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Bringing Durkheim into the 
Twenty-First Century: A Network 

Approach to Unresolved Issues 
in the Sociology of Suicide 

Bernice A. Pescosolido) PhD 

As the standard theory lecture goes, when Durkheim wrote Suicide, he stood 
at a unique historical point in the birth and development of a new form of 
society and the new academic discipline of sociology. The end of the nineteenth 
century confirmed the triumph of the "modern" age with its transition from 
an agrarian base to an industrial one, from a rural population to an increasingly 
urban one, from a collectivity centered culture to an individualistic one, and 
from legal relations based on status to relations based on contract. This 
transition was often celebrated (e.g., Webb, 1889; Spencer, 1881; Sumner, 
1914). More frequently tl1ere was a focus on the human and social costs of 
change. Many scholars of the time pointed to rising suicide rates as trouble
some human markers of the transition, and they struggled to locate the single 
source of disruption. Masaryk, for example, argued in 1881 that tl1e funda
mental root of suicide lay in the unexpected effects of education on the church 
and tl1e family. For Durkheim, the cause was more complex, pervasive and 
far-reaching. The transition to the modern era represented a sweeping realign
ment of society with traditional forms of social organization deteriorating in 
strength and new ones emerging. Protestantism, as a central case, responded 
by loosening its hold on members' collective lives and forfeited its ability ro 
restrain self-destructive impulses. The Catl1olic Church, to the contrary, 
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adopted a stand against "modernity" in all its forms and continued to provide 
relative protection from new suicidal impulses (Pescosolido and Georgianna 
1989, p. 34). ' 

As new forms of social organization gave rise to new institutions and 
problems, so it gave rise to new ways of understanding them. Durkheim clearly 
intended to support the creation of a new discipline and a particular brand of 
that "sociology" as well as contributing a unique perspective to our under
standing of suicide (Smelser and Warner, 1976). His formulation proved to 
be distinctly successful. Unlike most competing works, Suicide as a piece of 
theoretical, methodological and empirical work continues to hold court 
among sociologists. And rightly so, for its overall elegance and theoretical 
power are stunning and durable. And over the last hundred years, Durkheim's 
theory of suicide has served sociology well. We have relied heavily on its basic 
propositions, fiddling here, revising there, or updating this hypothesis or that. 
Scores of studies, sociological and otherwise, have sought to theoretically 
refine or question its basic insights, but nothing has surfaced to replace or 
fundamentally discredit the broad scheme of the dual dimensions of integra
tion and regulation in shedding light on the societal quota of suicides. The 
Durkheimian perspective of sociology, minus its most functional and now out 
of vogue aspects, continues to present a major way of understanding society 
in a discipline that prides itself on being nonparadigmatic (see Furniss [ 1992) 
on functionalism). 

To a certain extent, however, this almost exclusive reliance on Durkheim's 
early ideas is problematic. There have been major challenges to some of 
Suicide's underlying assumptions. Serious problems have been raised regarding 
the validity, relevance and utility of Durkheim's original theory for understand
ing the contemporary pattern of suicides. Such problems, often raised in the 
debunking tradition of sociology, have been rarely answered or solved. Fur
ther, it has been l 00 years since Durkheim wrote Suicide. There have been 
100 years of social change and 100 years of sociological work since then. 
Durkheim's theory, in its most general form, contends that changing social 
forms produces shifts in suicide rates. The specifics and examples in Suicide, 
as a sociology of knowledge perspective would dictate, were bound by the 
context in which they were shaped and constructed. This raises questions 
about its applicability in times of major social transition. In sum, if Durkheim's 
theory, so tied to the constraints of extant theoretical and med1odological 
knowledge of a nascent discipline, cannot be improved by 100 years of 
sociology, bod1 the applicability of d1e sociological approach to suicide and 
d1e legitimacy of d1e discipline righdy are threatened. 

It is not my appointed nor accepted task to inventory our 100-year stock 
of sociological knowledge on suicide. There are those who have taken on this 
critical job at various times with greater skill ( e.g., Lester, 1972 ). Rather, I will 
turn my attention to long-standing problems and new challenges to the 
sociological study of suicide, so shaped by Durkheim's d1eory. The purpose 
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of this chapter, then, is t\vofold. I will lay out the basic theoretical, method
ological and empirical issues that sociologists of suicide must wrestle with over 
the next century. And I will attempt to advance this effort by offering an 
overarching theoretical perspective capable of guiding sociological work. This 
social net\vork perspective represents the essential element uniting tl1e attempt 
to address the very diverse challenges confronting the sociological study of 
suicide. This perspective is consistent botl1 with the central thrust of 
Durkheim's work and its application to "postmodern" society. 

To avoid misunderstanding, a social net\vork approach must not be viewed, 
at mis point in its development, as a tl1eory in the usual sense of tightly 
interconnected propositions deduced from axioms. Ratl1er, it is a set of basic 
concepts and ideas about how me centrality of social ties or interconnections 
among individuals both creates social structures and provides an understand
ing of the mechanisms through which tl1ese structures influence attitudes, 
beliefs and behaviors. While drawing its most direct heritage from Simmel 
(1955), the development of social net\vork meory since has been spotty. At 
me same time, however, me breadth and range of empirical studies in tl1e last 
t\venty years in which the framework has been fruitfully employed is compel
ling (see, for examples, reviews in Alba [1982] and Granovetter [1983]). Most 
importantly, this perspective has been brought in fairly successfully to begin 
me translation of Durkheim's theory for the t\venty-first century (Pescosolido, 
1990; Pescosolido and Georgianna, 1989; Pescosolido and Wright, 1990). 

THE BASIC CHALLENGES TO THE SOCIOLOGICAL 
STUDY OF SUICIDE: A BRIEF OVERVIEW 

Three broad and cross-cutting criticisms of Durkheim's Suicide are my major 
concern here. For simplicity, I will refer to them as me meoretical, method
ological, and empirical challenges. The first, me theoretical challenge, arises 
from the theoretical literature questioning Durkheim's larger explanatory 
scheme and from the body of empirical research on tl1e social correlates of 
suicide. It raises a number of questions. Is me dual and parabolic conceptual
ization valid and viable for present-day studies? Can it be 1nade simultaneously 
more concrete and more generalizable? To what extent can we rely on 
Durkheim's specific hypotheses in Suicide and continue to battle over whemer 
they are correct or not? 

From a meoretical point of view, Johnson's ( 1965) persuasive argument 
about the logical possibility of only "one cause" of suicide in Durkheim's 
scheme has yet to be refuted. In any case, the complexity of tl1is overall scheme 
appears to have led most researchers to abandon its consideration in favor of 
a focus on specific examples of religion, divorce or econo1nic conditions where 
we have some but not many consistent and replicable conclusions. Of course, 
we should not always expect consistent support both because there can be 
different pamways to the same event, as Tilly's ( 1991) recent work argues, and 
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because there are scope conditions which can affect the way the same social 
forces influence individuals in different social and geographic locations as 
Ragin ( 1987) reminds us. But the central challenge is to ask whether inc~n
sistent findings represent a flaw in Durkheim's hypotheses, Durkheim's larger 
concepn1al framework, or our applications of them? The answer lies in address
ing both gaps in Durkheimian theory and the way we have approached it. 
Proposing the social mechanism behind Durkheim's general concepts of 
integration and regulation provides a more concrete hold on how to tailor old 
hypotheses to new sociocultural locations and to derive new propositions and 
hypotheses from Durkheim's general theory. I argue that a network perspec
tive offers a way to understand this general framework, providing most 
importantly, greater clarity and specificity to the meaning of integration and 
regulation and the viability of the polar states of egoism, altruism, anomie and 
fatalism. 

The second issue I term methodological. It is impossible to read any work 
on suicide without an inevitable mention of the ecological fallacy (Robinson, 
1950 ). Referred to almost continually either as a criticism of empirical attempts 
or a requisite apology to be made before doing empirical analysis, the 
ecological fallacy centers on problems in using aggregate suicide data to study 
individual level phenomena. For example, can we know or discuss whether 
Protestants or Catholics commit suicide if our data tell us only about the effect 
of the religious profile of a county, state or country on suicide rates? If this 
were simply a concern of those who feel that the reliance on aggregate data 
represents a mismatch with some of the explicit and implicit ideas in Suicide, 
this would be a technical issue solved more or less straightforwardly in one of 
two ways by the impressive contributions of sociological and social science 
methodologists over the last 100 years. Hannan (1971), for example, using 
Durkheim's Suicide as a pointed illustration, clarifies that aggregate data are 
useful where ideas address tl1e larger effects of structure or context, that is, 
where the theory, operationalization and analysis match in terms of level of 
aggregation. Durkheim's theory, despite its own slips into individual level 
analysis and explanation, aims at the level of social facts, social structure and 
specifically, the societal quota of suicides. These foci make the use of aggregate 
data quite appropriate and suggest mat one potential solution is to increase 
the precision and consistency of our language, data and tests. Alternatively, if 
we are "stuck" with aggregate data on suicide but are really interested in 
individual level phenomena, there have been some convincing analyses that 
indicate that sound theoretical guidance coupled with precise model specifi
cation can produce valid results (e.g., Hanushek, Jackson and Kain, 1974). 
Another potential solution, then, is provided by employing a sophisticated use 
of Durkheim's theory in tandem with current analytic techniques. 

But I argue that the confusion over whether we say ( or, in fact, really mean) 
for example, tl1at Protestants commit suicide more often than Cailiolics exists 
in Durkheim's work and in tl1e work of those that follow because we cannot 
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maintain one or the other level of discourse sociologically. The ecological 
fullacy has been seen exclusively and inappropriately as a method9logical 
challenge in the small sense of the term. In reality, this issue is fundamentally 
theoretical in nature, targeting the sociological method in the larger sense of the 
term. We tend to slip between structural and individual metaphors over the 
effect of religion, for example, because in the sociological study of suicide, 
starting with Durkheim, we have failed to be clear about how we see individuals 
linked to social structural contexts and about how we conceptualize the 
underlying mechanisms or processes through which the two levels of society 
influence each other. The sociological perspective is fundamentally about the 
link between individuals and society, between micro-processes and macro
structures, and in Mills' (1959) terms between personal biographies and social 
histories. Viewed in this way, there are three central questions that simulta
neously draw our interest in the methodological challenge. How do the 
characteristics ofindividuals affect the suicide rate? Are there larger contextual 
influences on suicide rates? Do individual and contextual characteristics inter
act to produce lower or higher aggregate suicide rates? 

The central issue in the methodological challenge lies in addressing what is 
missing from the Durkheimian approach, that is, any sense of how actors and 
structures reciprocally influence one another. In the context of his times, 
Durkheim presented the "strong" case for the impact of society on the 
individual, for his famous society as a reality sui generis. But with that now 
accepted by sociologists and by others outside the field, we can move to a more 
reciprocal image of individual and society. Network theory provides a way to 
understand how these levels are linked by looking to the network content, 
structure and cultural context in which social interaction takes place. Because 
a macro-micro conceptualization based on network theory focuses on social 
interaction as the most basic form of social life and rejects a reduction to the 
individual level, it is consistent with Durkheim's most stringent assumptions 
about sociological explanations (see Pescosolido [1992) for greater detail, 
Giddens [ 197 6] for a complementary view and Coleman [ 1990] for a contrary 
approach). 

The third issue is empirica~ dealing directly with the manner in which 
researchers attempt to discover the social etiology of suicide. The challenge 
here is represented by the social constructionists who, quite correctly, see the 
compilation of suicide rates as a social process in itself, and, at minimum, are 
skeptical about the validity of using official data in evaluating sociological ideas 
about suicide. Douglas (1967), Baechler (1973) and Hindess (1973), for 
example, argue that empirical tests of theoretical ideas using rates may provide 
erroneous evaluations of sociological theories. Suicide rates do not reflect a 
valid accounting of who commits suicide but are confounded by a selective 
reporting of suicide, particularly for the powerless. Cases of suspicious deaths 
where there are no individuals with the social power and motivation to 

convince officials to avoid such a stigmatizing and pragmatically recriminating 
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cause of death for their relatives and associates are reported as suicides. In other 
cases of suspicious death, where influence is exerted on medicolegal officials 
a suicide may be "hidden" in other cause-of-death categories such as "unde: 
termined" or "accidental." On his side, Durkheim ( 1951) found it convenient 
to ignore "official" data where it met his needs (i.e., dismissing the study of 
suicide notes, p. 148) and to refute criticism of official information where it 
did not (p. 50ff). 

These criticisms of official data have produced a substantial body of research 
exploring the process of rate construction, the qualifications and attributes of 
medico legal officials, and the comparison of seemingly divergent international 
rates. Despite these observations, most efforts targeting the etiology of suicide 
fail to address the criticisms that have plagued the empirical study of suicide 
and continue to take for granted the use of official aggregate data on suicide. 
Neither the abandonment of the search for social causes in favor of the study 
of the social construction of rates nor the luxury of ignoring these problems 
bting strength to sociology's contributions to understanding suicide. Rather, 
these two opposing views must be explored simultaneously, that is, in light of 
the criticisms of social constructionists, can the study of the social causation 
of suicide be pursued? 

The criticisms of the social constructionists are well-taken and convincing, 
but their general notion of "social pressures" has not resulted in a deductive 
theory of the social construction of suicide. Furthermore, the empirical study 
of the social construction of rates has not produced, using an inductive logic, 
a specific theoretical framework within which to understand the criticisms of 
the social constructionists. The basic challenge in pursuing the empirical 
challenge remains the lack of theoretical guidance. In our earlier work, we 
suggested using a legal and organization framework to collect social construc
tionist criticisms into an w1derstanding of the discretion available to medico
legal officials in their task of classifying suspicious deaths (Pescosolido and 
Mendelsohn, 1986). This proved a useful first step, uncovering bias in the 
suicide rate, supporting the utility of suicide rates for theory testing, and 
leading to some pointed questions about the mechanisms underlying how 
science and cross-pressures influence officials making cause-of-death determi
nations. Following up on this, we have begun the development of a theoretical 
framework which fleshes out the structure and content of multiple network 
ties that surround medicolegal officials. This social network theory of the social 
construction of rates, presented in brief here, provides a way to understand 
the political, community, and professional "pressures" so central to the social 
constructionists' criticisms of the process of death determination. 

In sum, sociologists must confront theoretical, methodological and empir
ical challenges facing the study of suicide by incorporating both persistent 
complaints and recent sociological developments in refining and reworking 
the dominant sociological theory of suicide. A simultaneous consideration of 
these challenges has the potential to provide a more useful, albeit more 
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complex, sociological approach to the problem of suicide. The theoretical 
foundation of Durkheim's theory, the ecological fallacy, and the social con
struction of rates can be addressed by bringing in what sociologists have 
learned over the last one hundred years and by reshaping and responding to 
each issue with an overarching theoretical perspective. Social network theory 
fits the most crucial criteria. It holds the promise of providing definition to 
important sociological concepts such as "integration" and "regulation" for 
the theoretical challenge, "society" and "social structure" for the methodolog
ical challenge, and "social pressures" central to the empirical challenge. My 
task in the following section lies in sketching out the overall network blueprint 
for the translation of Durkheim's theory and to begin to lay the foundation 
for theoretical, methodological and empirical avenues of development. 

THE THEORETICAL CHALLENGE: 
THE SOCIAL ETIOLOGY OF SUICIDE AND 

DURKHEIM'S THEORY, LARGE AND SMALL 

The Smaller Issue of Hypothesis Testing: 
"Underusing" Durkheim's Theory 

Durkheim's original conceptualization is a unified theory rather than a set of 
individual, specific hypotheses, yet this larger theoretical framework is often 
overlooked in practice. When social structure is disrupted or perverted, 
Durkheim argued, the ability to constrain the individuals' resort to suicide as 
a solution to problems is lessened. He conceived of two major dimensions, 
integration and regulation, each of which is related simultaneously in curvi
linear fashion to the suicide rate. These two most general propositions are 
never stated directly or clearly in Suicide as are some of the more specific 
propositions whicl1 focus on one or another pole of the scheme and that break 
"society" into smaller substantive arenas such as the family and the polity ( e.g., 
see Durkheim, 1951, p. 208). The divorce rate, the never-married rate and 
the number of Catholics, as indicators of the "state" of social life in these 
arenas, are the focus of most empirical work. They represent, in classical 
hypothesis-testing language, select variables which operationalize only parts 
of the two general propositions and hypotheses for specific propositions. 

Sociologists, for the most part, have tended to ignore the logical structure of 
this theoryand concentrate on whether the empirical findings in Suicide continue 
to hold. While this is useful and has built a body of work with some durable 
conclusions, a key to the continued viability of Durkheim's theory lies in 
understanding that these hypotheses are time and place bound. The most simple 
and fundamental point to bring Durkheim into the twenty-first century rests on 
taking the Durkheimian theory in spirit rather than in literal terms and to reshape 
theoretical deductions in the context of social, historical and cultural develop
ments in family, religious, economic and political spheres oflife. 

To be sure, sociologists have approached the empirical examination of 
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Durkheimian ~e_ory_ to some extent in this way, looking for how changing 
labor force parnc1pano~ ?f women or cross-national context affects change in 
the societal quota of smc1des ( e.g., see the work of Frank Trovato on Canada 
and Steven Stack in general). Even here, however, the flavor of research 
remains at the level of empirical verification or refutation of Durkheim's 
original hypotheses. Perhaps the issue illustrating this most clearly is the 
empirical debate over Du~khe~'s '~One Law." As Pope and Danigelis (1981) 
lay this out, no other soc10log1cal idea has taken on the status of a "law" or 
been subjected to more scrutiny than Durkheim's contention that Protestant
ism produces more suicides than Catholicism. The empirical debate continues 
to the present, with findings consistently favoring neither proponents nor 
skeptics of Durkheim's hypothesis. In 1989, we began to ask whether this was 
a judicious and fair use of Durkheim's theory of suicide (Pescosolido and 
Georgianna, 1989). To concentrate on whether deductions derived in one 
sociohistorical context be directly applied to a different place and era is to 
obscure the potential tl1eoretical contribution of Durkheim's work. 

The large body of work in tl1e sociology of religion provided a base to 
rethink tl1e translation from Durkheim's original, specific proposition on 
religious integration to hypotheses about the relative protective or aggravating 
effects of various religious bodies. In the contemporary U.S., three 
sociohistorical trends (secularization, ecumenicalism in the 1960s and the 
post-World War II evangelical revival) realigned the relationship among 
Protestant denominations, Catl1olicism and Judaism. The theoretical cl1al
lenge of integrating 100 years of the sociology of religion in America into 
Durkheim's tl1eory required a consideration of what these religious realign
ments implied for the notion of religious integration. Correspondingly, com
paring "Protestants" to Catholics (or areas with various profiles of Protestant 
or Catholic adherents) seemed to hold little meaning either in the context of 
the Durkheimian theory or late twentieth-century America. Three questions 
followed. First and most simply, what had changed and how should we 
operationalize different religious "societies"? Second, what was the meaning 
of these changes for understanding social integration? And third, was there a 
way to show in more concrete terms the underlying mechanism that produces 
more or less integration? 

Our investigation was both inductive and deductive. The first question was 
answered using a deductive logic. Protestantism has changed dramatically in 
terms of social organization with scores of new denominations ( as well as 
numbers of nondenominational Protestant groups) appearing over the course 
of the last century in An1erica. These twentieth-century organizational repre
sentations, we argued, might differ in their effects on suicide, and we empiri
cally examined the influence of religious organizational representation in 
county groups using as much detail as possible. Given the limits of available 
data, we operationalized the religious profile of an area as the percentage of 
individuals who belonged to 26 different Protestant groups in addition to 
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Catholicism and Judaism. We found a fairly clean clustering of empirical effects 
on suicide rates. Those Protestant religions that sociologists of religion call 
-liberal, mainline or institutional (e.g., Episcopal, Congregational) appear to 
aggravate suicide as Durkheim saw in Western Europe at the turn of the last 
century. However, those Protestant groups which sociologists of religion call 
evangelical or conservative (e.g., Seventh-Day Adventists, Southern Baptists) 
seem to have a protective effect on suicide in the U.S. as do Catholicism and 
Judaism. 

The second question was addressed with an inductive logic. Vve tried to 
organize ide-as about religious integration from the patterning of the effects 
of Protestant groups on suicide rates. This required a deeper look into what 
sociologists of religion knew about these l:\vo types of Protestantism. Sociol
ogists of religion have documented that conservative, evangelical Protestants 
are more likely to participate in religious activities and to name fellow 
congregation members as best friends (Stark -and Glock, 1973). They refer to 
these churches as strong, primary groups and "some of the most cohesive 
nonethnic communities in the United States" (Roof and McKinney, 1987, p. 
94 ). To the contrary, they refer to mainline or liberal Protestants as "dormant" 
because their studies document that adherents to these religious "societies" 
do not attend church frequently, often do not know one another, and 
participate in hierarchical church structures that translate into a passive role 
for members (Kelly, 1972; Quinley, 197 4 ). Clearly there was a strong parallel 
to what Durkheim saw as the key to religion's protective and aggravating 
effects on suicide rates and what current sociologists of religion see as 
differentiating these religious bodies. 

The third question was answered using a deductive logic. Could we find a 
concrete and specific way to flesh out "religious integration" and support the 
utility of this operationalization? We fow1d social nel:\vork theory provided a 
more precise way to conceptualize "integration." For Durkheim, religion was 
one of many "societies" or, in Simmel's more lucid nel:\vork imagery, "social 
circles." These social circles represent personal neworks to Fischer ( 1982 ), 
Tilly (1984) and other nel:\Vork theorists. Using crude data from five fairly 
recent American surveys where we could operationalize both religious net
works and denominational membership, we found that variables which mea
sured individuals' levels of participation in their religions ( e.g., weekly church 
attendance and religion-based friendships) helped build the bridge bel:\veen 
religious typologies of Protestantism, our findings and a nel:\vork framework. 
Religious differences in effects on suicide rates corresponded to whether, on 
average, the members of those religious bodies actively participated in (i.e., 
forged a tie into) a religious nel:\vork. With this, Durkheim's notion of the 
multiplicity of "societies" becomes both more concrete and more generaliz
able. The potential protective power of religion depends on the ability of 
religious networks to provide a source of support on which individuals can 
draw during difficult times. This is interwoven with the ability of religious 
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groups to dra': members to their a~tivities and actually participate in a religious 
network (Collms, 1982; Pescosohdo and Georgianna, 1989). 

In his time and given his consideration of countries, Durkheim's deduction 
from societal integration to religious institutions to the Catholic/Protestant 
comparison was apt and brilliant. No more stunning changes rode over Europe 
between the Mid~!~ Ages and ~e Industrial Era than both the loosening of 
the grip of Catholicism over maJor societal institutions like the polity and the 
rise of another religious form providing another worldview connecting the 
sacred and the secular. ".111erica in the late twentieth century was clearly 
different and called for a different theoretical deduction about the meaning of 
religious "societies," explicit hypothesis formation, and corresponding vari
able operationalization. Even ifwe keep Durkheim's geographical boundaries, 
the presence of large numbers of Muslims in France, Turks in Germany or 
Sikhs in England requires us to think seriously within each country about the 
impact of religious integration on suicide. Network theory allows a more 
concrete way to deduce from the Durkheim's general proposition given a 
particular sociohistorical context to specific hypotheses about how various 
religious societies can be expected to affect suicide rates. 

In sum, this section cautions against taking Durkheim's specific hypotheses 
too literally. We tend to overlook the complexity in Durkheim's existing 
theory. But Durkheim's theory is not without gaps, perhaps not even as 
complex as it needs to be. Most crucially, the mechanism by which larger 
structures such as religious society influence such a personal decision remains 
at an abstract level. It is to this issue that I now turn. 

The Larger Issue: Rebuilding a Viable Theory 
of Suicide Using Social Network Theory 

One could read the preceding section as an indictment of suicide researchers 
who have failed to deal with Durkheim's theory of suicide at its most complex 
or important level. The implication accompanying this reading would suggest 
a simple corrective in rethinking the translation of propositions into hypoth
eses. The problem in such a reading lies with the mistaken assumption that 
Durkheim provided a clear understanding of the mechanism underlying the 
meaning of specific arenas of social life or of the larger dual organizing 
framework of integration and regulation. Late in the nineteenth century, 
Durkheim lacked the conceptual tools and backing of a body of relevant 
research to produce a clearer guide to applying his general scheme or to 
particular mechanisms w1derlying the "societies" he conceptualized as provid
ing or denying optimal amounts of integration and regulation. A network 
approach, neither contrary to nor totally distinct from Durkheim's ideas in 
Suicide, incorporates Simmel's and more recent network insights and allows 
elaboration, not replacement, of Durkheimian theory. Simply translating the 
theory into network concepts and terms allows greater specificity and cross-
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fertilization with ideas from the growing body of network and social support 
literatures. This social network perspective, I argue, offers a way to make the 
Durkheimian theory of suicide both more concrete and more generalizable. 

To advance this argument, two things need to be demonstrated. First, we 
need to show that network theory provides a reasonable way to translate 
Durkheim's propositions into hypotheses in a way true to the spirit of 
Durkheimian theory. Second, we need to convincingly argue that the approach 
can shed some light on the overall dual and parabolic conceptualization of 
integration and regulation. 

Translating Durkheim's Theory in the Network Metaphor 

My major premise is that Durkheimian theory, itself, is consistent with a 
network theoretical approach and can be updated and refined by integrating 
the two. As described earlier in this chapter, we began the interpretation of 
Durkheim's theory along these lines with the investigation of religion and 
suicide (Pescosolido and Georgianna, 1989). We argued that even Durkheim's 
original theory, dealing with changes in religion and the suicide rate at the 
turn of the century, is more fully elaborated when Simmel's ideas about change 
in the basis of network formation during that period are considered. With the 
industrial age, the basis of network formation shifted from concentric circles 
(i.e., little choice, geographic-based, closed structure) to overlapping circles 
(i.e., greater freedom, interest-based, open structure). While religion was 
central to the formation and maintenance of social networks in the earlier era, 
the appearance of diverse organizational forms of religion made its influence 
less pervasive and uniform. Those who stood with Catholicism had a base of 
strong and continuing network affiliation located in the church and the wide 
range of other social institutions ( e.g., hospitals and schools) that it controlled. 
Suicide rates in predominantly Catholic areas continued to be relatively low 
because of the continued guidance and institutional support the church 
provided in the "modern" age. Those who sought the more liberal forms were 
not protected. These more "rational" networks of the "modern" age in which 
Protestants participated gave rise to tolerance, free inquiry, and diversity but 
were paid for by less emotional and institutional support, psychological 
tensions, ambiguity, and ultimately higher suicide rates (Pescosolido and 
Georgianna, 1986, p. 45 ). 

In general, what differentiates religious groups in their ability to restrain 
suicidal impulses, then and now, lies in the degree to which religions provide 
strong support communities. This depends fundamentally on the nature of 
the religious community and on ties that bind individuals to it. In the social 
network framework, the focus lies neither in whether individuals formally 
identify themselves as having a religious affiliation nor in what the formal 
prohibitions against suicide are. The key is whether they actually become part 
of the church or temple community. Since beliefs and values are deeply rooted 



Bringing Durkheim into the Twenty-First Century 275 

in social networks, these religious networks also serve to reinforce ideas about 
right and wrong, and about appropriate ways to solve problems (Pescosolido 
and Georgianna, 1989, p. 40 ). Already the conceptualization needs to be more 
complex. B:eligious networks are, in and of themselves, more or less likely to 
provide an integrated network of support. And individuals can forge stronger 
or weaker, single-faceted or multiplex ties with these religious communities. 
But these two clearly are not independent. Religions that simultaneously 
demand that members forge stronger ties offer more integrative support. 

Durkheim's notion of the centrality of social integration in understanding 
suicide, then, corresponds to the primary starting point of network theory
the nature of social relations ( or the social structure) influences individuals' 
attitudes, beliefs, and behavior (see White and Boorman, 1976, p. 1442). 
Churches represent one form of many natural "communities" dependent upon 
factors such as member participation and socialization of initiates (Gustafson, 
1961). But Durkheim's use of the term "society" or even "societies" weakens 
the power of sociological explanations (TiJJy, 1984, pp. 27-28). Ifwe replace 
"society" with "network," this idea becomes less ambiguous. In network 
imagery, membership in these "societies" represents one tie in an individual's 
network which can offer the "constant interchange of ideas and feelings, 
something like mutual moral support" that Durkheim (1951, p. 210) dis
cusses. Adopting this view requires greater depth in understanding the state 
of social relations in any formal or informal social network and allows a 
conceptual wedge into a more generalizable approach to understand, opera
tionalize and examine how integration and regulation influence suicide. 

The Larger Framework of Integration and Regulation 

If we accept that Durkheim's "societies" are, in reality, the operation of 
different networks with solidarity coming from the presence ( or absence) of 
strong, interlocking social relationships, as White, Boorman and Breiger 
( 197 6) argue, a basic question remains. Do integration and regulation provide 
a viable basis to concepn1alize the major grids along which these networks 
exist? Perhaps the best known and most elegant critique of the overall system 
comes from Johnson (1965). His "one cause of suicide" argument suggests 
that, upon close examination, the two dimensions and four types of suicide 
that define the ideal-type poles of the cross-cutting dimensions collapse into 
one and only one "variable." As Johnson points out, Durkheim never explicitly 
asserts, but only in1plies, this cross-cutting dual and parabolic scheme, defined 
at the poles by four ideal types of suicide. Altruistic suicide occurs in social 
structures with excessive regulation, egoistic suicide where tl1ere is too little 
integration, fatalistic suicide when individuals are so regulated by "oppressive 
discipline" (p. 276), and anomic suicide where social structure provides only 
the weakest of controls over the individual. Moderate levels ofbotl1 integration 
and regulation are "optimal" in protecting individuals from suicidal impulses. 
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As a first step, Johnson eliminates consideration of altruistic and fatalistic 
suicide based on Durkheim's own suggestion that both exist in small, partic
ularly prinutive societies and that contemporary cases for fatalistic suicide are 
not persuasive.* Johnson (pp. 879-880) questions not the possibility of their 
existence but their applicability to modern society ( or what he calls Durkheim's 
"range of data"). Having eliminated fatalism and altruism, Johnson proceeds 
to argue that egoism and anomie can be equated into one, "true," underlying 
dimension because Durkheim rarely considers a group's simultaneous integra
tive and regulative condition and because he tends to see the two as strong 
covariates. Anomie, or the absence of regulation, Johnson argues, is by 
definition one characteristic of egoism-where individuals are not integrated, 
they cannot, by definition, be expected to be regulated. 

Durkheim's theoretical scheme can be imagined in a network perspective. 
In its most basic form, social structure is a safety net that has different features 
topographically. One dimension running from left to right represents integra
tion; w1derintegration is represented by sparse network ties and overintegra
tion by dense or strong network ties. Another dimension, running forward to 
back and representing regulation, similarly runs from dense to sparse in terms 
of nenvork ties. When these two are considered simultaneously, the clarity 
provided by this network depiction is, in itself, useful. When individuals exist 
in social structures with either too little integration or regulation, the social 
safety net is "loose" or "open," there is little to "catch" individuals when crisis 
destabilizes their equilibrium. They fall through the net, and suicides occur. 
While the multiplicity of meanings tl1at Durkheim attached to polar types 
confuses their exact meaning (Smelser and Warner, 1976, pp. 173-174), in 
this conceptualization, we can see why he saw the similarity of egoistic and 
anomic types. They are diseases oftl1e infinite because they provide no "grip" 
in the societal safety net that supports people during times of individual or 
community crises. 

When individuals exist in social structures which are too regulated or too 
integrated, the safety net closes up. There is no flexibility or "give" to the social 
safety net. When they experience crisis, in essence they hit a wall which shatters 
rather than supports. It is only in the center of the net, where social networks 
are balanced and moderate in their provision ofintegration and/ or regulation, 
in which individuals can be safely "caught" and restrained from tl1eir suicidal 
impulses. As networks become out of balance on the amounts of integration 
and regulation they provide, the potential for an individual to act successfully 
on suicidal impulses becomes greater. 

Despite the visual power of the network representation of Durkheim's 

• 
Durkheim uses the army as a second example where altruistic suicides occur. Johnson 

claims that this is an exception to the rule rather than another form of suicide. Given 
issues of how suicide rates may be distorted during military service, particularly in 
wartime, I choose not to deal with this here. 
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theory, it cannot be maintained w1less we can refote Johnson's two most basic 
claims: ( 1) fatalism and altruism are irrelevant, and (2) integration and 
regulation are, in fact, the same phenomenon. The first error and necessary 
correction in both Johnson's and even Durkheim's original approach is to 
equate "social structure" most commonly with geopolitical boundaries such 
as th~ nation s_t~te .. What we know fro~1 1 OO_ years of sociology is that people, 
even m large CJtJes m large modern nations, live their lives in small worlds (see 
for example, Fisher's (1982] work on Northern California and Wellman'~ 
[1979, 1982] on Toronto). Johnson's objection to Japan or India as "altru· 
istic" societies is irrelevant. The central question is whether or not social 
networks exist in modern society that can be described as altruistic or fatalistic. 

Communities which are overintegrated or overregulated are, by their very 
nature, not open to free observation by outsiders, but we have caught 
occasional glimpses. Two of striking importance to the U.S. in the late 
twentieth century have been written about in detail-the Bhagwan Shree 
Rajneesh's Rajneeshpuram in Oregon and the Reverend Jim Jones' People's 
Temple in California and later Guyana (see Fitzgerald [1986) and Coser and 
Coser [ 1979 ], respectively). In these, we have clear evidence that social 
networks can exist in communities in an imbalanced or even "perverse" 
fashion. In each of these two cases, there are networks which can legitimately 
be described as fatalistic, as "choked by oppressive discipline." They are 
unusual in the sense that they are large but bounded, concentric networks, 
virtually insular and purposively untouchable by the larger society. 1n the early 
stages of their formation, the social networks in these communities appeared 
to be very integrated, supportive and devoted to creating a utopia in opposi
tion to the perceived crumbling and anomic state of modern society. Given 
the fidelity of commw1e members to the larger goal, there appeared to be little 
need for regulation and, superficially, that may have appeared so. For example, 
the Bhagwan 's doctrine was "extremely permissive in matters of behavior" in 
order to "simply reduce the coefficient of emotional friction between people" 
(Fitzgerald, 1986, p. 272). Traditional, regulative social institutions like 
private property and long-term relationships were discouraged in favor of a 
"detachment" from the bodily self and a "liquid" family. But a closer look 
offers a different view. In general, Fitzgerald saw at the Rajneeshpuram "a 
great deal of hugging" coupled with a "confusion of responsibility" ( 1986, 
pp. 320, 399). Travel outside the commune required special permission and 
all daily tasks were assigned by the commune leadership. And in Jonestown, 
ties outside of the People's Temple, bonds of marital intimacy, and other 
traditional sources of integration were disrupted or undermined by Jones. The 
Reverend Jones explicitly and intentionally used sexual relations with both 
male and female cult members of the People's Temple to destroy traditional 
loyalties which could provide an opposing source of integration or regulation. 
As each commune came under some form of attack by the larger society, 
instigated in some cases by disgruntled former members, these community 
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networks "clenched up like a muscle, to become rigid, controlling and 
compulsive" (Fitzgerald, 1986, p. 356) where religious ritual became "ba
roque" and "elaborate" in the Rajneeshpuram and took on the form of 
frequent suicide drills in Jonestown. Designated members of each commune 
wore militaristic uniforms and sported firearms. 

These communities were, in essence, what Coser and Coser ( 1979) call 
"greedy groups," demanding total commitn1ent to the building of an alterna
tive society and eliminating competing claims to other individuals or groups. 
Social networks apparently had some integrative strengtl1 but were primarily 
cast in very strong regulative terms, particularly as commLmity crises arose. 
And tl1eir potential for resort to suicide is more than theoretical speculation. 
In 1978 at the People's Temple in Guyana, almost 1000 adults and children 
drank cyanide-laced Kool-Aid, whetl1er by choice, ignorance or coercion. They 
found no support for alternative options in the fatalistic social networks in 
which they lived. In 1985, prior to the collapse of the commune and arrest of 
the Bhagwan, investigators feared "a Jonestown-style denouement" (Fitzger
ald, 1986, p. 364). In sum, because of the low level ofwitlun-group integra
tion, and the nature of the encompassing regulation of social life in Jonestown 
and the Rajneeshpuram, these communes and tl1e suicides in Jonestown fit 
squarely into Durkheim's ideas about fatalistic social structures. 

Perhaps these are odd, unusual, distorted social networks within the larger 
society, or even "perverse utopias" in Coser and Coser's ( 1979) terms. But 
Fitzgerald ( 1986) goes further to describe other "cities on a hill," each less 
extreme than the Rajneeshpuram but all similar in spirit, structure and the 
search for social networks in opposition to mainstream society. She names 
many old and new religious or social groups-Scientology, TM, the Tibetan 
Buddhist community of Trungpa Rimpoche and the Oneida community. 
Other secular communities exist, she argues, that are not so insular in their 
social ties but that nonetheless share a "prismatic quality"-essentially certain 
structural and normative characteristics which stand in opposition to the larger 
society but illuminate the cultural fractures or stresses witl1in it. The gay 
commlUlity in the Castro area of San Francisco, SlUl City Center retirement 
community in Tampa, and Jerry Falwell's Moral Majority, she contends, all 
have aspects of social network structures existing within but tightly united 
against the dominant society. 

Community-based social networks are not the only examples of overregu
lated social structures. On a much smaller scale, there have been scores of 
sensational descriptions of perverse or severely "dysfunctional" family struc
tures, for example, Lundgren's schismatic Mormon sect in West Virginia and 
Ohio (Earley, 1991) as well as endless media reports of sexual abuse and incest 
in families, daycare centers or otl1er social organizations which depend on 
secrecy and excessive regulation ( e.g., Hedda Nusbaum and Joel Steinberg in 
New York City and the West Point Daycare scandal). 

In sum, there exists a good deal of evidence to suggest that in Durkheim's 
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own (1951, p. ~76) conclusion that fatalism has "so little contemporary 
impor~~nce that 1t seems useless t~ d,~ell upon it" underestimates the power 
and utility of the overall conceptualization. In _the most extreme contemporary 
cases, we find to a great degree what Durkheim described in his polar type of 
fatalism. These accounts dramatically document the existence in modern 
society of social network characterized by excessive regulation, and in the case 
of Jonestown, the consequence of fatalistic suicide where individuals con
fronted an "ineluctable and inflexible nature of a rule against which there is 
no appeal" (Durkheim, 1951, p. 276). 

We do not have to search for such unusual, perverse or isolated social 
networks to undermine Johnson's second complaint, although these cases do 
suggest that societal regulation or integration can exist independently. In 
general, the claim of the invariant, covariate tendency between integration and 
regulation is also an error. In more commonplace situations in modern society, 
social networks can offer differing amounts of integration and regulation to 
its members. For example, those who study families and children of divorce 
contend that the major problem facing the single-parent family following 
divorce is not the lack of integration but the lack of regulation (see 
Furstenberg, 1990). Divorced parents, particularly middle-class families, at
tend with care to the emotional nurturance of their children in direct response 
to concerns about the effect of divorce (i.e., an integrative function). More 
problematic is the consistency with which single parents attend to the setting 
oflimits (i.e., a regulative function), in part out of sheer exhaustion and in part 
out of a fear of adding additional trawna to their children's lives. 

In the social support tradition, derived explicitly in its sociological begin
nings from Durkheim's notion of the power of integration ( e.g., Myers, et al., 
1975 ), emphasis shifted from a conceptualization of all ties as providing 
support (and "good" support at that) to a more complex and refined motion 
of the different types and valences of resources that come from social network 
ties (Wellman, 1985). Perhaps Umberson's work (1987; Umberson and 
Greer, 1990) provides the best evidence tl1at social networks can have regula
tive as well as integrative functions. Her wellness-regulation model explores 
the link between social relationships and mortality by explicitly conceptualiz
ing and examining the monitoring and regulating function in social networks. 
In a recent paper, she and her colleague document a gender-specific function 
of the marriage bond, so crucial to Durkheim's theory and one so dismissed 
by Johnson. Marital ties produce more regulation for men with a positive effect 
on health, despite the quality of the marriage (i.e., controlling for the level of 
integration in the marriage). Further, the loss of the marital bond increases 
negative health behaviors for everyone, but particularly for men. Men "profit" 
in marriage, to use Durkheim's terms, at least in part by the regularity with 
which their wives cajole, coerce or demand that their husbands engage in 
healthy behavior. 

This view of tl1e potential multiple functions of social networks also helps 
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us to resolve the issues of Durkheim's differential explanations of divorce, for 
example, the "most favored sex" explanation (Smelser and Warner, 1976, p. 
176). Gerstel and her colleagues (1985) have documented findings consistent 
with Durkheim's assumptions about marriage, divorce and gender without 
resort to Durkheim's biological determinism. They expect and find that for 
women, the primary negative features of divorce result from financial strain 
and parental obligations. In addition, women tend to maintain social contacts 
and intimate ties outside the marriage for emotional support and integration. 
Greater domestic integration restrains suicide in Durkheim's theory. For men, 
however, the situation is quite different. Men depend more on spouses for the 
maintenance of social network ties and less for financial status. As a result, they 
suffer more devastation of supportive social relations upon divorce. In our 
earlier work, we found that the effect of divorce rates an1ong similarly aged 
women had only a negligible effect on women's suicide until old age ( 65 and 
over). For men, however, the effect of the divorce rate among similarly aged 
men is significant and protective for the youngest husbands (18 to 24), is 
aggravating and increases dramatically through middle age, and approaches 
zero for elderly men (Pescosolido and Wright, 1990). 

Taken together, these studies suggest that, upon divorce, men suffer both 
more significant losses of social integration and regulation than do women, 
both of which increase their suicide potential. Women, on the other hand, do 
not get as much regulative benefit during marriage, do not depend on marriage 
for their integrative ties, and suffer proportionately less from divorce ( except 
perhaps in old age). Marriage, according to Durkheim's theory and to research 
by Gerstel and her colleagues ( 1985, p. 97) "serves men and women in 
different ways." For women, in and out of marriage, regulation and integration 
do nor covary to the degree it does for men. These "ways," when disrupted, 
are consistent with conditions that fail to provide men with protection from 
suicidal impulses. 

In sum, the network perspective allows us to maintain the theoretical 
distinction between integration and regulation by conceptualizing integration 
and regulation as two of a number of possible functions of social network ties 
(Pescosolido and Georgianna, 1989, p. 39; Wellman, 1985). While integrative 
and regulative functions may occur together, they do not always do so. 
Network structures create the potential to provide members with integrative 
and regulative benefits. These functions can exist together or out of balance, 
affecting the ability ofindividuals and communities to face crises (Pescosolido 
and Georgianna, 1989, p. 45). 

But while these disparate examples of Jonestown, the Rajneeshpuram, 
children of divorce, families characterized by physical and sexual abuse, or 
divorced men reveal the importance of integration and regulation as crucial 
frames for the social safety net, they are not sufficient in themselves to 
modernize Durkheim's theory. As Erikson ( 1976, p. 82ff) points out, these 
"axes of variation" of regulation and integration are basic and important points 



Bringing Durkheim into the Twenty-First Century 281 

and counterpoint along which societies are organized. Not only do the 
. . 11· C b th " y orgamze soc1a ue ur ey are sources of tension but gradients along which 

responses to social change are likely to take place." As network theorists 
contend, networks operate in a larger cultural context that can facilitate or 
inhibit acceptance of general cultural norms and beliefs (Pescosolido 1986· 
White, et al., 1976 ). Contexts, in turn, constrain the formation of differen~ 
types of social networks. Three critical aspects of networks-their srrucnire 
their function and their operation in larger cultural context-must be simul~ 
taneously considered. Our work on the religion-suicide Hnk led us to call for 
a strong cultural analysis to accompany and frame a network conceptualization 
of and future work on suicide (Pescosolido and Georgianna, 1989, p. 44). A 
multilevel conceptualization is required which permits us to see network 
structures as dynamic and as part of or in opposition to other structures, 
particularly larger culture-affirming structures. This leads to a consideration 
of the methodological challenge facing the sociology of suicide. 

THE METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGE: 
THE SOCIOLOGICAL MEANING OF THE 
ECOLOGICAL CORRELATION FALLACY 

Durkheim ( 1951, p. 51) argued that cases of individual suicide and the 
individualistic causes that lead to them are not the concern of the sociologist 
because they do not depend on the state of social organization and have no 
social repercussions. He argues that his theory is essentially about the impact 
of social structure. Catholicism creates a more integrated society than Protes
tantism. But how does this protection work? If Catholics are embedded in 
personal net\vorks with good levels of integration and regulation, the effect of 
being Catholic, for example, is a real one. And, if Catholics carry these 
net\vorks into other parts of their personal or professional lives, the protective 
effect for Catholic areas is also real, lowering the suicide rare for all members 
of the geographical area. Still the question remains-who is committing 
suicide even in these Catholic areas? Are they Catholics who rejector somehow 
do not profit from this religious integration or Protestants who are not in 
synchrony with the social protection networks of the Catholics and find 
themselves either smothered by this level of integration or distraught by their 
exclusion? 

No matter how insistent Durkheim is about the irrelevant nature of 
individual suicide, the theoretical and methodological problems associated 
with an exclusive focus on the aggregate level confronts the sociological study 
of suicide at every turn. Durkheim betrays his own insistence with his shifts in 
discussion from the overall impact of domestic or economic society to his 
elaboration of individual cases throughout Suicide. It is the very yow1g married 
man who is prone to suicide (p. 182); it is the man who experiences a financial 
windfall or bankruptcy who experiences "inextinguishable thirst" as "con-
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stantly renewed torture" (p. 247). Implied directly here is tl1e reflection of 
micro-experience in aggregate phenomena which botl1 seems to set ilie 
character of the macro-structure and rebounds on those destabilized by crisis 
or change. 

There is something particularly unsatisfying in reporting iliat "county 
groups witl1 higher percentages of Catl1olics, Evangelical Baptists or Nazarenes 
report lower suicide rates" (Pescosolido and Georgianna, 1989, p.38 ). We are 
naturally drawn as sociologists to wonder how particular acts of suicide, so 
personal in nature, are shaped so fundamentally by ilie nature of tl1e social 
structure in which individuals failed to tl1rive. We are drawn to ask about ilie 
individual-society interaction because, as Mills ( 1959) so clearly stated, tl1is 
lies at tl1e heart of ilie sociological imagination. To understand tl1e private 
troubles ofindividuals in light oftl1e public issues tl1at surround tl1em requires 
us to think past tl1e suicide rate, even while we accept it as a social fact. 

But tl1e slips into language describing tl1e experience of individuals when 
examining aggregate data give rise to one of the most often cited dilemmas in 
ilie testing of social tl1eories. Since Robinson's ( 1950) discussion of tl1e 
ecological correlation fallacy, sociologists have recognized iliat inferences 
about individual behavior derived from aggregate data are not always correct. 
And, just as quickly, sociological meiliodologists began to chart how we might 
proceed (Goodman, 1953, 1959). We now accept that aggregate data can be 
used to make inferences about tl1e effects of social structure on group behavior 
as long as ilieory, hypoilieses, data and results are organized at tl1e same level 
of aggregation (Baron and Reiss, 1985; Hannan, 1971 ). But as the previously 
discussed examples illustrate, ilie ecological fallacy is miscast if it is seen simply 
as a concern for sociological meiliodologists. Beginning witl1 Durkheim, we 
fumble reporting our results and interpreting our findings because ilie eco
logical fallacy masks a more fundamental dilemma in casting our theories and 
providing empirical verification of them. It raises a concern with tl1e sociolog
ical method, in the larger sense of the term. Can we realistically maintain a 
level of discourse on eitl1er the individual or the structural level if one of the 
prinlary insights of the sociological perspective lies in linking the fate of 
individuals to the social structures in which they live tl1eir lives? This interpre
tation renders neither individual nor aggregate level meaningless, nor one 
superior to the other. It pushes us to consider their interconnections in tl1e 
theories we construct, the data collection protocols we develop, and the 
analytic tools we bring to bear in the empirical testing. Each of these are 
discussed in turn below. 

The Theoretical Agenda: The Macro-Micro Link 

A number of us have suggested that the agenda of sociology, perhaps tl1e social 
sciences, in the 1990s lies in linking of micro-processes and macro-structures 
(Coleman, 1990; Collins, 1981; Etzioni, 1989; Giddens, 1989; Ostrom, 
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1989; Pescosolido, 1992; Stryker, 1980). This movement toward trans
disciplinary, multilevel frameworks may herald a second, more mature stage 
of social science, appropriate for this, its second century, where syntheses of 
unique disciplinary insights replaces the early need to establish distinct disci
plinary boundaries of knowledge. The beginnings of a synthesis that I offer to 
this end begins with fw1damental sociological principles consistent with a 
Durkheimian framework. As an explicit attempt to link macro and micro levels 
of analysis, it offers a way to reconceptualize the theoretical dilemmas that the 
ecological f.:tllacy brings to the sociology of suicide (Pescosolido, 1992). 

What links the lives of individuals to others and to the time and place in 
which they live is their interaction in social networks. We can conceptualize 
individuals as actors connected to groups like the family, the church, friendship 
cliques and the workplace. These groups themselves are characterized by 
having ties to one another to form some characteristic profile of domestic 
society, the religious community, the market, and intimate support structures. 
At even a higher level of consideration, these substantive spheres are tied to 
each other to form the community and provide the integrative and regulative 
flavor of the macro-structure. At each level, a unique sui gen eris reality results 
from the overall nature of the structure of net\vork and individual interactions. 

How does this conceptualization help us confront the ecological fallacy? 
Incorporating the centrality of social networks in a conceptualization of 
micro-macro linkages demystifies and gives meaning to the idea of social 
structure as a reality suigeneris (Pescosolido, 1992, p. 1109). This framework 
makes it possible to link individuals to one other, to the larger social system 
and to abstract entities as the state, the economy and the community, so central 
to Durkheim's theory, and to reconceptualize them as the stable and recurring 
operation of social net\vorks (see also Laumann and Knoke, 1987; Tilly 1984). 
Networks, with a preexisting structure and content, are antecedent to any 
event. Sometimes a problem arises from disruptions or "shocks" to the social 
nenvork on a small scale (e.g., death of a family member) or on a grand scale 
( e.g., economic recession). Through interaction in these net\vorks individuals 
recognize or fail to recognize a problem, find the strengths and limits of social 
resources available to them, and cope or fail to cope with the difficulties they 
face. In other words, attempts at coping emerge in the context of a preexisting 
stream of social life, and any decision or action is embedded in a social process. 
Networks also link individuals to the structures that shape their lives. Individ
uals and structures are inextricably intertwined and cannot be understood 
apart from each other or from the networks that shape them (see Pescosolido, 
1992). 

We have some preliminary, relevant information to suggest the viability of 
this conceptualization and to dismiss the suspicion that these different levels 
of nenvorks are simply summations of the same social phenomena. First, in 
our early work, we found that the age profile of the county group did not 
affect suicide in the same way for all groups of individuals who lived there. For 
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young men (25 to 44), a higher average age of the county group significantly 
increased suicide rates while, for their 65 and older counterparts, this age 
profile lowered suicide rates (Pescosolido and Mendelsohn, 1986 ). Second, 
we have argued that the effects of religious affiliation should be more pro
nounced in regions of traditional historical strength where the opportunity to 
construct and maintain strong ties comes from the solid infrastructure ground
ing of the community, and also in urban or other high-population-density areas 
where tl1e sheer likelihood of locating co-religionists is greater. And in fact, 
Catholicism's influence appears to be both large and consistently protective 
overall, but its effect in the Soutl1, a region of relatively few Catholics, is to 
aggravate suicide potentials. Similarly, in the Northeast, where the presence of 
Judaism has been historically and numerically strong, its greater strengili 
decreases suicide, but in all other regions of the country, Judaism is associated 
with an increase in suicide rates (Pescosolido, 1990; see also Bankston, 1983; 
Kowalski, et al., 1987). 

There are, at minimum, two levels at which integration and regulation can 
be conceptualized in Durkheim's theory-ilie condition ofindividuals and ilie 
larger social context in which iliey live. The basic problem for social research 
becomes interrelating tl1e life-histories of individual suicides with tl1e larger 
social context (Simpson in Durkheim, 1951, p. 26). It sets three distinctive 
but interrelated questions for the sociological research agenda. First, how do 
the network interactions of individuals influence the push to suicide? A crisis 
iliat destabilizes individuals can aggravate suicide while membership in social 
networks that do not provide optimal levels of support or regulation can 
remove tl1e social cushion iliat would prevent suicide. So, characteristics of 
individuals are important in understanding suicide. How does tl1e state or 
condition of tl1e religious or family life ofindividuals affect tl1eir predisposition 
to suicide? Given ilie typical absence of direct network measures, iliis figure 
and most of our empirical analyses to date use characteristics of individuals as 
proxies for micro-interaction profiles. Indicators such as marital status and 
denominational affiliation will have to do (see White, Boorman and Breiger 
[1976) on tl1is point). How does divorce affect an individual's probability of 
suicide? And how do Catholics and Protestants fare in their contribution to 
the societal quota of suicide? 

Second, how do social network structures in which individuals experience 
crisis aggravate or reduce suicide? The divorce profile of a county or city reveals 
something about the weakness of the social safety net in general. It may also 
hint at the opportunity, or lack thereof, for individuals to find other people 
with similar experiences with whom to commiserate or witl1 whom to form 
new ties· and expectations (in the spirit of Gibbs' theory of status integration 
[1964) and also Gibbs and Martin [1974)). So, the characteristics of the 
geographical areas in which individuals live are relevant. The number of 
Catholic churches or adherents in an area, the divorce rate or the amow1t of 
migration proxy the experience ofindividuals in larger and more formal social 
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structural nenvorks. How do these characteristics of the social structure 
protect or push people to suicide? 

Finally, there is something about the "fir" between individuals and the social 
circumstances in whi~h rl:ey live ~1eir lives. Durkheim ( 1951, p. l 56ff) 
dismisses the role of mmonty status 111 this discussion of the protective effects 
of Judaism, but the inevitable questions arises in this multilevel, network 
conceptualization-how do the experiences and characteristics of individuals 
interact with largez: social structure. to influence suicide rates? How do young 
divorced men fare m a context of IHgh rates of divorce or in one characterized 
by low rates of divorce? 

A Consideration of Logistics 

While Durkheim's work suggests that levels of aggregation larger than indi
viduals are most relevant, the theoretical guide of "the social structure" is of 
little utility since no direct and/ or agreed-upon operationalization exists. Even 
if it did, the operationalization would be unlikely to match geopolitical 
boundaries that form the reporting units of major national data collection 
efforts. Perhaps the most difficult task we face lies, not in understanding how 
processes operate on different levels, but how we can provide empirical 
evidence that matches our conceptualizations. There are nvo basic questions 
here. What is the proper level of contextual data to employ-the neighbor
hood, the city, the cotmty, the state, the county group? And, can we hope to 
include both individual and aggregate data in the same analysis? On the first, 
currently available data involve an inevitable trade-off. At higher units of 
aggregation, data are tl1ought to be more accurate (i.e., measured with less 
error). These "errors in variables" are minimized as the unit of analysis 
represents greater aggregation, but tl1e homogeneity assumption within ag
gregation units needs to be evoked (see Johnston, 1972; Hanushek and 
Jackson, 1977). On the second, even if researchers could agree tl1at individuals 
and their net\vork interactions ( or proxy characteristics) form an important 
unit of analysis, the practical issue of data availability remains. Given suicide's 
low probability of occurrence and the inability to locate victims beforehand, 
we have little opportunity to proceed in a direct fashion. Because of confiden
tiality protections, information available from tl1e Census Bureau cannot be 
provided at lower levels of aggregation than the county. Since suicide removes 
the relevant actors (i.e., in nenvork terms, ego) from networks, we are left with 
only tl1e possibility of ad hoc reconstructions. Further, we might try to collect 
relevant data, standard sociodemographics or network data no matter how 
limited, about the cases of suicide ex post facto. The stumbling block is that 
tl1ese data would need to be collected not only about the suicides' ties but 
from the appropriate comparison group-all individuals in the population. 

In some ways tlus situation is no better than Durkheim ( 1951, p. 22) faced: 
. ' 
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Unless the individual who commits suicide has been under constant and 
long-rime psychiatric examination ( either through _psychoana_lysis or clinical 
study with full and copious life-history records), an mterpretat:lon and classifi
cation of his suicide becomes an ex post facto reconstruction of his life history. 
This is extremely difficult, and probably impossible in most cases. Not even the 
most ardent opinion-poller or attitude-tester can go around interviewing sui
cides, and representative samples of a population can scarcely be investigated 
solely on the anticipatory grounds that some of the items in the sample will 
commit suicide. 

Nonetheless, attempts to crack these logistical problems hold the promise 
to speed both our synthesis of multidisciplinary insights and our simultaneous 
examination of the influence of complex, layered effects of society on the 
individual. We must address the need to develop protocols to collect new data 
that matches theoretical agendas. In the meantime, we must confront issues 
in the data we routinely use in our studies. This forms the third and final 
challenge in the sociological study of suicide. 

THE EMPIRICAL CHALLENGE: 
THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF OFFICIAL RATES 

In the 1930s, Zilborg contended that "statistical data on suicide as they are 
compiled today deserve little if any credence" ( quoted in Simpson's introduc
tion to Suicide (1951, p.18]). This concern over the utility of the suicide rate 
as a target for legitimate empirical investigation appears consistently tl1rough
out the sociological literature. Comments range from mild consternation over 
possible error to claims that a dependence on official statistics is irreconcilably 
flawed (see Pescosolido and Mendelsohn [1986] for a detailed review). 

Durkheim refuted these problems despite the fact that he had a very specific 
definition of suicide which could not possibly match official suicide rates, that 
he dismissed tl1e utility of suicide notes using a constructivist logic (p. 148 ), 
and that he specified different types of suicide which could not be operation
alized in overall rates. Considering all of these difficulties, to our credit, we 
really are providing very conservative estimates of the power of social factors 
in suicide. The problem lies in whether these estimates are biased as well as 
underestimated. 

Uncertainty does surround a "suspicious" death and raises the potential for 
error in the classification process. Opponents of the use of official rates 
speculate that there are "social pressures" on both the victim's significant 
others and on coroners or medical exanuners who bear responsibility for the 
task of classifying deaths. Despite these observations, as was noted at the 
beginning of tlus chapter, the current state of affairs reveals tl1ree responses to 
these long-held objections. First, most sociological efforts continue to take for 
granted the use of official aggregate data on suicide by noting early problems 
of official rates but leaving unanswered methodological criticisms that have 
plagued the study of suicide. In otl1er words, they acknowledge the problem 
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in theory but ignore it in practice. Second, social constructionists while 
offering compelling criticisms through a consideration of meani~g and 
'.11ethod, ;,ely. on ambiguous notio~s of "community pressures" and "family 
mfluence w1~1o~t cl~a:ly elaboranng how these factors may systematically 
influence officials decisions. In other words, they do not provide a testable 
set of deductions. Third, there has been empirical work, basically of an 
inductive nature, that indicates that there appears to be universal agreement 
that rates are underreported with estimates ranging from 10 to 50 percent; 
that misclassified suicides, though theoretically falling into any other cause of 
death, tend to be clustered into "obvious" alternatives such as sino-le car 
fatalities; and that characteristics of personnel and office facilities are cor;elated 
systematically with the suicide rate (see Pescosolido and Mendelsohn [1986] 
for a review). In other words, they uncover problems in the suicide rate but 
do not relate these problems directly to the attempt to understand the social 
etiology of suicide. 

The lack of an overarching theoretical framework which integrates these 
different streams of effort and which organizes and gives coherence to the 
insights of critics of official rates hinders our incorporation of a constructivist 
framework to understand the mechanism by which meaning and method are 
established. It also slows our progress on empirical efforts to evaluate official 
rates, to understand the underlying social mechanisms at work, and to uncover 
the real nature and magnitude of social factors on suicide. 

Using insights from this literature and drawing from sociological theories 
on organizations in general (e.g., Perrow, 1972) and from those specifically 
focusing on legal organizations ( e.g., Reiss, 1971 ), we began the development 
of a theory about the social construction of rates (Pescosolido and 
Mendelsohn, 1986). We combined this theory with tl1ose about tl1e social 
causes of suicide to provide an integrated evaluation of the potential problems 
in using suicide rates in empirical analysis. Our results from this preliminary 
investigation demonstrated the existence of systematic misreporting of Amer
ican suicide in 1969-1970, on the one hand, but little discernible influence on 
the social correlates of suicide, on the other. That is, suicides do, in fact, appear 
to be consistently underreported, and this is related to the legal and organi
zational character of agencies responsible for classifying deatl1s. However, that 
misreporting has little effect on the relationship berween suicide rates and 
indicators of concepts in sociological theories of suicide (Pescosolido and 
Mendelsohn, 1986, p. 94). 

This study did provide a useful starting point for organizing basic ideas 
which underlie criticisms of the use of official statistics and for bringing in 
more concrete ideas about the legal and organizational factors that might 
influence the process of rate construction. But it felt incomplete. It sociolog
ically organized many of the ideas that have been suggested as interfering with 
the recording of "true" causes of death in suspicious cases, but it presented 
no overarching theoretical perspective either to outline the social processes 
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and mechanisms at work in classifying official rates or to examine empirically 
the validity of these claims. 

Douglas ( 1967) and Kitsuse and Cicourel ( 1963 ), among others, focus on 
pressures from local government officials, attempts at concealment by the 
family and the lack of evidence confounding the recording of cause in 
suspicious deaths. Pressure requires not only an agent but an opportunity and 
a mechanism. While coroners and medical examiners acknowledge the subjec
tivity of rulings on suspicious death, they offer a complex version of how 
pressures from diverse sources often work at odds. Trade-offs exist between 
experience and caseload, for example, which influence the ability to "find" a 
suicide and opposing pressures from interested parties like insurance compa
nies (who will not have to "pay-ofP' on a suicide) and families (who fear the 
stigma for themselves and the memory of their relative [see Murphy, 1979]). 
The process through which this occurs is through interactions in social 
networks where there is both a structure and a content or culture in which the 
decision-making process is embedded. 

Thus, a nenvork perspective holds potential to guide the specification of 
how, when and why "pressures" come to influence the decision-making of 
coroners and medical examiners. Network theory locates individuals in net
works where influence, information and resources vary. These net\vorks can 
be focused on a similar goal ( e.g., the quick and efficient disposition of cases) 
or at cross-purposes (e.g., the discovery of verifiable scientific findings). And 
the network approach provides a clue to systematizing the ideas of social 
constructionists in a way that makes them subject to empirical examination. 
The basic notion that underlies social constructionists' criticisms about social 
pressures (not those about "meaning") corresponds to the same primary 
starting point of net\vork theory mentioned earlier. The nature of social 
relations influences individuals' attitudes, beliefs and behaviors (and specific
ally in this case, the classification decisions made by coroners and medical 
examiners [see White and Boorman, 1976, p. 1442]). 

Let us consider the network structure that undergirds the social process of 
death classification. These latent network structures exist to different degrees 
in different jurisdictions prior to the need to classify any particular case of 
suspicious death. They are latent structures that may or may not be activated 
during the process of investigation by medicolegal officials seeking advice or 
by others in the network seeking to exert social control (i.e., regulation) on 
the official's methods or conclusions. There are three major types of net\vorks 
in which coroners and medical examiners do their work. 

Organizational Influences 

Our earlier work dealt primarily with legal and organizational factors. Coro
ners and medical examiners face the task of classifying suspicious deaths in an 
organizational context. Their ability to determine the "facts" of a case depends 
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in part on resources and procedure~ available to them in their investigations. 
Because of the absence of standardized and routine organization of medico
legal offices in the U.S., a variety of systems exist with wide-ranging standards 
011 qualifications for officials, access to laboratory facilities, sources of revenue, 
ere. (Farberow, et al., 1977). As a result, the discretion accorded to officials 
classifying suspicious deaths also varies considerably. Factors which increase 
the discretion of officials responsible for classifying suspicious deaths ( e.g., 
coroner system, elected status, ability to call an inquest) or decrease their ability 
to uncover "proof_" ( e.g., no easily accessible toxicology or pathology labs, 
few years of experience) may resuJt in a lower reported suicide rate. These 
proxy the "tools" which affect the ability of individuals to "find" the proof 
that a suicide occurred. 

The argument to this point, however, is incomplete because it fails ( 1) to 
incorporate the social context within which coroners and medical examiners 
work and (2) to uncover the social processes or mechanisms through which 
these factors exert influence. The availability of these resources reflects both 
the "orientation" of the state system ( e.g., the tie to political versus "scientific" 
views) and ties to professional norms that officials bring with them to the 
decision-making process. Organizational pressures that officials face derive 
from the actual structural possibility of the work organization to oversee and 
influence decision-making and to offer and enforce particular norms of death 
investigation and classification. These orientations and structures are not 
sterile, invisible forces but come (rom the actions and attitudes of people who 
work in the system and policies that are made by them. Co-workers, supervi
sors and staff can provide more or less guidance and are able to do so 
depending on the nature and frequency of contact they have with medicolegal 
officials. Bringing in a network perspective highlights the importance of two 
contextual factors in operation: the ability of the medicolegal office to exert 
influence (e.g., the density of the organization's network structure) and the 
overall content of that network regarding the classification of suspicious 
deaths. The operation of these two factors is interactive since network struc
ture, in and of itself, is not predictive (White, Boorman and Breiger, 1976). 
These types of considerations lead to ideas about the structure and meaning 
of the death classification process for the suicide rate. For example, we might 
expect that the density of the network in the medicolegal system or the ties of 
a coroner or medical examiner to it may interact with average organizational 
predisposition or "attitude" toward suicide to influence the reported suicide 
rate. Further, the stronger these systems are, the less influential the coroner or 
medical examiner's personal attitudes will be on the death classification 
process. 

As interactive statements, these propositions suggest that the structure and 
content of networks in the medicolegal system will affect both the decisions 
of coroners and medical examiners directly and countervailing pressures from 
other sources. Specificaffy, for example, we might cxpc.ct that medicole_gal 
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offices which have dense networks and see suicides as underreported will have 
higher reported suicide rates. 

Professional Networks of Coroners and Medical Examiners 

Coroners not only operate in an organizational structure but bring with them 
differing professional standards of proof and differing social-psychological 
attitudes and perceptions about the classification process and the social 
meaning of suicide ( e.g., as stigmatizing for the family, as problematic for 
insurance companies). These factors are particularly important since our earlier 
work suggested that there may be cross-pressures operating on officials d1at 
are built into the system. For example, while "scientific" procedures may 
increase the ability of a coroner or medical examiner to "find" a suicide in the 
case of a suspicious death, "scientifically" trained officials may also hold higher 
standards of proof for classifying a death as a suicide (Murphy, 1979; 
Warshauer and Monk, 1978). For example, the greater the officials' ties to 
rigorous standards of proof ( e.g., degree in forensics) or direct physical 
evidence ( e.g., suicide notes), the lower the reported suicide rate. The degree 
to which they are tied to formal professional organizations also provides an 
indication of the nature of their orientation and consultation contacts. 

Community Networks 

Finally, coroners and medical examiners are tied to communities and to 
individuals in the community as well as to professional networks. Ifwe assume, 
as social constructionists have, that community pressure favors concealing 
suicides and that an empad1y with the people in the community would 
predispose coroners and medical exan1iners to "hide" suicides, we might 
expect that the stronger d1e officials' tie to the community, the lower the 
reported suicide rate. For example, by having membership in community 
organizations or longer residence in d1e community, the more they may 
consider the larger community interest. 

In addition, medicolegal offices and the officials that work in them are 
situated in communities which can vary in their ability to influence the 
processes of classifying death. Again, if we assume that d1e exertion of 
community pressure is aimed at concealing suicides, then the ability of the 
community to do so depends fundamentally on the network strengd1 of d1e 
community. Following basic Durkheimian ideas and drawing from more 
recent network studies of communities ( e.g., Fischer, 1982; Wellman, et al., 
1987), we might expect that the greater the social "knittedness" of the 
commw1ity, the lower d1e reported suicide rate. If a community is socially 
disorganized through high rates of geographical mobility or unemployment, 
we might expect d1at litde pressure could be mounted to influence the official 
to conceal suicides. In sum, communities which are not "strong," "integrated" 
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or "tightly knit" are unlikely to marshal efforts or resources to see that the 
classification of suicides is to be avoided. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this chapter has been to highlight tl1e challenges to the 
sociological study of suicide that we can no longer afford to ignore. In 
addressing tl1ese challenges, I argue tl1at a network framework is offundamen
ral utility. As an additional benefit we also are able to reconceptualize 
Durkheim's theoretical insights. By sketching a blueprint, we have an outline 
of the translation of the Durkheimian theory into a social network metaphor. 
At base, the Durkheimian framework remains the standard, it has characteris
tics that make it both elegant and powerful. It does not formulate one and 
only one route to suicide. Each of the four polar types represent different 
pathways by which individuals may find tl1emselves pushed to the brink of 
social survival. The underlying assumptions are strongly social in nature, 
relying on the importance of interaction, social structures and the interplay 
between tl1e two. The scope is broad, encompassing all arenas of social life and 
providing an explicit view of how society works. 

Despite tl1ese strengths, the Durkheimian theory has gaps in its articulation 
of the mechanism underlying the workings of social structural influence and 
in its guidance on the valid operationalization of concepts. I have attempted 
to present the most important challenges that face the sociological study of 
suicide. These involve, first, the tl1eoretical challenges of rethinking the general 
propositions into specific hypotheses tailored to a particular sociohistorical 
location and how interaction in social networks helps flesh out the mechanism 
implicit in Durkheim's theory. Second, I addressed the long-standing problem 
of the ecological fallacy and restated it as a theoretical issue in linking 
macro-structures and micro-behaviors. Finally, I outlined a way to concretize · 
the objections of social constructionists regarding the validity of official suicide 
rates. 

These three issues do not encompass all of the theoretical, methodological 
or empirical challenges that face the study of suicide-sociological or other
wise. But they are basic to moving the field forward. Remaining issues involve 
the integration of different disciplinary insights to provide a fuller and more 
nuanced picture of suicide. They span the theoretical spectrum from intraper
sonal organization to global or societal organization. At the forefront stand 
issues of social dynamics. What is tl1e nature of triggers to suicide? How do 
life-course dynamics change the nature of predispositions to suicide, of 
triggers, and of social network structures? HO\v do "societies" change in 
general, and in relation to individual and community crises? What factors may 
cause them to slide up or around the societal safety net? 

Perhaps some of tl1ese are issues of psychological or even biological 
vulnerability, but there are a number of ways in which a sociological orientation 
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can provide guidance. We need to differentiate more clearly betvveen crises of 
the individual and crises of the community. For example, cults may provide a 
high degree of integration to members facing individual crises, all other things 
being equal. This does not negate their power in compelling suicides in the 
presence of community crises. While Jonestown and the Rajneeshpuram 
seemed to provide "optimal" integration and regulation during their early 
years, they transformed radically during assaults from inside and out. And while 
both can be described as fatalistic social structures in these ultimate forms , 
something different occurred-either in the nature of "triggers" or crises, the 
meaning given them inside the commw1ity, or the power of social control 
agents to prevent it. Further, in the same way that we can conceptualize 
different levels of social network interactions for individuals, so we can begin 
to see the importance of different types of events which destabilize structure 
and the individuals in them. Drawing from the social support literature and 
the life-course framework, we can begin to explore how different events can 
take on different meanings for particular people, at different times of their 
lives, and perhaps when different sequences or combinations of events hit them 
(Clausen, 1986). 

Sociologists must also acknowledge the part that temperament or predis
position plays in conditioning the resort to suicide. This may call for a more 
explicit role of social psychology in W1derstanding the link bet\veen individu
als, roles and larger social structures (Stryker, 1980). But perhaps this lies in 
the realm of the psychobiologist who would provide a conditional probability 
upon which social factors may wage a more limited suicidal push and pull. And 
we will need to confront the relationship between mental illness and suicide, 
dismissed long ago by Durkheim in Book I of Suicide, but central to recent 
debates about the role of depression and alcoholism in suicide. This call for 
integrating sociological, psychological and psychiatric approaches was issued 
long ago by sociologists but not pursued in any serious fashion to this point 
(see, for example, Giddens, 1965; Simpson, 1950). 

Finally, we must confront the prescriptive thrust of Durkheim's work. In 
Suicide, Durkheim sought not the bandaging or remolding of old institutions 
but the creation of newer forms of organization to fill in the supportive void 
left in the wake of dramatic social change. Durkheim's theory required the 
implicit conceptualization of the nature of the new social order and an attempt 
to get at its core structures. Work organizations do not seem to have fulfilled 
their promise as the source of integration and regulation for which Durkheim 
hoped. But attempts at praxis necessitate a conceptualization of the essential 
features of this current postmodern era. To simply refer to it as postmodern 
defu1es only a negative state. The central issue lies in what this new era is, not 
what it is not. To the extent that we do not adjudicate bet\veen the discrepant 
views of this as an accelerated modern era or a new form of social organization, 
our ability to conceptualize the essence of relevant "societies" and the possible 
routes of social amelioration are premature. Some postmodernists clain1 that 
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one dominant culture with social control and integration found in a single t 
d al 

. se 
of relations, norms an v ues 1s disappearing and being replaced by ambiguity 
and by multiple, connected communities resigned to and tolerant of normative 
dissensus. What is the basis of network formation in these communities? Like 
Durkh~im, :"e need to c_onfront and understand the nature of the new society, 
its ram1ficat1ons for social network structure, interaction and culture and in 
rurn, for suicide potential. ' 
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