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            ‘No one ever lacks a good reason for suicide, wrote Cesare Pavese. With passionate lucidity and philosophical intelligence, Simon Critchley explores what these reasons might be, bracketing simple moral judgement and trying to fight his way past the social, psychical and existential blockages that inhibit us whenever we try to think about this ever-baffling issue.’

            — Lars Iyer, author of Wittgenstein Jr

            
                

            

            ‘We must talk about suicide without shame or sanctimony. This book is a good place to start.’

            — Max Liu, Independent

            
                

            

            ‘This intense book is an instance of thought born in the hour of anguish, which eloquently makes the case for suicide not as an act to be pitilessly condemned, but a possibility for which any of us might be thankful.’

            — Rob Doyle, Irish Times 

            
                

            

            ‘It is a willingness to accommodate ambiguity that gives Notes on Suicide its quiet moral authority; Critchley is generous without being platitudinous, rigorous but not overbearing. Remarkably for a disquisition on self-killing, one comes away from it feeling curiously chipper.’

            — Houman Barekat, Vol. 1 Brooklyn

            
                

            

            ‘Notes on Suicide examines the sociological and literary history of the act, before performing an unflinching self-examination of Critchley’s own relationship with the choice between life and death.’

            — Rosie Clarke, Music & Literature

            
                

            

            ‘Notes on Suicide shows us not how to understand, but how to realise what we don’t know, can never know, and what it is to deal with that awareness.’

            — Cal Revely-Calder, 3:AM
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            Preface

         

         When I wrote Notes on Suicide, my aim was simple: to try and open up a space for thinking about suicide as a free act; and to expand, as far as I could, the vocabulary for such thinking.

         Suicide is a topic that invites strong, indeed panicked and confused, reactions. So, in order to find leeway for the kind of space I was imagining, some ground had to be cleared. I had become increasingly frustrated by the limited and predictable ways in which suicide and sui­cides were discussed, both in the news and public debate, but also among friends and acquaintances. It seemed as if we suffered from a genuine impoverishment of lan­guage and compassionately minded clear thinking on the topic. Even worse, my own ruminations on suicide were mired in the same muddiness and limitation. I de­cided to try and do something about it in the way I know best, in writing.

         I had become fascinated in why it was that many peo­ple saw suicide as somehow wrong, as the expression of a moral failure, a life somehow gone awry, and which gave rise to the most peculiar and powerful reactions of upset, outrage, voluble gossip or, quite often and oddly, stubborn silence. I began to look into the historic rea­sons that lie behind the prohibition against suicide. As I read about it more carefully, I became increasingly convinced that the moral and legal framing of the prohi­bition against suicide had its roots in the idea of suicide as a sin. This idea can be traced to medieval Christian theology and metaphysics, specifically the claim that life is a gift from God which grants us the right of use, but not the right of governance or dominion over our lives. To kill oneself is to assume a power over life that 10does not lie with us, but only with the deity, however the latter might be conceived. Although arguably only a small fraction of people still holds such Christian meta­physics to be true, it nonetheless has enduring effects on our moral and legal thinking about suicide, giving rise to extreme and confused reactions.

         Once the theological history of the prohibition against suicide has been better understood and unravelled, it becomes easier to show how the secular discussion of suicide in terms of rights and duties is often misplaced and conceptually incoherent. This is what I try and do in the longish second part of the essay. But I also criti­cize the libertarian argument for suicide, which turns on questionable assumptions about rationality and au­tonomy. I am deeply opposed to any argument that the sovereignty of God, monarch, country or community should be the basis for a prohibition of suicide. I am also suspicious of claims to self-sovereignty that support any right to suicide as a simple rational choice or self-evident civic liberty. So much for the polemical part of the essay.

         I then turn to suicide notes and try to examine them, with deliberate coldness, as a distinct and compelling literary genre. Not all suicides leave notes – many don’t – and their reliability can be easily questioned, given that they often follow quite predictable, indeed stereotypical rhetorical patterns. And yet they are crucial evidence for the extreme mental distress and incontrovertible tunnel-vision experienced by the suicidally depressed. They also exercise a peculiar fascination on the living and have an almost pornographic appeal that draws readers in, myself included. As Kay Redfield Jamison writes, ‘The particulars of suicide hook our imagination in a dark way.’ This is hardly wholesome, but it is a phe­nomenon that merits careful attention. For me, the most 11powerful feature of suicide notes is the way in which they make manifest the extraordinary psychical ambivalence of depressive isolation and extreme exhibitionism of masochism and sadism, and, most importantly, hatred and love. In suicide notes, the most intense self-hatred gives rise to the most radical exclamations of love.

         From there, I look into suicide as a vehicle of re­venge, as a way of giving voice to persecutory fantasies of victimization and narcissistic self-justification. Here we confront the disturbing phenomenon of homicide-suicide in cases like the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting of 2012 and, more particularly the case of Elliot Rodger, who killed himself after killing six people in California in 2014, leaving behind a lengthy manifesto and a disturbing video suicide note. Since the time of writing, Rodger has become a hero of the INCEL (in­voluntary celibate) movement, an online subculture of often reactionary and consistently misogynistic young men, which has been behind a significant number of killings since 2014.

         In the final part of the essay, I consider the follow­ing question: what if suicide is not the unasked-for consequence of a psychopathological condition with a possibly organic basis, but is chosen as a free act, as an end in itself? How might we think about suicide when there is no apparent motivating cause? If such a thing is possible – and it clearly is – then it leads everyone to ask themselves the question: why live? Here I very con­sciously move into the area of existential analysis, which is perhaps not surprising since I think of myself as an ex­istential phenomenologist, and work through a number of examples and texts by authors such as Edouard Levé, Albert Camus and Jean Améry. I try to think through the question of why it is that suicide seems so morally 12rebarbative, and face up to what Levé calls its scandal­ous beauty. Homo sapiens is distinguished by the capacity for self-slaughter, which is perhaps the price that we pay for self-consciousness, in particular the forms of acute self-consciousness characteristic of some writers, artists and scientists. It is essential to our sense of ourselves, others and the world that we face up to the experience of finitude that the question of suicide raises.

         At every single moment we live and breathe, the arms for our self-destruction lie in our hands. Not that I am counselling in any way that we take up those arms against ourselves. On the contrary. I finish the essay by leaning on the wonderfully comic pessimism of Cioran, namely his notion that the problem with the suicid­ally depressed is that they are too optimistic. Nothing will be saved by taking our own lives, and a belief in suicide as the only way out derives from an arrogant over-estimation of our capacity for salvation through self-destruction. Therefore, why not stay awhile and en­joy the tender indifference of the world that holds itself out for our attention and our seemingly infinite capacity for disappointment? I end the essay with what we might think of as the pessimist’s refutation of suicide, but this is a pessimism of strength, good humour and, hopeful­ly, even high spirits. The question of the meaning of life is the wrong question and I humbly suggest that we stop asking it. Our minds will never stop rummaging through the drawers of self-doubt, self-disgust and self-pity in order to find some piece of forgotten dirty moral laundry. What is important is the ability to get life to stand still in order to look at it tenderly and with care, to cultivate slower forms of attention without renouncing life in some sovereign violent act. One should go on. 13

         
             

         

         ¶ I do not think that I am necessarily right in my views on suicide, nor do I think that I am particularly well-qualified to give them. What the reader will find in the following essay are impressions based on obser­vation and reading. Nothing more. Those looking for real expertise in the psychopathology and neurobiology of suicidal depression can look elsewhere, for example in the writings of Redfield Jamison, such as the Night Falls Fast. Rather, this essay is what I wrote after I took myself off to the Brudenell Hotel in Aldeburgh on the Suffolk coast in November 2014. In retrospect, this seems like a very odd thing to do (in fact, writing during the Covid-19 summer in New York, going anywhere at the moment seems like an odd thing to do). The loca­tion now also seems more than a little self-dramatizing, with all those references to the vast North Sea. All I can say in my defence is that it didn’t at the time. It felt like a logical decision to have made by someone who was struggling with what we might call the pains of love and a feeling of life’s disintegration.

         I won’t engage in self-critique here, as it would take far too long and deflect from my purpose in writing this preface. But I am unhappy with the last pages of the es­say, which I think move too quickly towards an upbeat conclusion in a way that seems slightly insouciant now. I don’t think I really resolve the question of how love might be a force that can both pull us beyond any desire for self-slaughter, but also drive us into the depths of ha­tred and despair. I also think that I make heavy weather of the standard arguments around suicide in Part Two and the writing could be crisper and faster. To be brutal­ly honest, I also felt a little skewered by one reviewer’s questioning of the sincerity of my suicidal ideation, mainly because it led me to question my own sincerity 14in writing what I did at the time. What can I say? I was navigating rough waters at the time, but they feel less rough now, and I wonder whether there was a storm at sea at all.

         I have backed off from talking publicly about suicide in recent years, partly because I think I have said what I wanted to say, but more importantly because I am slight­ly fearful of the strange, attractive energy that the topic can provoke in audiences, and I worried that it was get­ting too easy to both arouse and incite audiences while increasingly doubting my intentions in the process. The better I got at talking about suicide, the more fraudulent I felt in doing so. At times, I had the sense that I was run­ning through a tried, trusted but tired stand-up routine that felt increasingly distant even as I was performing it.

         That said, I’d like to think about whether anything has changed with respect to the question of suicide in the years since I wrote this essay. There is, obviously, the vast issue of climate collapse, and the fact that we are all engaged in a slow(ish) act of collective suicide, like a stoned business executive tottering and teetering atop of a high office building. There is the widely reported theme of ‘deaths of despair’ in the work of Anne Case and Angus Deaton, which compellingly documents the rise in self-destructive and suicidal behaviour, par­ticularly among white working-class people without a college degree in the USA.

         Of particular interest is the question of social media and whether there is a relation of causation or at least correlation between social media use and a range of be­haviours, from mood disorders, to self-harm, suicidal ideation and suicide. I am not a social scientist and it would be slightly laughable if I presented myself as such. In my initial research for the essay, I carefully gathered 15a large number of sociological factoids about suicide which made it into my first draft, but which I then cut because I didn’t feel confident about the truthfulness of what I was saying. It is very easy to give in to a kind of moral panic around suicide when it is linked to sta­tistics, brightly coloured graphs and speculation about new patterns of destructive social behaviour, and it is very important not to give in to such panic. This is the stuff of the news cycle.

         Any full understanding of suicide requires, at the very least, the cultivation of a much longer and broader view of suicidal behaviour across as wide a historical and cultural sweep as possible, along with the richest possible sociological data. It should also be informed by literary analysis, the vast archive of poetry, stories and movies at our fingertips. It also needs to be partic­ularly sensitive to how suicidal behaviour maps onto gender arrangements in various societies and to try and analyze clearly how suicide affects men and women in very different ways and, in particular, the proclivities towards suicide among non-binary and transgender people. Analogous considerations would have to apply to questions of ethnicity and race in relation to suicide. And, importantly, a consideration of these issues can­not exclude the question of whether and to what extent suicidal behaviour has an organic, biological basis. Are suicidal patterns of behaviour best explained organical­ly in terms of neurobiology and, even, serotonin levels? Is suicidality even an inheritable condition within, say, certain families and communities? Is suicide to be ex­plained through some mixture of nature and nurture where the precise weight of each side of the scale is very much in the balance? I simply do not know the answers to these questions and lack the expertise to make any 16sort of helpful and informed judgement. As I already said, my approach to suicide is more philosophical and my inclination is towards existential analyses of the topic.

         Yet the question of social media has me worried because the early indications from the research are gen­uinely disturbing. I’d like to lean a little on the ongoing, extensive work of Jonathan Haidt and Jean Twenge, which is a tremendously helpful compilation of a num­ber of studies, mainly focused in the English-speaking world. The research is beginning to show that the effects of social media use are serious, far-reaching and are getting worse; worse for females than males; and worse still for young females. In response to the question: has there been a significant increase in incidences of mood disorders, self-harm, suicidal ideation and suicide since 2010? Then the answer is yes. The causes here can be social, such as shifts in parenting practices, from absent parents leaving the care of children to nannies or who­ever, to helicopter parents who overlook every detail of their children’s existence and drown it out with the overbearing noise of their care. The causes can also be socio-economic, for example the effects of the so-called Great Recession of 2007-9. But there is no doubt that a prime cause is the rapid and incredibly widespread adoption of smartphones and the spread of social media.

         There has been a spectacular increase in the occur­rence of major depressive episodes (MDEs) in recent years. Although this can be detected across a wide number of age groups, the behavioural effects of social media use on the experience of depression are partic­ularly marked among Gen Z or what Twenge calls iGen (internet generation), namely those born between roughly 1995 and 2015, who reached adolescence after 17the adoption of smartphones. According to Haidt and Twenge (although this view has been challenged), if the period from 2000 to 2012 is compared to 2012 onwards, the time when smartphones achieved market saturation, then there has been a really significant rise in a number of behaviours, such as the frequency of suicidal ide­ation, the levels of suicide attempts, and the number of completed suicides. They claim that the suicide rate for pre-teen girls has doubled since 2012. And the rise in suicide rates among teenage girls is particularly striking and disturbing. Multiple anecdotes from families and friends, and the stories that pepper the new cycle would seem to confirm this trend. Again, the tendency towards moral panic should be avoided. There is simply no deny­ing that something is changing and has changed in how we behave and how we feel, and that is due, in large part, to the massive use of smartphones. The effects of those changes are particularly and acutely marked among the young, especially young women. We need to pay careful attention to it.

         It is excessive to speak of a ‘suicide generation’ among the young, but the increase in everything on the range from mood disorder to completed suicide is not sim­ply random. It is notoriously hard to establish precise relations of causation between new technologies and social behaviours, in this case between social media and suicide. If such relations of causation were clearly established and became the dominant view, then (to put it rather mildly) this would be rather bad news for the business model of the immense social media companies that dominate our lives (‘Use more Instagram. It kills your kids.’) There is undisputedly a correlation between social media use and suicidal feelings and behaviour. Whether there is a will to actually do something about 18it, at the level of legislation and regulation at a govern­mental and trans-governmental level, is quite another matter.

         
             

         

         ¶ Leaving to one side the empirical data and thinking more at the level of personal feeling and intuition, we know that something is deeply wrong in our relation to social media. We sense it, we see it all the time, we smell it in the air. Regardless of the devastation that they are wreaking on our political institutions and the free flow of opinion apparently so cherished by our formerly lib­eral democracies, we know that Facebook, Instagram and the rest negatively affect our well-being. We know that after long periods of distracting, vicarious social media stimulation, our mood deteriorates, and we slump into a sleepless, agitated inertia. Passive social media use (called PSMU in some of the literature) induces fatigue, loneliness, depression, a kind of seventeenth-centu­ry Pascalian ennui, and the sense that our lives are inadequate and pointless in comparison to the manu­factured glamour, righteous moralized rage and simple falsehood that stares back at us continuously from our tiny screens in an uninterrupted, rising flood tide. As Virginia Heffernan rightly puts it, we’re all suffering from hyper-arousal and hyper-lexia, reading continuously and allowing ourselves to become incited and excited over and over again, before slipping back into exhausted amnesia. It is not just that we are bullied by social me­dia (although many individuals are). It is rather that we allow and want ourselves to be bullied, to be subjected to a kind of passive beating, where everything and every­one are too much, and we watch an endless gallery of the immemorable move past our eyes from our Crusoesque, peopleless kingdoms of loneliness. 19

         We are addicted to social media, and once addicted everything flows down an algorithmically generated gutter of links into a bottomless rabbit hole of melancho­lia. The effects of such addiction are isolation, agitation, fear, weird hypochondriac symptoms, insomnia and Hamlet-like inner-spiralling self-doubt. The depressive inferences of such behaviour are not hard to see or to imagine. Their implications for suicidal behaviour ap­pear plain. Especially when our social media habits are combined with increased drug and alcohol dependency. The use of intoxicants here is in no way transgressive or experimental, but simply a way of getting through, of buttressing a deadening routine. Many of us feel like shit quite a lot of the time. Oddly, we seem to like it, or to behave in ways that make it worse.

         All of these tendencies have been accelerated and ex­aggerated by the Covid-19 pandemic. The gangplanks of social interaction, shared ways of life and actual hu­man contact that we took for granted have been pulled away. Other people are possible sources of contagion, and so are we. We advance masked and keep our dis­tance. The pandemic has left us more reliant upon and exposed to the pervasive presence of digital existence. To use the ghastly lingo, Covid-19 feels like one long MDE exacerbated by PSMU. As for the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the varieties of mental harm and, eventually, on the suicide rate, it is far too soon to know anything with certainty. But I doubt the news will be good. It is well known that the most common season for suicide is spring, when everything would appear to be returning to life, and the most popular day of the week for suicide is Monday, when people resume the effort of labour. So, the consequences of Covid-19 on suicide will not be felt until the situation significantly improves. 20Indeed, there is evidence that situations like a pandemic, with self-isolation and lockdowns, are marginally bet­ter for people prone to depression. The thought here is that it is easier to deal with one’s own depression when everyone else is miserable too. There is a solace in col­lective self-isolation for the melancholic temperament. Counting myself among their number, I must confess that I rather enjoyed lockdown, quarantine and the rest and am already rather nostalgic for its apparent auster­ities. In which case, it is the much-vaunted ‘return to normal’ that should be the cause for concern, the shared post-pandemic springtime. And we should be cognizant of the contagious effects of suicide, which are well-doc­umented, and the fact that prevention efforts can also have the opposite effect of triggering the act. It is too soon to tell. As Larkin said of the reality of old age and decrepitude, we shall find out.

         
             

         

         ¶ I believe that some of the stigma surrounding mental illness has been diminished in the years since I wrote this essay – even professional football players are talking about depression these days. We are now perhaps more inclined to talk about suicide than we used to be. At least, I hope that this is the case. A large element of the motivation for writing this book was to widen the vocabulary around suicide, to find more words to de­scribe and understand the phenomenon and treat it with empathy rather than empty platitudes.

         What are we talking about when we talk about sui­cide? Something I repeatedly encountered, after I wrote this essay and was asked to talk about suicide, was a simple conceptual inadequacy. In many ways, the prob­lem with suicide is that we stretch just one concept to fit across such a wide range of behaviours. The decision to 21end one’s life in old age as a consequence of a terminal diagnosis and intolerable physical suffering is a very different matter from a sudden violent act in a moment of manic exuberance. The self-slaughter of a betrayed lover is very different from the carefully planned in­sanity of a suicide bomber. Suicide is a little like God. If someone asks me, ‘Do you believe in God?’, I’m al­ways inclined to reply, ‘Which one? There are so many.’ At the very least, we need a range of more subtle and various concepts to describe the phenomena lumped together under the heading of suicide. In The Noonday Demon, Andrew Solomon has very helpfully begun this work by introducing four categories of suicide: (i) a manic, dire, impulsive and sudden act; (ii) revenge, or self-obliteration as payback for a felt wound; (iii) suicides which are planned, with complex and often lengthy notes, seemingly pragmatic but with a deeply faulty logic, ‘as though they were organizing a holiday in outer space’, as Solomon writes; and (iv) those planned through a reasonable logic, because of physical illness, mental instability or some catastrophic change in life’s circumstances. To be clear, those people included under (iv) might be mistaken in their view, in particular the consequences that their action might have on their near­est and dearest, but we cannot say that they are deluded.

         Solomon’s categories are a beginning, it seems to me, but we would need to add more categories, such as the forms of suicide-homicide discussed in my essay, or the apparently inadvertent deaths that occur increas­ingly through fatal mixtures of drugs and alcohol, and where the question of intention is very hard to pin down. Such a list of categories could be extended. The important thing is for this work of reflection to continue and to move steadfastly away from any simple-minded 22idea of suicide as something which one must either be for or against, defend or oppose. It is infinitely more subtle than that. It is unclear whether suicide is unique to human beings. I have no difficulty in imagining an octopus killing itself. But there is nothing more human than suicide. Human beings are complex creatures. I see no reason why the discussion of the ways in which we sometimes choose to end our lives should be deprived of the same complexity.

         
             

         

         Brooklyn, August 2020
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