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Emile Durkheim: Egoistic Suicide and
Anomic Suicide

EGOISTIC SUICIDE

We have thus successively set up the three fol-
lowing propositions:

Suicide varies inversely with the degree of inte-
gration of religious society.
Suicide varies inversely with the degree of inte-
gration of domestic society.
Suicide varies inversely with the degree of inte-
gration of political society.

This grouping shows that whereas these dif-
ferent societies have a moderating influence
upon suicide, this is due not to special charac-
teristics of each but to a characteristic common
to all. Religion does not owe its efficacy to the
special nature of religious sentiments, since do-
mestic and political societies both produce the
same effects when strongly integrated. This,
moreover, we have already proved when
studying directly the manner of action of dif-
ferent religions upon suicide. Inversely, it is
not the specific nature of the domestic or politi-
cal tie which can explain the immunity they
confer, since religious society has the same ad-
vantage. The cause can only be found in a sin-
gle quality possessed by all these social groups,
though perhaps to varying degrees. The only
quality satisfying this condition is that they are
all strongly integrated social groups. So we
reach the general conclusion: suicide varies in-
versely with the degree of integration of the so-

-cial groups of which the individual forms a part.

But society cannot disintegrate without the

individual simultaneously detaching himself

Source Reprinted with permission of The Free Press, a
Division of Macmillan, Inc., from Emile Durkheim, Suicide:
A Study in Sociology, translated by John A. Spaulding and
George Simpson. Copyright © 1951, 1979 by The Free
Press. )
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from social life, without his own goals becom-
ing preponderant over those of the community,
in a word without his personality tending to
surmount the collective personality. The more
weakened the groups to which he belongs, the
less he depends on them, the more he conse-
quently depends only on himself and recog-
nizes no other rules of conduct than what are
founded on his private interests. If we agree to
call this state egoism, in which the individual
ego asserts itself to excess in the face of the so-
cial ego and at its expense, we may call egoistic
the special type of suicide springing from ex-
cessive individualism.

But how can suicide have such an origin?

First of all, it can be said that, as collective
force is one of the obstacles best calculated to
restrain suicide, its weakening involves a de-
velopment of suicide. When society is strongly
integrated, it holds individuals under its con-
trol, considers them at its service and thus for-
bids them to dispose wilfully of themselves.
Accordingly it opposes their evading their du-
ties to it through death. But how could society
impose its supremacy upon them when they
refuse to accept this subordination as legiti-
mate? It no longer then possesses the requisite
authority to retain them in their duty if they
wish to desert; and conscious of its own weak-
ness, it even recognizes their right to do freely
what it can no longer prevent. So far as they
are the admitted masters of their destinies, it is
their privilege to end their lives. They, on their
part, have no reason to endure life’s sufferings
patiently. For they cling to life more resolutely
when belonging to a group they love, so as not
to betray interests they put before their own.
The bond that unites them with the common
cause attaches them to life and the lofty goal
they envisage prevents their feeling personal
troubles so deeply. There is, in short, in a cohe-
sive and animated society a constant inter-
change of ideas and feelings from all to each
and each to all, something like a mutual moral
support, which instead of throwing the indi-
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CHAPTER 3

. 9

vidual on his own resources, leads him to share
in the collective energy and supports his own
when exhausted.

But these reasons are purely secondary. Ex-
cessive individualism not only results in favor-
ing the action of suicidogenic causes, but it is
itself such a cause. It not only frees man’s incli-
nation to do away with himself from a protec-
tive obstacle, but creates this inclination out of
whole cloth and thus gives birth to a special
suicide which bears its mark. This must be
clearly understood for this is what constitutes
the special character of the type of suicide just
distinguished and justifies the name we have
given it. What is there then in individualism
that explains this resulit?

It has been sometimes said that because of
his psvchological constitution, man cannot live
without attachment to some object which tran-
scends and survives him, and that the reason
for this necessity is a need we must have not to
perish entirely. Life is said to be intolerable un-
less some reason for existing is involved, some
purpose justifving life’s trials. The individual
alone is not a sufficient end for his activity. He
is too little. He is not only hemmed in spatially;
he is also strictly limited temporally. When,
therefore, we have no other object than our-
selves we cannot avoid the thought that our ef-
forts will finally end in nothingness, since we
ourselves disappear. But annihilation terrifies
us. Under these conditions one would lose
courage to live, that is, to act and struggle,
since nothing will remain of our exertions. The
state of egoism, in other words, is supposed to
be contradictory to human nature and, conse-
quently, too uncertain to have chances of per-
manence,

[n this absolute formulation the proposition
is vulnerable. If the thought of the end of our
personality were really so hateful, we could
consent to live only by blinding ourselves vol-
untarily as to life’s value. For if we may in a
measure avoid the prospect of annihilation we
cannot extirpate it; it is inevitable, whatever we
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do. We mayv push back the frontier for some
generations, force our name to endure for some
vears or centuries longer than our body; a mo-
ment, too soon for most men, always comes
when it will be nothing. For the groups we join
in order to prolong our existence by their
means are themselves mortal; they too must
dissolve, carrying with them all our deposit of
ourselves. Those are few whose memories are
closely enough bound to the very history of
humanity to be assured of living until its death.
So, if we really thus thirsted after immortality,
no such brief perspectives could ever appease
us. Besides, what of us is it that lives? A word,
a sound, an imperceptible trace, most often
anonymous, therefore nothing comparable to
the violence of our efforts or able to justify
them to us. In actuality, though a child is natu-
rally an egoist who feels not the slightest crav-
ing to survive himself, and the old man is very
often a child in this and so many other re-
spects, neither ceases to cling to life as much or
more than the adult; indeed we have seen that
suicide is verv rare for the first fifteen years
and tends to decrease at the other extreme of
life. Such too is the case with animals, whose
psvchological constitution differs from that of
men only in degree. It is therefore untrue that
life is only possible by its possessing its ratio-
nale outside of itself.

[ndeed, a whole range of functions concern
only the individual; these are the ones indis-
pensable for physical life. Since they are made
for this purpose only, they are perfected by its
attainment. In everything concerning them,
therefore, man can act reasonably without
thought of transcendental purposes. These
functions serve by merely serving him. In so
far as he has no other needs, he is therefore
self-sufficient and can live happily with no
other objective than living. This is not the case,
however, with the civilized adult. He has many
ideas, feelings and practices unrelated to or-
ganic needs. The roles of art, morality, religion,
political faith, science itself are not to repair or-
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ganic exhaustion nor to provide sound func-
tioning of the organs. All this supra-physical
life is built and expanded not because of the
demands of the cosmic environment but be-
cause of the demands of the social environ-
ment. The influence of society is what has
aroused in us the sentiments of sympathy and
solidarity drawing us toward others; it is soci-
ety which, fashioning us in its image, fills us
with religious, political and moral beliefs that
control our actions. To play our social role we
have striven to extend our intelligence and it is
still society that has supplied us with tools for
this development by transmitting to us its trust
fund of knowledge.

Through the very fact that these superior
forms of human activity have a collective ori-
gin, they have a collective purpose. As they de-
rive from society they have reference to it;
rather they are society itself incarnated and in-
dividualized in each one of us. But for them to
have a raison d'étre in our eyes, the purpose
they envisage must be one not indifferent to us.
We can cling to these forms of human activity
only to the degree that we cling to society it-
self. Contrariwise, in the same measure as we
feel detached from society we become de-
tached from that life whose source and aim is
society. For what purpose do these rules of
morality, these precepts of law binding us to
all sorts of sacrifices, these restrictive dogmas
exist, if there is no being outside us whom they
serve and in whom we participate? What is the
purpose of science itself? If its only use is to in-
crease our chances for survival, it does not de-
serve the trouble it entails. Instinct acquits it-
self better of this role; animals prove this. Why
substitute for it a more hesitant and uncertain
reflection? What is the end of suffering, above
all? If the value of things can only be estimated
by their relation to this positive evil for the in-
dividual, it is without reward and incompre-
hensible. This problem does not exist for the
believer firm in his faith or the man strongly
bound by ties of domestic or political society.

Instinctively and unreflectively they ascribe all
that they are and do, the one to his Church or
his God, the living symbol of the Church, the
other to his family, the third to his country or
party. Even in their sufferings they see only a
means of glorifying the group to which they
belong and thus do homage to it. So, the Chris-
tian ultimately desires and seeks suffering to
testify more fully to his contempt for the flesh
and more fully resemble his divine model. But
the more the believer doubts, that is, the less he
feels himself a real participant in the religious
faith to which he belongs, and from which he is
freeing himself; the more the family and com-
munity become foreign to the individual, so
much the more does he become a mystery to
himself, unable to escape the exasperating and
agonizing question: to what purpose?

If, in other words, as has often been said,
man is double, that is because social man su-
perimposes himself upon physical man. Social
man necessarily presupposes a society which
he expresses and serves. If this dissolves, if we
no longer feel it in existence and action about
and above us, whatever is social in us is de-
prived of all objective foundation. All that re-
mains is an artificial combination of illusory
images, a phantasmagoria vanishing at the
least reflection; that is, nothing which can be a
goal for our action. Yet this social man is the
essence of civilized man; he is the masterpiece
of existence. Thus we are bereft of reasons for
existence; for the only life to which we could
cling no longer corresponds to anything actual;
the only existence still based upon reality no
longer meets our needs. Because we have been

initiated into a higher existence, the one which-

satisfies an animal or a child can satisfy us no
more and the other itself fades and leaves us
helpless. So there is nothing more for our ef-
forts to lay hold of, and we feel them lose
themselves in emptiness. In this sense it is true
to say that our activity needs an object tran-
scending it. We do not need it to maintain our-
selves in the illusion of an impossible immor-
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CHAPTER 3

tality; it is implicit in our moral constitution
and cannot be even partially lost without this
losing its raison d’étre in the same degree. No
proof is needed that in such a state of confu-
sion the least cause of discouragement may
easily give birth to desperate resolutions. If life
is not worth the trouble of being lived, every-
thing becomes a pretext to rid ourselves of it.
But this i1s not all. This detachment occurs
not only in single individuals. One of the con-
stitutive elements of every national tempera-
ment consists of a certain way of estimating the
value of existence. There is a collective as well
as an individual humor inclining peoples to
sadness or cheerfulness, making them see
things in bright or sombre lights. In fact, only
society can pass a collective opinion on the
value of human life; for this the individual is
incompetent. The latter knows nothing but
himself and his own little horizon; thus his ex-
perience is too limited to serve as a basis for a
general appraisal. He may indeed consider his
own life to be aimless; he can say nothing ap-
plicable to others. On the contrary, without
sophistry, society may generalize its own feel-
ings as to itself, its state of health or lack of
health. For individuals share too deeply in the
life of society for it to be diseased without their
suffering infection. What it suffers they neces-
sarilv suffer. Because it is the whole, its ills are
communicated to its parts. Hence it cannot dis-
integrate without awareness that the regular
conditions of general existence are equally dis-
turbed. Because society is the end on which our
better selves depend, it cannot feel us escaping
it without a simultaneous realization that our
activity is purposeless. Since we are its handi-
work, society cannot be conscious of its own
decadence without the feeling that henceforth
this work is of no value. Thence are formed
currents of depression and disillusionment em-
anating from no particular individual but ex-
Pressing society’s state of disintegration. They
reflect the relaxation of social bonds, a sort of
collective asthenia, or social malaise, just as in-
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dividual sadness, when chronic, in its way re-
tlects the poor organic state of the individual.
Then metaphysical and religious
spring up which, by reducing these obscure
sentiments to formulae, attempt to prove to
men the senselessness of life and that it is self-
deception to believe that it has purpose. Then
new moralities originate which, by elevating
facts to ethics, commend suicide or at least
tend in that direction by suggesting a minimal
existence. On their appearance they seem to
have been created out of whole cloth by their
makers who are sometimes blamed for the pes-
simism of their doctrines. In reality they are an
effect rather than a cause; they merely symbol-
ize in abstract language and systematic form
the physiological distress of the body social. As
these currents are collective, they have, by
virtue of their origin, an authority which they
impose upon the individual and they drive
him more vigorously on the way to which he is
already inclined by the state of moral distress
directly aroused in him by the disintegration of
society. Thus, at the very moment that, with
excessive zeal, he frees himself from the social
environment, he still submits to its influence.
However individualized a man may be, there
is always something collective remaining—the
very depression and melancholy resulting
from this same exaggerated individualism. He
effects communion through sadness when he
no longer has anvthing else with which to
achieve it.

Hence this type of suicide well deserves the
name we have given it. Egoism is not merely a
contributing factor in it; it is its generating

systems

cause. In this case the bond attaching man to
life relaxes because that attaching him to soci-
etv is itself slack. The incidents of private life
which seem the direct inspiration of suicide
and are considered its determining causes are
in reality only incidental causes. The individ-
ual vields to the slightest shock of circumstance
because the state of society has made him a

ready prey to suicide.
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Several facts confirm this explanation. Sui-
cide is known to be rare among children and to
diminish among the aged at the last confines of
life; physical man, in both, tends to become the
whole of man. Society is still lacking in the for-
mer, for it has not had the time to form him in
its image; it begins to retreats from the latter or,
what amounts to the same thing, he retreats
from it. Thus both are more self-sufficient.
Feeling a lesser need for self-completion
through something not themselves, they are
also less exposed to feel the lack of what is nec-
essary for living. The immunity of an animal
has the same causes. We shall likewise see in
the next chapter that, though lower societies
practice a form of suicide of their own, the one
we have just discussed is almost unknown to
them. Since their social life is very simple, the
social inclinations of individuals are simple
also and thus they need little for satisfaction.
They readily find external objectives to which
they become attached. If he can carry with him
his gods and his family, primitive man, every-
where that he goes, has all that his social na-
ture demands.

This is also why woman can endure life in
isolation more easily than man. When a widow
is seen to endure her condition much better
than a widower and desires marriage less pas-
sionately, one is led to consider this ease in dis-
pensing with the family a mark of superiority;
it is said that woman's affective faculties, being
very intense, are easily employed outside the
domestic circle, while her devotion is indis-
pensable to man to help him endure life. Actu-
ally, if this is her privilege it is because her sen-
sibility is rudimentary rather than highly
developed. As she lives outside of community
existence more than man, she is less penetrated
by it; society is less necessary to her because
she 1s less impregnated with sociability. She
has few needs in this direction and satisfies
them easily. With a few devotional practices
and some animals to care for, the old unmar-
ried woman's life is full. If she remains faithful-

ly attached to religious traditions and thyg
finds readv protection against suicide, it is be.
cause these very simple social forms satisty a]|
her needs. Man, on the contrary, is hard beset
in this respect. As his thought and activity de-
velop, they increasingly overtlow these anti-
quated forms. But then he needs others. Be.
cause he is a more complex social being, he can
maintain his equilibrium only by finding more
points of support outside himself, and it is be-
cause his moral balance depends on a larger
number of conditions that it is more easily dis-
turbed.

* * * * * * * * * * - *» * - * *

ANOMIC SUICIDE

No living being can be happy or even exist un-
less his needs are sufficiently proportioned to
his means. In other words, if his needs require
more than can be granted, or even merely
something of a different sort, they will be
under continual friction and can only function
painfullv. Movements incapable of production
without pain tend not to be reproduced. Unsat-
isfied tendencies atrophy, and as the impulse
to live 1s merely the result of all the rest, it is
bound to weaken as the others relax.

[n the animal, at least in a normal condition,
this equilibrium is established with automatic
spontaneity because the animal depends on
purely material conditions. All the organism
needs is that the supplies of substance and en-
ergy constantly emploved in the vital process
should be periodically renewed by equivalent
quantities; that replacement be equivalent to
use. When the void created by existence in its
own resources is filled, the animal, satisfied,
asks nothing further. Its power of reflection is
not sufficiently developed to imagine other
ends than those implicit in its physical nature.
On the other hand, as the work demanded of
each organ itself depends on the general state
of vital energy and the needs of organic equi-
librium, use is regulated in turn by replace-
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CHAPTER 3:

ment and the balance is automatic. The limits
of one are those of the other; both are funda-
mental to the constitution of the existence in
question, which cannot exceed them.

This is not the case with man, because most
of his needs are not dependent on his body or
not to the same degree. Strictly speaking, we
may consider that the quantity of material sup-
plies necessary to the physical maintenance of
a human life is subject to computation, though
this be less exact than in the preceding case
and a wider margin left for the free combina-
tions of the will; for beyond the indispensable
minimum which satisfies nature when instinc-
tive, a more awakened reflection suggests bet-
ter conditions, seemingly desirable ends crav-
ing fulfillment. Such appetites, however,
admittedly sooner or later reach a limit which
they cannot pass. But how determine the quan-
tity of well-being, comfort or luxury legitimate-
ly to be craved by a human being? Nothing ap-
pears in man'’s organic nor in his psychological
constitution which sets a limit to such tenden-
cies. The functioning of individual life does not
require them to cease at one point rather than
at another; the proof being that they have con-
stantly increased since the beginnings of histo-
ry, receiving more and more complete satisfac-
tion, vet with no weakening of average health.
Above all, how establish their proper variation
with different conditions of life, occupations,
relative importance of services, etc.? [n no soci-
ety are they equally satisfied in the different
stages of the social hierarchy. Yet human na-
ture is substantially the same among all men,
in its essential qualities. It is not human nature
which can assign the variable limits necessary
to our needs. They are thus unlimited so far as
they depend on the individual alone. [rrespec-
tive of any external regulatory force, our capac-
ity for feeling is in itself an insatiable and bot-
tomless abyss.

But if nothing external can restrain this ca-
pacity, it can only be a source of torment to it-
self. Unlimited desires are insatiable by defini-
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tion and insatiability is rightly considered a
sign of morbidity. Being unlimited, they con-
stantly and infinitely surpass the means at their
command; they cannot be quenched. Inextin-
guishable thirst is constantly renewed torture.
[t has been claimed, indeed, that human activi-
ty naturally aspires beyond assignable limits
and sets itself unattainable goals. But how can
such an undetermined state be any more rec-
onciled with the conditions of mental life than
with the demands of physical life? All man's
pleasure in acting, moving and exerting him-
self implies the sense that his efforts are not in
vain and that by walking he has advanced.
However, one does not advance when one
walks toward no goal, or—which is the same
thing—when his goal is infinity. Since the dis-
tance between us and it is always the same,
whatever road we take, we might as well have
made the motions without progress from the
spot. Even our glances behind and our feeling
of pride at the distance covered can cause only
deceptive satisfaction, since the remaining dis-
tance is not proportionately reduced. To pur-
sue a goal which is by definition unattainable
is to condemn oneself to a state of perpetual
unhappiness. Of course, man may hope con-
trary to all reason, and hope has its pleasures
even when unreasonable. It may sustain him
for a time; but it cannot survive the repeated
disappointments of experience indefinitely.
What more can the future offer him than the
past, since he can never reach a tenable condi-
tion nor even approach the glimpsed ideal?
Thus, the more one has, the more one wants,
since satisfactions received only stimulate in-
stead of filling needs. Shall action as such be
considered agreeable? First, only on condition
of blindness to its uselessness. Secondly, for
this pleasure to be felt and to temper and half
veil the accompanying painful unrest, such un-
ending motion must at least always be easy
and unhampered. If it is interfered with only
restlessness is left, with the lack of ease which
it, itself, entails. But it would be a miracle if no
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insurmountable obstacle were never encoun-
tered. Our thread of life on these conditions is
pretty thin, breakable at any instant.

To achieve any other result, the passions
first must be limited. Only then can they be
harmonized with the faculties and satisfied.
But since the individual has no way of limit-
ing them, this must be done by some force
exterior to him. A regulative force must plav
the same role for moral needs which the or-
ganism plays for physical needs. This means
that the force can only be moral. The awaken-
ing of conscience interrupted the state of equi-
librium of the animal’s dormant existence;
only conscience, therefore, can furnish the
means to re-establish it. Physical restraint
would be ineffective; hearts cannot be touched
by physio- chemical forces. So far as the ap-
petites are not automatically restrained by
physiological mechanisms, they can be halted
only by a limit that they recognize as just. Men
would never consent to restrict their desires if
they felt justified in passing the assigned limit.
But, for reasons given above, they cannot assign
themselves this law of justice. So they must re-
ceive it from an authority which they respect,
to which they yield spontaneously. Either di-
rectly and as a whole, or through the agency of
one of its organs, society alone can play this
moderating role; for it is the only moral power
superior to the individual, the authority of
which he accepts. It alone has the power neces-
sary to stipulate law and to set the point be-
yond which the passions must not go. Finally, it
alone can estimate the reward to be prospec-
tively offered to every class of human func-
tionary, in the name of the common interest.

As a matter of fact, at every moment of his-
tory there is a dim perception, in the moral
consciousness of societies, of the respective
value of different social services, the relative
reward due to each, and the consequent degree
of comfort appropriate on the average to work-
ers in each occupation. The different functions
are graded in public opinion and a certain coef-

s

ficient of well-being assigned to each, accord-
ing to its place in the hierarchy. According to
accepted ideas, for example, a certain way of
living is considered the upper limit to which a
workman may aspire in his efforts to improve
his existence, and there is another limit below
which he is not willingly permitted to fall un-
less he has seriously bemeaned himself. Both
differ for city and country workers, for the do-
mestic servant and the day-laborer, for the
business clerk and the official, etc. Likewise the
man of wealth is reproved if he lives the life of
a poor man, but also if he seeks the refinements
of luxury overmuch. Economists may protest
in vain; public feeling will always be scandal-
ized if an individual spends too much wealth
for wholly superfluous use, and it even seems
that this severity relaxes only in times of moral
disturbance. A genuine regimen exists, there-
fore, although not always legally formulated,
which fixes with relative precision the maxi-
mum degree of ease of living to which each so-
cial class may legitimately aspire. However,
there is nothing immutable about such a scale.
It changes with the increase or decrease of col-
lective revenue and the changes occurring in
the moral ideas of society. Thus what appears
luxury to one period no longer does so to an-
other; and the well-being which for long peri-
ods was granted to a class only by exception
and supererogation, finally appears strictly
necessary and equitable.

Under this pressure, each in his sphere
vaguely realizes the extreme limit set to his
ambitions and aspires to nothing beyond. At
least if he respects regulations and is docile to
collective authority, that is, has a wholesome
moral constitution, he feels that it is not well to
ask more. Thus, an end and goal are set to the
passions. Truly, there is nothing rigid nor ab-
solute about such determination. The economic
ideal assigned each class of citizens is itself
confined to certain limits, within which the de-
sires have free range. But it is not infinite. This
relative limitation and the moderation it in-
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CHAPTER 3:

volves, make men contented with their lot
while stimulating them moderately to improve
it; and this average contentment causes the
feeling of calm, active happiness, the pleasure
in existing and living which characterizes
health for societies as well as for individuals.
Each person is then at least, generally speak-
ing, in harmony with his condition, and desires
only what he may legitimately hope for as the
normal reward of his activity. Besides, this
does not condemn man to a sort of immobility.
He may seek to give beauty to his life; but his
attempts in this direction may fail without
causing him to despair. For, loving what he has
and not fixing his desire solely on what he
lacks, his wishes and hopes may fail of what he
has happened to aspire to, without his being
wholly destitute. He has the essentials. The
equilibrium of his happiness is secure because
it is defined, and a few mishaps cannot discon-
cert him.

But it would be of little use for everyone to
recognize the justice of the hierarchy of func-
tions established by public opinion, if he did
not also consider the distribution of these func-
tions just. The workman is not in harmony
with his social position if he is not convinced
that he has his deserts. If he feels justified in oc-
cupying another, what he has would not satis-
fy him. So it is not enough for the average level
of needs for each social condition to be regulat-
ed by public opinion, but another, more precise
rule, must fix the way in which these condi-
tions are open to individuals. There is no soci-
ety in which such regulation does not exist. It
varies with times and places. Once it regarded
birth as the almost exclusive principle of social
dassification; today it recognizes no other in-
herent inequality than hereditary fortune and
merit. But in all these various forms its object is
unchanged. It is also only possible, every-
Where, as a restriction upon individuals im-
Posed by superior authority, that is, by collec-
tive authontv For it can be established only by
Tequiring of one or another group of men, usu-
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ally of all, sacrifices and concessions in the
name of the public interest.

Some, to be sure, have thought that this
moral pressure would become unnecessary if
men’s economic circumstances were only no
longer determined by heredity. If inheritance
were abolished, the argument runs, if everyone
began life with equal resources and if the com-
petitive struggle were fought out on a basis of
perfect equality, no one could think its results
unjust. Each would instinctively feel that
things are as they should be.

Truly, the nearer this ideal equality were ap-
proached, the less social restraint will be neces-
sary. But it is only a matter of degree. One sort
of heredity will always exist, that of natural tal-
ent. Intelligence, taste, scientific, artistic, liter-
ary or industrial ability, courage and manual
dexterity are gifts received by each of us at
birth, as the heir to wealth receives his capital
or as the nobleman formerly received his title
and function. A moral discipline will therefore
still be required to make those less favored by
nature accept the lesser advantages which they
owe to the chance of birth. Shall it be demand-
ed that all have an equal share and that no ad-
vantage be given those more useful and de-
serving? But then there would have to be a
discipline far stronger to make these accept a
treatment merely equal to that of the mediocre
and incapable.

But like the one first mentioned, this disci-
pline can be useful only if considered just by
the peoples subject to it. When it is maintained
only by custom and force, peace and harmony
are illusory; the spirit of unrest and discontent
are latent; appetites superficially restrained are
ready to revolt. This happened in Rome and
Greece when the faiths underlying the old or-
ganization of the patricians and plebeians were
shaken, and in our modern societies when aris-
tocratic prejudices began to lose their old as-
cendancy. But this state of upheaval is excep-
tional; it occurs only when society is passing
through some abnormal crisis. In normal con-
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ditions the collective order is regarded as just
by the great majority of persons. Therefore,
when we say that an authority is necessary to
impose this order on individuals, we certainly
do not mean that violence is the only means of
establishing it. Since this regulation is meant to
restrain individual passions, it must come from
a power which dominates individuals; but this
power must also be obeyed through respect,
not fear.

It is not true, then, that human activity can
be released from all restraint. Nothing in the
world can enjoy such a privilege. All existence
being a part of the universe is relative to the re-
mainder; its nature and method of manifesta-
tion accordingly depend not only on itself but
on other beings, who consequently restrain
and regulate it. Here there are only differences
of degree and form between the mineral realm
and the thinking person. Man's characteristic
privilege is that the bond he accepts is not
phyvsical but moral; that is, social. He is gov-
erned not by a material environment brutally
imposed on him, but by a conscience superior
to his own, the superiority of which he feels.
Because the greater, better part of his existence
transcends the body, he escapes the body's
voke, but is subject to that of society.

But when societv is disturbed by some
painful crisis or by beneficent but abrupt tran-
sitions, it is momentarily incapable of exercis-
ing this influence; thence come the sudden
rises in the curve of suicides which we have
pointed out above.

In the case of economic disasters, indeed,
something like a declassification occurs which
suddenly casts certain individuals into a lower
state than their previous one. Then they must
reduce their requirements, restrain their needs,
learn greater self-control. All the advantages of
social influence are lost so far as they are con-
cerned; their moral education has to be recom-
mended. But society cannot adjust them instan-
taneously to this new life and teach them to
practice the increased self-repression to which
thev are unaccustomed. So they are not adjust-
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[t is the same if the source of the crisis is ap
abrupt growth of power and wealth. Thep,
truly, as the conditions of life are changed, the
standard according to which needs were regu.
lated can no longer remain the same; for i
varies with social resources, since it largely de
termines the share of each class of producers
The scale is upset; but a new scale cannot be
immediately improvised. Time is required for
the public conscience to reclassify men and
things. So long as the social forces thus freed
have not regained equilibrium, their respective
values are unknown and so all regulation is
lacking for a time. The limits are unknown be-
tween the possible and the impossible, what is
just and what is unjust, legitimate claims and
hopes and those which are immoderate. Conse-
quently, there is no restraint upon aspirations.
If the disturbance is profound, it affects even
the principles controlling the distribution of
men among various occupations. Since the re-
lations between various parts of society are
necessarily modified, the ideas expressing
these relations must change. Some particular
class especially favored by the crisis is no
longer resigned to its former lot, and, on the
other hand, the example of its greater good for-
tune arouses all sorts of jealousy below and
about it. Appetites, not being controlled by a
public opinion become disoriented, no longer
recognize the limits proper to them. Besides,
they are at the same time seized by a sort of
natural erethism simply bv the greater intensi-
ty of public life. With increased prosperity de-
sires increase. At the very moment when tradi-
tional rules have lost their authority, the richer
prize offered these appetites stimulates them
and makes them more exigent and impatient of §
control. The state of de-regulation or anomy is

-

thus further heightened by passions being less
disciplined, precisely when they need more
disciplining,




rem, and its very
e the suffering
>duced existence
al of it.
of the crisis is an
1 wealth. Then,
are changed, the
eeds were regu-
the same; for it
nce it largely de-
155 of producers.
- scale cannot be
e is required for
assify men and
forces thus freed
, their respective
all regulation is
are unknown be-
possible, what is
mate claims and
noderate. Conse-
1pon aspirations.
d, it affects even
o distribution of
ons. Since the re-
s of society are
deas expressing
Some particular
the crisis is no
- lot, and, on the
greater good for-
lousy below and
> controlled by a
iented, no longer
‘o them. Besides,
ized by a sort of
e greater intensi-
ed prosperity de-
ment when tradi-
thority, the richer
- stimulates them
t and impatient of
ation or anomy is
assions being less
they need more

1 st o AR

TP M e

RN

CHAPTER 3:

But then their very demands make fulfill-
ment impossible. Overweening ambition al-
ways exceeds the results obtained, great as
they may be, since there is no warning to pause
here. Nothing gives satisfaction and all this ag-
itation is uninterruptedly maintained without
appeasement. Above all, since this race for an
unattainable goal can give no other pleasure
but that of the race itself, if it is one, once it is
interrupted the participants are left empty-
handed. At the same time the struggle grows
more violent and painful, both from being less
controlled and because competition is greater.
All classes contend among themselves because
no established classification any longer exists.
Effort grows, just when it becomes less produc-
tive. How could the desire to live not be weak-
ened under such conditions?

This explanation is confirmed by the re-
markable immunity of poor countries. Poverty
protects against suicide because it is a restraint
in itself. No matter how one acts, desires have
to depend upon resources to some extent; actu-
al possessions are partly the criterion of those
aspired to. So the less one has the less he is
tempted to extend the range of his needs indef-
initely. Lack of power, compelling moderation,
accustoms men to it, while nothing excites
envy if no one has superfluity. Wealth, on the
other hand, by the power it bestows, deceives
us into believing that we depend on ourselves
only. Reducing the resistance we encounter
from objects, it suggests the possibility of un-
limited success against them. The less limited
one feels, the more intolerable all limitation ap-
pears. Not without reason, therefore, have so
many religions dwelt on the advantages and
moral value of poverty. It is actually the best
school for teaching self-restraint. Forcing us to
constant self-discipline, it prepares us to accept
collective discipline with equanimity, while
wealth, exalting the individual, may always
arouse the spirit of rebellion which is the very
source of immorality. This, of course, is no rea-
son why humanity should not improve its ma-
terial condition. But though the moral danger
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involved in every growth of prosperity is not
irremediable, it should not be forgotten.

If anomy never appeared except, as in the
above instances, in intermittent spurts and
acute crisis, it might cause the social suicide-
rate to vary from time to time, but it would not
be a regular, constant factor. In one sphere of
social life, however—the sphere of trade and
industry—it is actually in a chronic state.

For a whole century, economic progress has
mainly consisted in freeing industrial relations
from all regulation. Until very recently, it was
the function of a whole system of moral forces
to exert this discipline. First, the influence of
religion was felt alike by workers and masters,
the poor and the rich. It consoled the former
and taught them contentment with their lot by
informing them of the providential nature of
the social order, that the share of each class
was assigned by God himself, and by holding
out the hope for just compensation in a world
to come in return for the inequalities of this
world. It governed the latter, recalling that
worldly interests are not man’s entire lot, that
they must be subordinate to other and higher
interests, and that they should therefore not be
pursued without rule or measure. Temporal
power, in turn, restrained the scope of econom-
ic functions by its supremacy over them and by
the relatively subordinate role it assigned
them. Finally, within the business world prop-
er, the occupational groups by regulating
salaries, the price of products and production
itself, indirectly fixed the average level of in-
come on which needs are partially based by the
very force of circumstances. However, we do
not mean to propose this organization as a
model. Clearly it would be inadequate to exist-
ing societies without great changes. What we
stress is its existence, the fact of its useful influ-
ence, and that nothing today has come to take
its place.

Actually, religion has lost most of its power.
And government, instead of regulating eco-
nomic life, has become its tool and servant. The




86 PART 11 THE CLASSIC TRADITION

most opposite schools, orthodox economists
and extreme socialists, unite to reduce govern-
ment to the role of a more or less passive inter-
mediary among the various social functions.
The former wish to make it simply the
guardian of individual contracts; the latter
leave it the task of doing the collective book-
keeping, that is, of recording the demands of
consumers, transmitting them to producers, in-
ventorying the total revenue and distributing it
according to a fixed formula. But both refuse it
any power to subordinate other social organs
to itself and to make them converge toward
one dominant aim. On both sides nations are
declared to have the single or chief purpose of
achieving industrial prosperity; such is the im-
plication of the dogma of economic material-
ism, the basis of both apparently opposed sys-
tems. And as these theories merely express the
state of opinion, industry, instead of being still
regarded as a means to an end transcending it-
self, has become the supreme end of individu-
als and societies alike. Thereupon the appetites
thus excited have become freed of any limiting
authority. By sanctifying them, so to speak, this
apotheosis of well-being has placed them
above all human law. Their restraint seems like
a sort of sacrilege. For this reason, even this
purely utilitarian regulation of them exercised
by the industrial world itself through the medi-
um of occupational groups has been unable to
persist. Ultimately, this liberation of desires
has been made worse by the very development
of industry and the almost infinite extension of
the market. So long as the producer could gain
his profits only in his immediate neighbor-
hood, the restricted amount of possible gain
could not much overexcite ambition. Now that
he may assume to have almost the entire world
as his customer, how could passions accept
their former confinement in the face of such
limitless prospects?

Such is the source of the excitement pre-
dominating in this part of society, and which
has thence extended to the other parts. There,
the state of crisis and anomy is constant and, so

to speak, normal. From top to bottom of the
ladder, greed is aroused without knowing
where to find ultimate foothold. Nothing can
calm it, since its goal is far bevond all it can at-
tain. Reality seems valueless by comparison
with the dreams of fevered imaginations; reali-
ty is therefore abandoned, but so too is possi-
bility abandoned when it in turn becomes reali-
ty. A thirst arises for novelties, unfamiliar
pleasures, nameless sensations, all of which
lose their savor once known. Henceforth one
has no strength to endure the least reverse. The
whole fever subsides and the sterility of all the
tumult is apparent, and it is seen that all these
new sensations in their infinite quantity cannot
form a solid foundation of happiness to sup-
port one during days of trial. The wise man,
knowing how to enjoy achieved results with-
out having constantly to replace them with
others, finds in them an attachment to life in
the hour of difficulty. But the man who has al-
ways pinned all his hopes on the future and
lived with his eyes fixed upon it, has nothing
in the past as a comfort against the present’s af-
flictions, for the past was nothing to him but a
series of hastily experienced stages. What
blinded him to himself was his expectation al-
ways to find further on the happiness he had
so far missed. Now he is stopped in his tracks;
from now on nothing remains behind or ahead
of him to fix his gaze upon. Weariness alone,
moreover, is enough to bring disillusionment,
for he cannot in the end escape the futility of
an endless pursuit.

We may even wonder if this moral state is
not principally what makes economic catastro-
phes of our day.so fertile in suicides. In soci-
eties where a man is subjected to a healthy dis-
cipline, he submits more readily to the blows of
chance. The necessary effort for sustaining a lit-
tle more discomfort costs him relatively little,
since he is used to discomfort and constraint.
But when every constraint is hateful in itself,
how can closer constraint not seem intolerable?
There is no tendency to resignation in the
feverish impatience of men'’s lives. When there
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is no other aim but to outstrip constantly the
point arrived at, how painful to be thrown
back! Now this very lack of organization char-
acterizing our economic condition throws the
door wide to every sort of adventure. Since
imagination is hungrv for noveltv, and un-
governed, it gropes at random. Setbacks neces-
sarily increase with risks and thus crises multi-
ply, just when they are becoming more
destructive.

Yet these dispositions are so inbred that so-
ciety has grown to accept them and is accus-
tomed to think them normal. It is everlastingly
repeated that it is man's nature to be eternally
dissatisfied, constantly to advance, without re-
lief or rest, toward an indefinite goal. The long-
ing for infinity is daily represented as a mark
of moral distinction, whereas it can only ap-
pear within unregulated consciences which el-
evate to a rule the lack of rule from which they
sutfer. The doctrine of the most ruthless and
swift progress has become an article of faith.
But other theories appear parallel with those
praising the advantages of instability, which,
generalizing the situation that gives them birth,
declare life evil, claim that it is richer in grief
than in pleasure and that it attracts men only
by false claims. Since this disorder is greatest in
the economic world, it has most victims there.

[ndustrial and commercial functions are re-
ally among the occupations which furnish the
greatest number of suicides. Almost on a level
with the liberal professions, they sometimes
surpass them; they are especially more afflicted
than agriculture, where the old regulative
forces still make their appearance felt most and
where the fever of business has least penetrat-
ed. Here is best recalled what was once the
general constitution of the economic order.
And the divergence would be yet greater if,
among the suicides of industry, employvers
were distinguished from workmen, for the for-
mer are probably most stricken by the state of
anomy. The enormous rate of those with inde-
pendent means sufficiently shows that the pos-
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sessors of most comfort suffer most. Every-
thing that enforces subordination attenuates
the effects of this state. At least the horizon of
the lower classes is limited by those above
them, and for this same reason their desires are
more modest. Those who have only empty
space above them are almost inevitably lost in
it, if no force restrains them.

Anomy, therefore, is a regular and specific
factor in suicide in our modern societies; one of
the springs from which the annual contingent
feeds. So we have here a new type to distin-
guish from the others. [t differs from them in
its dependence, not on the way in which indi-
viduals are attached to society, but on how it
regulates them. Egoistic suicide results from
man's no longer finding a basis for existence in
life; altruistic suicide, because this basis for ex-
istence appears to man situated beyond life it-
self. The third sort of suicide, the existence of
which has just been shown, results from man’'s
activity’s lacking regulation and his conse-
quent sufferings. By virtue of its origin we
shall assign this last variety the name of anomic
suicide.

Certainly, this and egoistic suicide have kin-
dred ties. Both spring from society’s insuffi-
cient presence in individuals. But the sphere of
its absence is not the same in both cases. In
egoistic suicide it is deficient in truly collective
activity, thus depriving the latter of object and
meaning. [n anomic suicide, society’s influence
is lacking in the basically individual passions,
thus leaving them without a check-rein. In
spite of their relationship, therefore, the two
tvpes are independent of each other. We may
otfer society everything social in us, and still be
unable to control our desires; one may live in
an anomic state without being egoistic, and
vice versa. These two sorts of suicide therefore
do not Lir'ﬂ\-‘\.’ thL‘lI’ L‘hll‘.’f recruits from the same
social environments; one has its principal field
among intellectual world of
thought—the other, the industrial or commer-
cial world.

careers, the




