
deterrent; the sole difference is a lesser chance of death. Thus the
scholar who dies from excessive devotion to study is currently and not
wholly unreasonably said to have killed himself by his labor. All such
facts form a sort of embryonic suicide, and though it is not method-
ologically sound to confuse them with complete and full suicide, their
close relation to it must not be neglected. For suicide appears quite
another matter, once its unbroken connection is recognized with acts,
on the one hand, of courage and devotion, on the other of imprudence
and clear neglect. The lesson of these connections will be better
understood in what follows.

II

But is the fact thus defined of interest to the sociologist? Since suicide
is an individual action affecting the individual only, it must
seemingly depend exclusively on individual factors, thus belonging to
psychology alone. Is not the suicide’s resolve usually explained by his
temperament, character, antecedents and private history?

The degree and conditions under which suicides may be legitim-
ately studied in this way need not now be considered, but that they may
be viewed in an entirely different light is certain. If, instead of seeing in
them only separate occurrences, unrelated and to be separately studied,
the suicides committed in a given society during a given period of time
are taken as a whole, it appears that this total is not simply a sum of
independent units, a collective total, but is itself a new fact sui generis,
with its own unity, individuality and consequently its own nature—a
nature, furthermore, dominantly social. Indeed, provided too long a
period is not considered, the statistics for one and the same society are
almost invariable, as appears in Table I. This is because the environ-
mental circumstances attending the life of peoples remain relatively
unchanged from year to year. To be sure, more considerable variations
occasionally occur; but they are quite exceptional. They are also clearly
always contemporaneous with some passing crisis affecting the social
state.2 Thus, in 1848 there occurred an abrupt decline in all European
states.

2 The numbers applying to these exceptional years we have put in parentheses.
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If a longer period of time is considered, more serious changes are
observed. Then, however, they become chronic; they only prove that
the structural characteristics of society have simultaneously suffered
profound changes. It is interesting to note that they do not take place
with the extreme slowness that quite a large number of observers has
attributed to them, but are both abrupt and progressive. After a series
of years, during which these figures have varied within very narrow
limits, a rise suddenly appears which, after repeated vacillation, is con-
firmed, grows and is at last fixed. This is because every breach of social
equilibrium, though sudden in its appearance, takes time to produce all
its consequences. Thus, the evolution of suicide is composed of undu-
lating movements, distinct and successive, which occur spasmodically,
develop for a time, and then stop only to begin again. On Table I one
of these waves is seen to have occurred almost throughout Europe in
the wake of the events of 1848, or about the years 1850–1853
depending on the country; another began in Germany after the war
of 1866, in France somewhat earlier, about 1860 at the height of the
imperial government, in England about 1868, or after the com-
mercial revolution caused by contemporary commercial treaties. Per-
haps the same cause occasioned the new recrudescence observable in
France about 1865. Finally, a new forward movement began after the
war of 1870 which is still evident and fairly general throughout
Europe.3

At each moment of its history, therefore, each society has a definite
aptitude for suicide. The relative intensity of this aptitude is measured
by taking the proportion between the total number of voluntary deaths
and the population of every age and sex. We will call this numerical
datum the rate of mortality through suicide, characteristic of the society under consider-
ation. It is generally calculated in proportion to a million or a hundred
thousand inhabitants.

Not only is this rate constant for long periods, but its invariability is
even greater than that of leading demographic data. General mortality,
especially, varies much more often from year to year and the variations

3 In the table, ordinary figures and heavy type figures represent respectively the series of
numbers indicating these different waves of movement, to make each group stand out in
its distinctiveness.
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Table I Stability of suicide in the principal European countries (absolute
figures)

Years France Prussia England Saxony Bavaria Denmark

1841 2,814 1,630 290 377
1842 2,866 1,598 318 317
1843 3,020 1,720 420 301
1844 2,973 1,575 335 244 285
1845 3,082 1,700 338 250 290
1846 3,102 1,707 373 220 376
1847 (3,647) (1,852) 377 217 345
1848 (3,301) (1,649) 398 215 (305)
1849 3,583 (1,527) (328) (189) 337
1850 3,596 1,736 390 250 340
1851 3,598 1,809 402 260 401
1852 3,676 2,073 530 226 426
1853 3,415 1,942 431 263 419
1854 3,700 2,198 547 318 363
1855 3,810 2,351 568 307 399
1856 4,189 2,377 550 318 426
1857 3,967 2,038 1,349 485 286 427
1858 3,903 2,126 1,275 491 329 457
1859 3,899 2,146 1,248 507 387 451
1860 4,050 2,105 1,365 548 339 468
1861 4,454 2,185 1,347 (643)
1862 4,770 2,112 1,317 557
1863 4,613 2,374 1,315 643
1864 4,521 2,203 1,240 (545) 411
1865 4,946 2,361 1,392 619 451
1866 5,119 2,485 1,329 704 410 443
1867 5,011 3,625 1,316 752 471 469
1868 (5,547) 3,658 1,508 800 453 498
1869 5,114 3,544 1,588 710 425 462
1870 3,270 1,554 486
1871 3,135 1,495
1872 3,467 1,514
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it undergoes are far greater. This is shown assuredly by comparing the
way in which both phenomena vary in several periods. This we have
done in Table II. To manifest the relationship, the rate for each year of
both deaths and suicides, has been expressed as a proportion of the
average rate of the period, in percentage form. Thus the differences of
one year from another or with reference to the average rate are made
comparable in the two columns. From this comparison it appears that
at each period the degree of variation is much greater with respect to
general mortality than to suicide; on the average, it is twice as great.
Only the minimum difference between two successive years is per-
ceptibly the same in each case during the last two periods. However,
this minimum is exceptional in the column of mortality, whereas the
annual variations of suicides differ from it rarely. This may be seen by a
comparison of the average differences.4

To be sure, if we compare not the successive years of a single period
but the averages of different periods, the variations observed in the rate
of mortality become almost negligible. The changes in one or the other
direction occurring from year to year and due to temporary and acci-
dental causes neutralize one another if a more extended unit of time is
made the basis of calculation; and thus disappear from the average
figures which, because of this elimination, show much more invari-
ability. For example, in France from 1841 to 1870, it was in each
successive ten-year period 23.18; 23.72; 22.87. But, first, it is already
remarkable that from one year to its successor suicide is at least as
stable, if not more so, than general mortality taken only from period to
period. The average rate of mortality, furthermore, achieves this regu-
larity only by being general and impersonal, and can afford only a very
imperfect description of a given society. It is in fact substantially the
same for all peoples of approximately the same degree of civilization; at
least, the differences are very slight. In France, for example, as we have
just seen, it oscillates, from 1841 to 1870, around 23 deaths per 1,000
inhabitants; during the same period in Belgium it was successively
23.93, 22.5, 24.04; in England, 22.32, 22.21, 22.68; in Denmark,
22.65 (1845–49), 20.44 (1855–59), 20.4 (1861–68). With the

4 Wagner had already compared mortality and marriage in this way. (Die Gesetzmässig-
keit, etc., p. 87.)
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exception of Russia, which is still only geographically European, the
only large European countries where the incidence of mortality differs
somewhat more widely from the above figures are Italy, where even
between 1861 and 1867 it rose to 30.6, and Austria, where it was yet
greater (32.52).5 On the contrary, the suicide-rate, while showing only
slight annual changes, varies according to society by doubling, tripling,
quadrupling, and even more (Table III below). Accordingly, to a much
higher degree than the death-rate, it is peculiar to each social group

Table II Comparative variations of the rate of mortality by suicide and the
rate of general mortality

A. ABSOLUTE FIGURES

Period
1841–46

Suicides
per
100,000
inhabi-
tants

Deaths
per
1,00
inhabi-
tants

Period
1849–55

Suicides
per
100,000
inhabi-
tants

Deaths
per
1,000
inhabi-
tants

Period
1856–60

Suicides
per
100,000
inhabi-
tants

Deaths
per
1,000
inhabi-
tants

1841 8.2 23.2 1849 10.0 27.3 1856 11.6 23.1
1842 8.3 24.0 1850 10.1 21.4 1857 10.9 23.7
1843 8.7 23.1 1851 10.0 22.3 1858 10.7 24.1
1844 8.5 22.1 1852 10.5 22.5 1859 11.1 26.8
1845 8.8 21.2 1853 9.4 22.0 1860 11.9 21.4
1846 8.7 23.2 1854 10.2 27.4

1855 10.5 25.9

Averages 8.5 22.8 Averages 10.1 24.1 Averages 11.2 23.8

B. ANNUAL RATE RELATED TO THE AVERAGE IN PERCENTAGE FORM

1841 96 101.7 1849 98.9 113.2 1856 103.5 97
1842 97 105.2 1850 100 88.7 1857 97.3 99.3
1843 102 101.3 1851 98.9 92.5 1858 95.5 101.2
1844 100 96.9 1852 103.8 93.3 1859 99.1 112.6
1845 103.5 92.9 1853 93 91.2 1860 106.0 89.9
1846 102.3 101.7 1854 100.9 113.6

1855 103 107.4

Averages 100 100 Averages 100 100 Averages 100 100

5 According to Bertillon, article Mortalité in the Dictionnaire Encyclopedique des sciences medicals, V.
LXI, p. 738.
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where it can be considered as a characteristic index. It is even so closely
related to what is most deeply constitutional in each national tem-
perament that the order in which the different societies appear in this
respect remains almost exactly the same at very different periods. This

C. DEGREE OF DIFFERENCE

Between two consecutive
years

Above and below the
average

Greatest
difference

Least
difference

Average
difference

Greatest
below

Greatest
above

Per. 1841–46
General mortality 8.8 2.5 4.9 7.1 4.0
Suicide-rate 5.0 1 2.5 4 2.8

Per. 1849–55
General mortality 24.5 0.8 10.6 13.6 11.3
Suicide-rate 10.8 1.1 4.48 3.8 7.0

Per. 1856–60
General mortality 22.7 1.9 9.57 12.6 10.1
Suicide-rate 6.9 1.8 4.82 6.0 4.5

Table III Rate of suicides per million inhabitants in the different European
countries

Period Numerical position in the

1866–70 1871–75 1874–78 1 period 2 period 3 period

Italy 30 35 38 1 1 1
Belgium 66 69 78 2 3 4
England 67 66 69 3 2 2
Norway 76 73 71 4 4 3
Austria 78 94 130 5 7 7
Sweden 85 81 91 6 5 5
Bavaria 90 91 100 7 6 6
France 135 150 160 8 9 9
Prussia 142 134 152 9 8 8
Denmark 277 258 255 10 10 10
Saxony 293 267 334 11 11 11
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is proved by examining this same table. During the three periods there
compared, suicide has everywhere increased, but in this advance the
various peoples have retained their respective distances from one
another. Each has its own peculiar coefficient of acceleration.

The suicide-rate is therefore a factual order, unified and definite, as is
shown by both its permanence and its variability. For this permanence
would be inexplicable if it were not the result of a group of distinct
characteristics, solidary one with another, and simultaneously effective
in spite of different attendant circumstances; and this variability proves
the concrete and individual quality of these same characteristics, since
they vary with the individual character of society itself. In short, these
statistical data express the suicidal tendency with which each society is
collectively afflicted. We need not state the actual nature of this ten-
dency, whether it is a state sui generis of the collective mind,6 with its
own reality, or represents merely a sum of individual states. Although
the preceding considerations are hard to reconcile with the second
hypothesis, we reserve this problem for treatment in the course of this
work.7 Whatever one’s opinion on this subject, such a tendency cer-
tainly exists under one heading or another. Each society is predisposed
to contribute a definite quota of voluntary deaths. This predisposition
may therefore be the subject of a special study belonging to sociology.
This is the study we are going to undertake.

We do not accordingly intend to make as nearly complete an inven-
tory as possible of all the conditions affecting the origin of individual
suicides, but merely to examine those on which the definite fact that
we have called the social suicide-rate depends. The two questions are
obviously quite distinct, whatever relation may nevertheless exist
between them. Certainly many of the individual conditions are not
general enough to affect the relation between the total number of
voluntary deaths and the population. They may perhaps cause this or
that separate individual to kill himself, but not give society as a whole a
greater or lesser tendency to suicide. As they do not depend on a
certain state of social organization, they have no social repercussions.

6 By the use of this expression we of course do not at all intend to hypostasize the
collective conscience. We do not recognize any more substantial a soul in society than in
the individual. But we shall revert to this point.
7 Bk. III, Chap. 1.
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