
1/1 

 

Breaking the Mould: Gender and Suicide in Historical Perspective. 

A Comparative Analysis of China and the West 

 

David LEDERER 

National University of Ireland, Maynooth 

 

Abstract 

 

The origins of modern suicidology can be traced to the 19th century, when social physics 

began to collect moral statistics on behalf of the nation state to analyze its character.  Some 

of these early sociologists viewed suicide negatively, others described it in Malthusian terms 

as a positive check, while social Darwinists attributed it the quality of a means for social 

organisms to cleanse themselves of unfit members.  By the time Durkheim published Le 

Suicide (1897), the first sociological case study in history, suicidologists recognized several 

patterns as universal manifestations of suicidal behaviour.  That Protestants always killed 

themselves more often than Catholics became enshrined as the so-called First Law of 

Sociology.  Suicide was also seen as a symptom of industrial modernization, more common 

in cities than the countryside.  In both absolute and relative terms, men always killed 

themselves more often than women.  Until recently, however, few have considered the 

constituent historical elements in such patterns. 

 

Recent studies of suicide in China have over-turned several orthodoxies, revealing many 

sociological universals as Westrocentric constructs.  For example, studies by the Canadian 

psychiatrist Michael Phillips and Harvard medical anthropologist Arthur Kleinman revealed 

not only that, in absolute terms, China has more suicides than any other country, but also that 

rates are higher both in the countryside and among woman.  Although at first glance 

astounding, their revelations are in fact the end products of a long historical development 

which can be traced back through centuries of Chinese history.  For example, the results of 

this research are NOT applicable in Hong Kong which, according to the Jockey Club Centre 

for Suicide Research and Prevention, closely follows Western patterns.  Ultimately, varying 

patterns of suicide evidence one way that the historical intervention of British rule reshaped 

Chinese culture in the 19th and 20th century.  In other words, even in areas associated with 

mental health care, historical and cultural factors play a decisive role which cannot be 

ignored. 


