someone 
will also adopt this solution. +us suicide can diffuse through social ties.

Researchers since have continued to explore this possibility and have 
used social contagion to explain why suicide sometimes clusters in time and 
place. Some studies indeed find that having a friend or acquaintance at-
tempt suicide increases one’s likelihood of attempting suicide in the future 
(e.g., Bearman and Moody ; Abrutyn and Mueller a; Mueller and 
Abrutyn ). Others find that being exposed to other people’s suicide via 
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news media also has an effect, such that news coverage about the suicide of 
a celebrity leads to a spike in suicide rates in the region exposed to the cov-
erage (Phillips ; Gould ; Stack a, ). Even specific patterns 
of suicide, like the use of self- burning for political protest, appear to diffuse 
across populations, as an initial use of the tactic inspires protestors in similar 
situations to adopt it (e.g., Biggs , ).

If suicide can spread by social contagion, then it is not alone: social in-
fluence can encourage the adoption of any behavior. And here is the main 
reason for not addressing social contagion in my chapter on suicide and 
relationships: the topic is properly understood as falling under the study of 
diffusion rather than the study of either suicide or of conflict. When we ask 
what makes people more likely to adopt the ideas and behaviors of others, 
we are studying the behavior of diffusion. And like any other form of social 
life, diffusion varies with its location and direction in social space.

For instance, Tarde proposed that that social influence was greater among 
those who were less distant from one another, with “distance” being “un-
derstood here in its sociological meaning” to include “numerous and daily 
relations” (Tarde :). We might quibble over exactly what he meant, 
but his conception of social distance can be easily translated into Blackian 
terms: diffusion varies inversely with relational distance. People are more likely 
to adopt the behaviors of intimates than of acquaintances and of acquain-
tances than of strangers. +e more intimate people and groups become, the 
more likely they are to adopt one another’s characteristics, becoming more 
similar in culture and behavior. Relational closeness facilitates cultural and 
functional closeness. +is goes for everything from adopting new styles of 
clothing or modes of entertainment to joining social movements. For exam-
ple, “By far the strongest predictor of going to Mississippi [to participate in 
the  Freedom Summer civil rights project] was having strong network 
relationships with other participants or with a Freedom Summer activist. 
Having a close friend who withdrew from the project influenced others to 
withdraw” (Rogers :). People are more likely to adopt a new religion 
to the extent they form close ties with its adherents, while having fewer or 
weaker ties to those with competing beliefs (Loftland and Stark ; Hein-
rich ; Stark and Bainbridge ; Kox, Meetus, and Hart ). Crimi-
nological theorists note that a similar pattern governs the use of recreational 
drugs or participation in violent crime (Akers et al. ; Bandura ). 
And in his theory of the success of ideas, Black (:) proposes that 
ideas from closer sources are more likely to be treated as true and important, 
something that usually involves adopting and repeating them.
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Tarde also recognized the importance of inequality: imitation of social 
superiors is greater than imitation of social inferiors (Tarde :–). 
+ough a superior and inferior might both adopt some of one another’s 
characteristics, Tarde argued, the inferior would generally adopt more and 
the superior less. Modern techniques of observation allow us to see this 
relationship playing out at the level of individual interactions. As evolution-
ary biologist Joseph Henrich writes, “Subordinates unconsciously mimic 
prestigious individuals more than vice versa. . . . One study of vocal mim-
icry involved CNN’s longtime talk- show host Larry King. . . . As expected, 
when Larry was interviewing someone perceived to be highly prestigious, 
Larry shifted his vocal frequencies to match his guest’s patterns. However, 
when he was interviewing those perceived to be of lower status than Larry 
himself, it was the guests who automatically and unconsciously shifted to 
match Larry’s frequency” (Henrich :, citing Gregory and Webster 
). We can see similar patterns play out on larger scales, as fashion, lan-
guage, technology, and ideology are more likely to diffuse from upper class 
to lower class, from the capital to the hinterlands (Sorokin :–; 
Tarde :–). As Black proposes, the ideas of social superiors are 
taken more seriously—something that aides their spread (Black :–
; Black :). To restate Tarde’s theory in Blackian terms: downward 
diffusion is greater than upward diffusion.

We can see the impact of both closeness and superiority in the diffusion 
of suicide. For instance, several have pointed to the influence of celebrity 
suicide, and celebrities combine closeness with superiority: they are wealthy 
and prestigious, and their fans develop a kind of one- sided closeness to them 
through frequent exposure to their activities and the details of their personal 
and professional lives. +eir behavior is thus influential: for instance, when 
famed South Korean actress Choi Jin- sil—popularly known as “the nation’s 
actress”—killed herself in , it was followed by a month- long  percent 
increase in the nation’s suicide rate (Harden ).

But note that a theory of diffusion is not a theory of suicide as such. 
Diffusion is no more or less relevant to explaining suicide than it is to ex-
plaining any other action that people might imitate. What it does not do 
is specify a set of social conditions that make people more likely to adopt 
suicide rather than the myriad other potential reactions they have also seen 
modeled by their fellows. Someone with a grievance might be more likely 
to handle it by burning themselves in protest if they are aware of previous 
cases—after all, innovation is rare and adopting a known technique is more 
likely than independently inventing it. But they are not likely to do so in 
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reaction to every grievance they have. If, as Michael Biggs (, ) ar-
gues, the highly publicized self- burning of +ich Quang Duc in Vietnam 
was crucial in introducing this practice to various people around the globe 
and providing them with a model to imitate, we still need to explain why 
they imitate this example rather than some others and adopt it for some 
conflicts but not others. +e answer is the same thing that explains why the 
innovation occurred in the first place: a conflict structure conducive to self- 
destruction. +e same structural features encourage both the independent 
invention of a form of social control and its adoption if it is introduced from 
elsewhere. +ey provide the social habitat in which the behavior is likely to 
arise and also likely to thrive when introduced. +e behavior of diffusion has 
some influence at the margins, but the social geometry of suicide is a topic 
of its own.
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
. Before going to his death he uttered the famous final words: “I am just going 

outside and may be some time” (Wikipedia e).

.   
. In one national sample of  US attempters, “nearly half reported that their 

attempt was a ‘cry for help’;  reported that they intended to die but knew the 
method was not foolproof; . reported that they intended to die and were saved 
only due to luck” (Mościcki :).

. One might argue that widespread belief in an afterlife means that few adults 
accept the finality of death. Even without concrete ideas about an afterlife, nonex-
istence may be hard for many to grasp, and in my research I have seen a few suicide 
notes that included some variant of “I will miss you.”

.  :us, unless otherwise specified, I use the term “suicide” to refer to both fatal 
suicides and nonfatal attempts. Note, though, that suicide attempts can range in 
lethality from “serious” attempts that carry a high risk of death to those that carry 
almost no actual threat of death, only the superficial appearance of trying to kill one-
self. Some scholars prefer to distinguish the latter with terms such as “parasuicide” 
or “suicidal gestures” (see, e.g., Kreitman ; compare Taylor :–). Other 
kinds of self- inflicted violence have even lower lethality, and scholars use terms like 
“self- harm,” “self- injury,” and “self- mutilation” to refer to behaviors such as shallow 
skin- cutting, hair plucking, self- biting, and other mild forms of violence people in-
flict on themselves (see, e.g., Levenkron ).

. One unusual case of public suicide occurred in Florida in , when news 
reporter Christine Chubbuck fatally shot herself in the head on camera during a 
live news broadcast after announcing to viewers that “in keeping with Channel ’s 
policy of bringing you the latest in ‘blood and guts,’ and in living color, you are going 
to see another first—attempted suicide” (Pelisek ).
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. :is definition of conflict differs from the way the term is used when discuss-
ing neo- Marxian “conflict theory” in the field of sociology. In the latter usage, conflict 
refers to opposing interests that inhere in social life, such as the opposing economic 
interests of business owners (who benefit from cheaper labor) and their employees 
(who benefit from higher wages). Also note that Black’s (:xiii) definition of con-
flict does not require the grievance be contested: if one friend complains of another’s 
being late to an engagement and the late friend immediately apologizes and no 
further action is taken, it still counts as a conflict. It would even count as a conflict 
if the offended friend did not complain directly to the offender but instead gossiped 
to a third friend. It is the grievance that makes the conflict.

. :e conceptual strategy used here is not usually seen in the empirical literature 
on suicide, but neither is it unique. Several theorists of suicide, such as Jean Baechler, 
Jack Douglas, Steven Taylor, and Ronald Maris, have recognized the diversity of sui-
cidal behavior and have sought to classify suicide into different types based on some 
underlying kind of social behavior of which the suicidal act is but one self- destructive 
example. Jean Baechler () recognizes a distinction between suicides that are a 
matter of escape (including escape from an enemy as well as from suffering in gen-
eral), those that are a matter of aggression (including vengeance and appeal), “oblative 
suicides” that can involve sacrificing one’s life for a higher value or seeking to attain a 
higher state of being, and “ludic suicides” that involve risking death to prove oneself 
to others (Baechler :–). Jack Douglas argues that there are four distinct pat-
terns of suicide, each with its own “social meaning”: suicides meant to be an escape 
into the afterlife, suicides meant to transform others’ views of the victim (including 
displays of sincerity or atonement for wrongdoing), suicide to attract sympathy from 
others, and suicides meant to get revenge on others (Douglas :–). Steven 
Taylor distinguishes suicides based on whether they are primarily a self- imposed or-
deal, a submissive seeking of death, or an appeal to other parties (Taylor :–). 
And in his study of attempted and completed suicide, Ronald Maris () proposes 
that most suicidal behavior can be divided into four categories: escape from unpleas-
ant situations, aggression against others, changing or sacrificing the self for some 
higher purpose, and risking life in order to improve it (Maris :). :ese dif-
ferent conceptual schemes overlap in various ways, both with each other and with 
the categories employed in this book. For instance, all of these authors recognize 
categories of suicide that would fit into the concept of social control, such as suicides 
for vengeance, appeal, aggression, and atonement.

. In feudal Japan, one of the earliest recorded instances of seppuku—suicide by 
disembowelment—was that of Minamoto- noTametomo following his defeat in the 
Hogen War in : “Since death was slow in coming, he hastened its advent, before 
the enemy could catch and abuse him, by cutting into the nerve centers of the spinal 
column” (Seward :). :ough disembowelment with a sword would eventually 
become a ritualized practice employed as a means of atonement, execution, protest, 
and honoring the dead, this early case appears to be an impulsive act of escape.
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. :is and other cases reported in this book come from my study of the coro-
ners’ records of Louisville, Kentucky. Details of this study are reported in “Appendix 
A: On Methodology” (see also Manning a).

. Protest suicide may also occur alongside less lethal but still self- destructive tac-
tics, such as acts of self- mutilation (Baumgartner ). During one protest by Viet-
namese Buddhists during the s, a monk cut off part of his finger before a crowd, 
while in another a monk roasted his own finger over a candle flame (Biggs :). 
Similarly, in , twenty men from a South Korean nationalist group cut off their 
fingers to protest a visit by the Japanese prime minister to the controversial Yasukune 
shrine, said to house the spirits of Japanese soldiers who committed war crimes against 
Korea during World War II (Telegraph ). Fasts or hunger strikes, in which protes-
tors refuse to consume food until their demands are met, are also typically nonlethal 
but can be carried to the point of being suicidal. Indeed, fasting might be unique in 
that it allows the protestors to continuously escalate their degree of self- destruction 
over a long period of time and so halt at the lowest level of lethality that will sway 
opponents and bystanders. Hunger strikes were famously used by Mohandas Gandhi 
and his supporters in their conflicts with the British Empire and have been commonly 
used (often with massive participation) in contemporary Israel (Waismel- Manor ; 
Silke ). An example of a fatal hunger strike is that of ten Irish Republican prison-
ers who starved to death in  while protesting the British government’s decision to 
treat Northern Irish militants as criminals rather than combatants (Lewis :–).

. :e term “Maroon” refers broadly to several different ethnic groups de-
scended from escaped slaves that share similar patterns of culture and social struc-
ture. :ese groups include the Paramaka (or Paramacca), the Aluku, the Ndyuka (or 
Djuka), and the Saramaka (Price, Price, and Skoggard ).

. :e Aguaruna are one of several subgroups of the Jívaro people. Other sub-
groups include the Shuar and Achuara (Beierle ).

. One relevant statute read: “Whoever on account of a dispute intimidates or 
exerts pressure upon another person and causes his death shall be punished by  
strokes of the heavy bamboo. . . . Whoever applies intimidation or pressure to a per-
son in connection with fornication or theft and causes a person’s death shall be be-
headed” (Meijer :). Depending on the circumstances, cases could also result 
in banishment or strangulation. Note that the punishment for causing suicide varies 
according to the status of the offender in the way predicted by Black’s (:–) 
theory of law: “When the family relationships are involved punishments increase 
when the offender is a junior member and decrease when he is senior” (Meijer 
:; see also Tucker ).

. Baechler distinguishes such acts of “private vengeance” from “public ven-
geance” involving social sanctions (Baechler :–).

. :at this is so is likely an important clue about the behavior of liability—a 
condition of being held accountable for misfortune or wrongdoing (Black :–
; see also chapter ).
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. In some cases, self- killers might go out of their way to have others discover 
their bodies simply because they are concerned about allowing their body to be 
found and buried in a timely manner. For this reason people who live alone some-
times invite over an acquaintance shortly before dispatching themselves.

. Black (b:) coined the term moralistic violence to refer to the larger cat-
egory of violent social control. Moralistic suicide is one type of moralistic violence.

. Compared to older people, younger people—especially adolescents—are more 
likely to commit nonfatal attempts. If youth suicide is both more likely due to conflict 
and more often nonfatal, it may be because moralistic suicides—at least in the mod-
ern Western context—tend to have lower lethality. Lower levels of lethality would 
seem to indicate that moralistic suicide among youth is more often a matter of inter-
personal protest or appeal. We might also suspect the same is true of US women, who 
are far more likely than US men to survive their suicide attempts (Mościcki ). 
But note that these patterns are not universal, and in some societies I will consider in 
this book female and youth suicide has much higher average lethality.

. Sociologist Alan V. Horwitz and psychiatrist Alan Wakefield () argue 
that there has been a tendency among practitioners and the public to stretch the 
original clinical definition of depression to what was once considered ordinary grief 
or sadness, and they view this as part of a larger trend to medicalizing personal and 
social problems. Similarly, psychologist Nick Haslam () argues that concepts 
related to harm and dysfunction—such as depression, abuse, and trauma—have un-
dergone a process of inflation over the years, such that they now cover a much wider 
range of behavior, including those that are much less extreme (see also Campbell 
and Manning :–).

. In the words of psychiatrist Scott Alexander (), “:e problem with de-
pression research isn’t that we don’t have any leads on what causes depression. It’s 
that we have so many leads on what causes depression that we don’t know what to 
do with all of them.”

. Note that most suicide victims in the United States use firearms and that 
shooting oneself in the head usually leads to an instant death. It is not clear why 
building up a tolerance to physical pain would be relevant to this common method 
of suicide.

. Some claim that nearly all who kill themselves suffer from a mental disorder. 
For instance, the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention () reports that 
“ of people who die by suicide have a potentially treatable mental disorder,” 
most commonly “major depression” and other “mood disorders.” Such claims seem 
to rely on an expansive definition of “depression” or “disorder” that includes what 
might otherwise be considered “normal” sadness over stressful life events, such as the 
death of a loved one or painful physical illness (Haslam ; Horwitz and Wake-
field ). It also stems from a tendency to medicalize any and all deviant behaviors 
associated with self- destruction, such as heavy use of alcohol, frequent displays of 
anger, or a tendency to seek attention from others.
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. Suicide rates in the contemporary world also vary dramatically from one 
country to another. For example, in  the US rate was ., the South Korean rate 
was ., and the Italian rate was . (World Health Organization ).

. Black’s terminology might seem strange and confusing, but it has an ana-
logue in contemporary physics, where space and time are considered part of a single 
construct known as space- time. All time is measured by some change in physical 
position—such as the motion of a clock’s hands—and when time speeds up or slows 
down (something predicted by Einstein’s theory of general relativity and confirmed 
by experiments), it means that physical changes happen more or less quickly (rela-
tive to some other frame of reference). Hence the notion that time is change, and 
Black’s conception of social change as social time (Black :).

.   
. Education is an example of cultural status, determined by the quantity of cul-

ture one possesses (Black :–). :is is the type of status that makes experts 
superior to nonexperts and those with extensive knowledge superior to those with 
limited knowledge. In contemporary societies it is often measured with educational 
credentials, but we can also observe it in times and places without formal education 
systems. In tribal societies it is a form of status possessed by shamans and other 
ritual specialists and accounts for much of the deference given to elders in general. 
Organization is the capacity for collective action, and varies with a group’s size, di-
vision of labor, and degree of centralized leadership (Black :). It is the type of 
status that gives a gang an advantage over a lone individual and a disciplined army 
and advantage over a disorderly mob. Conventionality is the frequency of a cultural 
characteristic, such as a religion, language, or ethnic identity (Black :–). It is 
the form of status that gives majorities an advantage over minorities.

. American blacks are, on average, lower on numerous dimensions of social sta-
tus. For instance, the average white family has a net worth several times greater than 
the average black family (see, e.g., Conley ). :ere are corresponding aggregate 
differences in education. Blacks Americans are more likely to have criminal records 
(and thus lower respectability) and, as minorities, have lower conventionality as well. 
Racial differences in status were greater earlier in history, particularly in the US 
South. During the era of Jim Crow laws, blacks were expected to defer to whites, 
producing a strict caste system in which nearly all blacks were hierarchically inferior 
to nearly all whites. :e high prevalence of beliefs about black moral inferiority also 
meant much lower respectability, even for those with good reputations as individ-
uals. Indeed, viewed in terms of Blackian theory, much of what is called “racism” is 
social control marked by collective liability that treats all members of a social category 
as deviant (Black :xv–xvi, ).

. Suicide data can describe the properties of a collectivity (such as the suicide 
rate of a nation) or of individuals (such as the characteristics of people who commit 
suicide). In methodological terms, collectivities and individuals are different units 
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of analysis, and the strongest arguments draw on evidence from the same unit of 
analysis as their conclusion. For instance, the strongest evidence that poverty makes 
individuals likely to kill themselves would be data telling us that poor individuals 
have higher suicide rates than do rich individuals. While data showing that poor 
countries have higher suicide rates does count as evidence for the effect of poverty 
on which individuals kill themselves—in that it is something we would expect to 
be the case if poverty did have that effect—it is weaker evidence because we do 
not know for certain who within the poor country is committing suicide. It is thus 
possible that wealthy people are more prone to suicide and that this difference is 
even greater in poor countries where wealthy people are rarer, but where their sui-
cides are frequent enough to raise the national rate. If this were the case and we 
firmly concluded otherwise, we would be making an error that sociologists refer to 
as the ecological fallacy, which refers to incorrect conclusions about individuals based 
on data drawn from collectivities. :ere is also an opposite error, sometimes called 
the part- to- whole fallacy, where incorrect conclusions about collectivities are drawn 
from data on individuals.

. Note that the loss of a job is more than a reduction in social status. It is also 
the loss of a source of social involvement and connections and thus a reduction in 
social integration. In chapter  we will consider the importance of social integration 
in preventing suicide and the role of lost relationships in causing it.

. Notably, these were highly paid and skilled workers who experienced a high 
degree of downward mobility when they lost their jobs. Low- wage, unskilled textile 
workers, who regularly experienced seasonal unemployment, were less likely to kill 
themselves because of it (Watt :–).

. Sexual attractiveness is another physical resource that declines with age. :us 
one American woman, described as “brazen about her beauty,” killed herself because 
“at  . . . she felt she was going downhill” (Breed :).

. To the extent physical pain is the main cause of suicide, effective painkillers 
may reduce the probability of it. For example, among the Vaqueiro pastoralists of 
Spain, suicide due to illness declined after the introduction of morphine (Cátedra 
:–). According to one informant, “Before many people hanged themselves 
because those who had cancer had to suffer pain like fire; there wasn’t any alterna-
tive. Now they give you morphine and you have no more pain” (quoted in Cátedra 
:). But to the extent that illness is also a social loss, painkillers will not totally 
eliminate the association between illness and suicide. :ey can even provide those 
with debilitating illnesses an effective and efficient means of killing themselves and 
thus increase the risk of suicide.

. :e authors of the cited research explain their findings with a selection effect: 
in times of high employment, those who remain unemployed are probably a more 
strongly selected population and thus more likely to have conditions (such as mental 
illness or physical disability) that simultaneously prevent them from getting jobs 
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and make them more likely to commit suicide. More research is necessary to test 
whether the selection hypothesis or the overstratification hypothesis explains the 
pattern. Given that the two hypotheses are not mutually exclusive, it is also possible 
that both selection and overstratification effects exist and contribute to the pattern.

. Summarizing the literature on sex relations in the New Guinea Highlands, 
anthropologist Marilyn G. Gelber () concludes that relations between the sexes 
in this region are not merely unequal but positively antagonistic.

. Mount Hagen is an administrative district in the Central Highlands that 
contains a mixture of linguistic groups (Strathern :–).

. Marriages in this society are contracts between families in which the husband 
pays a sizable “bride- price” to his bride’s kin group. Divorce requires the return of 
the bride- price to the husband’s family. Many families are therefore reluctant to 
accept their daughter’s return, which would mean the loss of a substantial amount 
of wealth.

. :e main exception is women of unusually high status, such as the first- born 
daughters of community leaders (Big Men), who are more assertive and aggressive 
than other women (Counts :).

. Some of the cases reflected in these statistics may actually be homicides—so- 
called “honor killings” and “dowry deaths”—disguised as suicides (Aliverdinia and 
Pridemore :). But such killings are typically disguised as accidents, which are 
even less eye- raising than a suicide.

. It is not always women who find themselves in the position of being a low- 
status outsider within a new marital family. Among the Bison Horn Maria, a tribal 
people of India, the position is sometimes reversed. Young men who wish to marry 
a woman sometimes perform “bride service” for a period of time during which they 
live near and labor under the authority of their future in- laws. Such men—known 
as Lamhadas—often come into conflict with their in- laws, and these conflicts can 
lead them to suicide. For example: “Akali Modi had served three years for his wife, 
to whom he was married four months before his death. As is often the case he was 
continuing to serve his father- in- law until the payment of the bride- price was com-
pleted. On the night before his suicide, two cows broke their tethering cords and 
damaged the crops. On such occasions it is almost routine to blame the Lamhada, 
and the father- in- law doubtless bewailed his mistake in giving his daughter to such 
a fool and made offensive remarks about the boy’s mother. Modi, who is said to 
have been a sensitive, quick- tempered youth, waited till the rest of the family went 
into the fields and then hanged himself from a tree outside of the village” (Elwin 
:).

. :ough we can characterize these relationships as patriarchal—the new bride 
is subordinate to the patrilineage—it is not necessarily the relationship between 
husband and wife that is the main locus of conflict. As we shall see in chapter , 
the relationship between daughter- in- law and mother- in- law was often the main 
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fault line, and the husband’s role in precipitating suicide was often more a matter of 
indifference than abuse.

. Based on his fieldwork in norther China, anthropologist Wu Fei () 
argues that family complexity leads to a higher level of family conflict in rural 
areas and that this plays a bigger role in causing suicide than inequality as such. 
Indeed, some informants attribute elevated rates of family conflict and suicide to 
the fact that age and sex hierarchies are less stable than in the past, meaning that 
attempts by parents and husbands to exercise dominance are more likely to cause 
serious conflict. :is is consistent with Black’s (:) theory that overstratifi-
cation causes more severe conflict in relationships that are less stratified. It also 
suggests that the total volume of moralistic suicide is not necessarily greatest where 
inequality is greatest, as the total volume depends both on the rate and severity of 
conflict as well as the likelihood that a given conflict will be handled with suicide 
rather than some other means.

. Mataco society is ambilineal, meaning an individual can choose to affiliate 
with either his or her father’s or mother’s kin group, and in cases of divorce due to 
infidelity or abuse custody of both children and living quarters go to the injured 
party (Alvarsson :).

. :e Iroquois are sometimes described as a “matriarchy” because of their 
matrilineal clans and the prominent role that female clan elders played in tribal 
politics. :e term probably exaggerates the dominance of women in day- to- day life, 
but it is true that women’s standing was higher among these people than in many 
other premodern societies.

. Note that the Iroquois were actually a confederacy of six nations—the 
Cayuga, Mohawk, Odondaga, Oneida, Seneca, and Tuscarora—and that while 
all were culturally similar, in traditional times there was some variation in social 
organization from nation to nation. For example, matrilocality was more typical 
of the Mohawk than of the Seneca (Randle ; see also Noon :). And 
of course patterns of social organization changed over time due to the influence 
of European- American civilization. For instance, between the colonial period and 
contemporary times, residence in communal longhouses increasingly gave way to 
residence in nuclear households.

. Despite cultural change, these patterns persisted into the twentieth century 
(Fenton ).

. Also notable is that the women most vulnerable to suicide were not the 
young and newly married, as is true in patriarchal cultures, but women approach-
ing the age of menopause, whose husbands were prone to leave them for someone 
younger (Fenton :). Of course suicide was not the only option for an aban-
doned woman: writing of his fieldwork in early twentieth century, Fenton recalls 
“one or two cases of women beating their husbands or consorts” (Fenton :). 
But he also cites the case of a woman who attempted to assault her husband and 
then killed herself after he successfully restrained her, noting that Iroquois generally 
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find any kind of restraint “intolerable” (Fenton :). Even in a relatively sex- 
egalitarian culture the greater physical strength of men affects patterns of vengeance 
and punishment.

. Marriages in any large and diverse society are going to vary substantially, 
and one can of course find cases of extreme patriarchal domination in the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere. But these extremes are unusual, le-
gally prohibited, and outside of certain subcultures (including recent immigrants 
from more patriarchal societies) widely condemned. Overall, marriages in the 
contemporary West tend to range from mildly patriarchal to highly egalitarian. 
:e former Black (:) calls soft hierarchy and is what many Americans might 
think of as “traditional marriage,” with a male breadwinner who might take the 
lead in household decisions but is expected to consult with and respect his spouse. 
:e latter Black divides into two types: the close democracy—what many Ameri-
cans might call a “modern marriage”—involves spouses who are equal partners in 
everything, very close, and who might describe each other as their “best friend,” 
while the loose anarchy refers to a relatively ill- defined and unstable partnership 
that includes many unmarried cohabiting partners and what some people call 
“serial monogamy” (Black :–). Close democracy is increasingly common 
among the educated and professional classes, the loose anarchy among the lower 
and working classes.

. Furthermore, both structural position and rate of conflict can vary across 
children within the same family. Interviews with suicide attempters and their par-
ents suggest that the attempters were the least favorite of their parents’ children, 
being subject to more criticism and discipline and receiving less affection (Wagner 
:–).

. Between  and  the percentage of adolescentLatinas attempting sui-
cide each year varied between  and  percent (Zayas :).

. It might seem obvious that this is so—perhaps even inconceivable that it 
would be otherwise. But it is not logically impossible for, say, the president of an 
international corporation to kill himself to protest misconduct by one of his line 
workers. What it may be is sociologically impossible.

. In , one samurai woman killed her husband after finding out that he was 
having an affair with his lord’s wife, a shameful crime against his superior. :ough 
the penalty for husband killing was strangulation followed by crucifixion, she re-
quested the opportunity to commit seppuku instead: “I may be a woman . . . but I 
am a samurai woman. I will die by cutting my stomach” (quoted in Rankin :). 
Her request was granted, and she killed herself in front of two witnesses with hori-
zontal and vertical cuts to the abdomen.

. :e day after a ceremony congratulating project head Hirate Yukie for suc-
cessful completion of the task, he committed seppuku as well, an act understood by 
his contemporaries as taking responsibility for the men who died under his watch 
(Rankin :).
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. :e note begs forgiveness for “the great crime”—which may be a reference 
to the outcome of the war or to an abortive coup attempt that took place just before 
the surrender.

.   
. He called suicides that occur under conditions of low integration “egoistic sui-

cide,” a term that reflects the notion that these deaths arise from “excessive individ-
ualism,” which occurs when “the individual ego asserts itself to excess” (Durkheim 
[] :).

. Researchers since Durkheim tend to find that the protective effects of mar-
riage are greater for males than for females. In more patriarchal societies it may not 
protect women at all, as the effects of domination and abuse outweigh any protec-
tion offered by greater social integration (see chapter ). And for new brides in these 
settings, marriage might initially mean a net decline in integration, since residential 
patterns in these societies often mean a wife leaves her family and community to live 
among strangers (see chapter ). :e former possibility, that overinferiority over-
shadows the effect of integration, illustrates the necessity of holding other relevant 
factors constant when trying to understand the relationship between two variables. 
:e latter possibility, that marriage is not always a source of integration, points to 
the importance of distinguishing between a general sociological concept and the 
specific indicators we use to measure that concept.

. Such timing is also evidence that the relationship is not entirely due to selec-
tion effects—that is, people with characteristics that predispose them to suicide also 
have characteristics that predispose them to divorce.

. What about those who become more distant from everyone, withdrawing 
from social intercourse altogether? :ey become more intimate with themselves 
and perhaps also more intimate with nonhuman companions such as cats or dogs. 
Black’s (:) zero- sum conception of intimacy rests on the idea that people can 
be more or less intimate with anyone or anything.

. More precisely, adultery is both underintimacy and overintimacy, since it in-
creases closeness in one relationship and decreases it in another. But in such cases 
it is in the relationship that grows more distant where the conflict is likely to erupt.

. According to anthropologist Raymond Firth, the possibility of being kept 
from their chosen mate “not infrequently” leads to threats of suicide by Tikopia 
girls, who might tell their parents, “Of all the men that go about, I see only one; 
if you object I will swim out to sea.” He adds that “this announcement is usually 
intended seriously and, as the natives say, parental affection concedes her desire. 
It is unpleasant for a Tikopian, as for any other father, to contemplate the certain 
prospect of his daughter being devoured by sharks” (Firth :).

. Consider that tribal people typically spend their lives enmeshed in stable 
networks of kin who form their entire circle of social relations, with whom they 
share a wide range of activities from production to ritual to defense. :eir family, 
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friends, neighbors, and coworkers are all the same people. Privacy is virtually un-
known, and everyone knows everything about one another’s activities (see Black 
:–).

. :e Gainj of New Guinea, for example, have a rate of about  per , 
people, nearly three times the current US rate of around  per ,, though 
about the same as the rate of contemporary South Korea. Other New Guinea societ-
ies have rates ranging from  to  per , ( Johnson :; Berndt :; 
Healey :; Smith –:). :e Tikopia of Polynesia, studied between  
and , had a rate of about  per , (Firth ). And the Aguaruna Jívaro of 
the Peruvian Amazon, during the period –, had a rate of about  per , 
(Brown :).

. Suicide is a dramatic behavior, and one that ethnographers tend to notice. 
For instance, the electronic Human Relations Area Files (eHRAF) database con-
tains ethnographic studies of over three hundred societies, and a search of the term 
“suicide” produces results for over two hundred. For most of these the results only 
amount to a few paragraphs noting that suicide sometimes occurs for this reason or 
that, either specifying that it is rare or else giving no indication that it is frequent. 
While anthropologists are rarely able to give precise rates, it stands to reason that if 
a society that has been described by several independent observers had a compara-
tively high rate of suicide, one of them likely would have commented on it or written 
more extensively on the topic. :us we might use the number of paragraphs written 
about suicide in a society as a rough proxy measure of suicide frequency (Naroll 
). Of the three hundred societies in the eHRAF database, only forty produce 
ten paragraphs or more of results.

. For example, Senechal de la Roche (, ) argues that community out-
siders are much more susceptible to lynching than are community insiders—given 
the same offense, community members are less likely to kill those with whom they 
share strong ties. Similarly, a common scenario for genocidal extermination is when 
colonization and conquest bring two mutually alien societies into contact, allow-
ing violence to cross a chasm of social distance (Campbell ; Campbell b). 
Where different ethnic groups already live side by side, genocide is more likely when 
there is more distance between them, as measured by such indicators as low rates 
of intermarriage (Campbell ; Campbell b). In both rioting and genocide, 
individuals from the aggressor group are less likely to participate if they have ties 
to the victim group, and individuals from the victim group are more likely to be 
spared if they have ties to the aggressor group. Terrorism too almost always targets 
strangers, especially strangers from foreign societies who do not even share indirect 
network links with their attackers (Black a).

. Male suicides, on the other hand, are typically caused by the loss of status 
(Wilson :; see also chapter ).

. Specifically, Black (:) proposes that “underintimacy conflict is a direct 
function of intimacy,” meaning that the closer the relationship, the more likely it is 
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that a given reduction of intimacy will cause conflict and the more severe the conflict 
is likely to be. Underintimacy conflicts are thus more frequent and more severe in 
close relationships than in distant ones.

. According to Black (:–), secrecy is also a kind of underintimacy 
conflict—a conflict over lack of exposure—though in this case it was surely com-
pounded by downward mobility.

. :e case is similar to that of a Chukchee girl who hanged herself “out of 
anger because her mother refused to take her along to a feast in a neighboring camp” 
(Bogoras :).

. To be more precise, about  percent of these suicidal conflicts involved family 
members, whereas about  percent involved disputes with friends or coworkers, and 
none involved strange individuals. Conflicts with nonfamily included the case of a 
middle- aged typesetter who was reportedly despondent because he believed his co-
workers did not like him and the case of a man who had actually been living with a 
family for some time, despite not being a blood relative, and who killed himself after 
“falling out” with them. While no people killed themselves over grievances against 
strange individuals, three (cited in the previous chapter) killed themselves over con-
flicts with organizations, and fifteen killed themselves when threatened with arrest 
and imprisonment.

. For instance, one abusive Florida man asked his wife—who had ceased hav-
ing intercourse with him and was planning on leaving the relationship—if they 
could “work out their problems.” When she laughed at the suggestion, he killed her 
by drowning her in the bathtub (Websdale :). As Black notes, such killings 
are effectively private executions for “the crime of saying goodbye” (Black :; 
see also Black ; Manning b).

. One disadvantage of the Hong Kong study is that it does not explicitly limit 
the comparison to cases stemming from conflict rather than predation (e.g., killing 
a spouse for insurance money) or altruism (e.g., “mercy killing” a dependent spouse 
before proceeding with a planned suicide), though the latter cases are a minority of 
the sample. While my West Virginia study (Manning b) suffered from a small 
sample of cases with relevant information, it was entirely limited to cases stemming 
from interpersonal problems such as arguments, jealousy, and breakups. Future stud-
ies looking to test these relationships should also purify their samples in this way so 
as to provide the most relevant comparisons.

. :e importance of material independence in encouraging avoidance was a 
major conclusion of sociologist M. P. Baumgartner’s () study of social control 
in suburbia. Black (:) includes this variable in his theoretical model of the 
avoidance structure, along with individuation, relational fragmentation, absence of 
hierarchy, and social fluidity.

. :e Chuukese socialization process is marked by stages in which the parents 
abruptly withdraw affection and support, effectively encouraging the youth to rely 
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on a widening circle of associates outside of the nuclear family. :is is especially so 
for males, who were traditionally expected to leave the house at puberty because 
of a custom demanding brothers and sisters keep their distance from one another. 
Ethnographer Donald Rubinstein (; compare Rubinstein ) proposes that 
rapid social change has left parents without a “cultural script” for raising children 
under modern economic conditions and that this culture lag results in higher rates 
of family conflict.

. It is not clear, however, why only males in this culture are so likely to kill 
themselves, a pattern that dates back to traditional times (Rubinstein ).

. It is consistent with this hypothesis that some studies find rates of domestic 
violence, including homicide, to be greater in interracial or interethnic relationships 
(see, e.g., Mercy and Saltzman ; Chartier and Caetano ).

.   
. Attempts to obtain the help and protection of third parties do not always 

take the form of explicit requests. Psychologist Edwin Shneidman (:–) notes 
that many of the “clues” given by those who are considering suicide are subtle and 
cryptic. :ey sometimes take the form of an indirect goodbye, such as “:is is the 
last time I’ll be in your office” or “You won’t see me again” (Shneidman :). Be-
havioral clues might also be more subtle than brandishing weapons or climbing tall 
structures. Less dramatic indicators of suicidal intent include suddenly giving away 
prized possessions or putting one’s legal and financial affairs in order through such 
actions as making a will (Shneidman :).

. :e concept of violence and social control having a “velocity” was suggested 
by Donald Black.


. :ere were several cases in my Louisville study that were sparked by what 

most would consider minor issues. For example, one man shot his wife and then 
committed suicide because she would not eat a bowl of soup as he had ordered. 
Another man shot himself following an argument that grew from a disagreement 
over where to spend an evening out. Another argument that culminated in suicide 
was sparked by the prolonged crying of a baby and yet another by a wife’s refusal to 
lend her husband the car so that he could buy beer.

. Research and theory by pure sociologists of conflict often point to the role 
of relational closeness in encouraging tolerance and restraint, thus moderating the 
severity of social control (Black :–, –; Campbell and Manning ). 
But sustained relationships are not always peaceful and sometimes allow for an ac-
cumulation of grievances that produces more severe conflict overall. Such was the 
pattern observed by M. P. Baumgartner (, ) in her study of social control in 
a US suburb, where middle- class residents tended to be move frequently and have 
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shallow relationships with their neighbors, while working- class residents tended to 
have more stable ties. One result was that for middle- class people, a conflict with 
neighbors was likely to be a one- time affair, a first offense from someone with no 
prior history of enmity, and thus more easily tolerated. Members of the working 
class were more likely to have conflicts with people who were, from their point of 
view, repeat offenders, and thus more inclined to take action (Baumgartner ; 
:–). In her theoretical work on lynching, Roberta Senechal de la Roche 
() similarly observes the importance of repeat offending in predicting when an 
offender will be lynched. She proposes that repeat offenses are typically behind what 
she calls communal lynchings—when members of a tight- knit community lynch one 
of their own. While strangers and new arrivals are commonly viewed with suspicion 
and might be lynched for a single alleged offense, the deviance of insiders receives 
more toleration and usually only results in lynching when repeated offenses cause 
someone to achieve “the status of the finally intolerable” (Senechal de la Roche 
:, quoting Llewellyn and Hoebel :).

. Black (:) attributes greater male vulnerability to suicide following di-
vorce to men having few close ties outside of marriage. Owing to the zero- sum 
nature of relational distance, this lack of competing relationships makes men closer 
to their wives than vice versa, and so their loss of intimacy is greater following a 
divorce.

. Another major structural difference between protest suicide and suicide at-
tacks is the organization of the perpetrators. Suicide attacks tend to be carried out by 
formally organized groups with a central leadership and advanced division of labor, 
including such long- standing terrorist groups as Al- Qaeda, Hamas, the Kurdistan 
Workers Party (or PKK), and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (or Tamil  Tigers). 
In some cases, they are even carried out by nation- states, such as Japan during World 
War II. Suicide protestors might belong to monasteries, workers’ unions, or student 
activist organizations, but these groups typically have lower capacity for collective 
action, and the suicide itself tends to be a spontaneous individual action rather than 
something planned and orchestrated by the organization as such (Manning c).

. As a call to the police, or even a threat to do so, is an increase in the quantity 
of law, then the demand to commit self- execution is an increase in the quantity of 
suicide. We can thus apply my theory to explaining cases where demands are made 
but not met. In one such case, when Adolph Hitler decided to eliminate Ernst 
Röhm, chief of staff of the storm troopers and “one of his oldest comrades,” he “was 
keen to give his old friend the opportunity to kill himself ” by seeing that he was 
provided with a pistol. Röhm, however, refused to commit suicide and was executed 
(Goeschel :, see also ). :e structure was similar to other cases in which 
Hitler gave such orders and they were obeyed.

. For example, in  two of ruler Tokugawa Ieyasu’s sons, Tadayoshi and Hid-
eyasu, died of illness: “Two of Tadayoshi’s friends cut open their bowels; a third, 
who was in banishment on a remote island, returned to Edo and killed himself at 
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Zojoji Temple” (Rankin :–). :e practice was common enough that the 
Japanese even had a special name for it: junshi, or “suicide through fidelity” (Wiki-
pedia d).

. Lusi widows of high- ranking men would request that others kill them follow-
ing the death of their husbands, perhaps even taunting kin who were reluctant to 
carry out their wishes (Counts :). Similarly, among the Fijins in traditional 
times, the widows of chiefs would demand to be strangled, and according to custom 
the request was only granted if it was repeated several times (Fisch ).

. :e tendency to gravitate toward close superiors can also lead to collective sui-
cide. Anthropologist Raymond Firth recounts the case of a Tikopian chief ’s daugh-
ter who, shamed to be illegitimately pregnant with a commoner’s child, swam out to 
sea to die. She was followed in this endeavor by several of her companions among 
the island’s unmarried girls, partly due to “the peer- group attachment which obtains 
among young men or young women” and partly due to the local attitude that “a 
person of high status should have a following when entering upon a new and critical 
experience” (Firth :). In this and other ways, the collectivization of suicide 
resembles the collectivization of other sorts of violence, which involves third par-
ties gravitating toward a close superior (for relevant theory, see Black :–; 
Senechal de la Roche ).

. Among the Eskimo of St. Lawrence Island, “Once having decided to do away 
with himself, the individual initiated the process by asking his relatives to kill him 
or at least help in the suicide,” and having obtained their consent, “he would then 
dress himself in his house as one already dead, i.e., with his clothing turned inside 
out. Presently a group of relatives would arrive and carry him seated on a reindeer 
skin to the ‘Destroying Place,’ ” where several relatives might assist in his hanging 
(Leighton and Hughes :–).

. Again, relational closeness appears fateful: altruism is generally greater to-
ward those who are socially closer, and so we might expect suicidal altruism—an 
extreme sacrifice to help others—to be so as well. One implication is that physical 
and financial dependence upon intimates is more likely to generate such suicide 
than is comparable dependence upon strangers. If such altruistic suicide by the el-
derly is a less prominent feature of contemporary societies than of many past soci-
eties, it is partly because state welfare systems have shifted dependence away from 
intimates and toward a faceless bureaucracy funded by strangers. People are unlikely 
to commit suicide to spare the government the cost of helping them. :is is one 
reason financial assistance to the elderly is a feasible strategy of suicide prevention, 
especially in rapidly modernizing societies where until quite recently elder care was 
the primary responsibility of children (see, e.g., Kim ).

. Officials in one Japanese city, recognizing that economic losses were a major 
reason for suicide, made financial assistance a major part of its suicide prevention 
efforts: “Instead of treating suicidal people only for depression, as has long been the 
practice, the city offers financial and legal counseling, along with ‘nozomi’ (hope 
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loans) to get the needy out of debt. :e suicide rate in [the city] fell from . per 
, people in  to . in , and city officials expect it to decline again this 
year, even as the rate rises nationwide” (Hosaka ).

 .  
. Note that at that time, deaths by drug overdose in the United States were less 

common than they are at the time of this writing. Rising overdose rates may mean 
more ambiguous cases and more classification errors in recent times.
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