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Society of the Individual: Suicide and the US Military 

 
 There is a distinct line that can be traced from Emile Durkheim’s analysis of suicide in 

1897 to rates of suicide in the United States today. Studies from the CDC show that suicide rates 

have continued to increase steadily during the first half of the 21st century. 2018 saw suicide 

rates rise to their highest in half a century, an indicator that suicide and the factors that contribute 

to its occurrence are more commonplace than ever.i Suicide rates are variable among different 

social groups – men are more prone to commit suicide than women, as are people who identify 

as white versus those who identify as black or Hispanic. One group who suffers 

disproportionately from high rates of suicide are active-duty members of the military. A recently 

released report by the Pentagon showed that suicide rates among active military personnel have 

gone up six percent per year for the last five years from 18.5 suicides per 100,000 to 24.8 

suicides per 100,000. This is across all branches of the military. The national suicide rate as of 

2018 hovers somewhere between 12-13 suicides per 100,000.ii The statistical difference is 

astounding – military members commit suicide at a rate that is almost twice as high as the 

regular populace of the United States. Studying the rates of suicide amongst military members 

from Durkheim’s perspective is particularly interesting because in many ways the prevalence of 

suicide in the military seems to undermine Durkheim’s theories on the subject.  

As we learned in class, Durkheim separated types of suicide into four distinct categories: 

egoistic, altruistic, anomic, and fatalistic. Durkheim considered suicide by active military 

members as altruistic in that it is occurring within a highly integrated society where an 

individual’s needs are considered less important than the society’s needs as a whole. They thus 

commit suicide as a form of self-sacrifice for the greater good of their larger group as a whole.iii 

This type of suicide, according to Durkheim, is extremely common in the military and might 
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include someone jumping on a grenade or jumping in front of a bullet to protect a comrade. But 

is this form of self-sacrifice even suicide? The military does not consider it as such. From the late 

1900’s, when Durkheim first published his thoughts on suicide, till now, suicide rates have been 

higher among military members than the general populace. However, reported rates have never 

included actions of self-sacrifice such as the aforementioned ones. Reported suicide statistics by 

the United States army only include enlisted officers in non-combat scenarios. These suicides 

cannot be called altruistic. They’re not being done for the greater good of the military or to 

further military goals or ambitions. If anything, these types of suicides are more fatalistic. 

Fatalistic suicide occurs when a person is subject to excessive regulation and excessive discipline 

to a degree that strips their life of any meaning. This is the type of suicide often attributed to 

prisoners, but it seems fairly applicable to soldiers as well. Surely some soldiers feel emboldened 

by their military duty but then there are certainly many others who feel tied down to something 

from which they cannot escape without excessive consequence. The paradox is that one of the 

most strongly integrated communities in the world – the US military – ultimately might be the 

most suffocating and punishing, driving active military members to commit suicide at a much 

higher rate.  

Durkheim may have avoided this claim as it opposed his general thesis that social 

integration was an effective preventative measure against suicide. The United States military is 

supposed to be one of the most integrated social groups in the world. Teambuilding, 

camaraderie, and brotherhood are all central tenants of military life. But perhaps the United 

States military actually tests the limits of effective social integration. Perhaps it is too much for 

too many, and that is why the suicide rate continues to grow. Or maybe it is not an internal 

problem within the military as much as it is a problem for the military relative to the general 
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populace as a whole. The military is a group on its own, separated acutely from the rest of the 

population. These differences are stressed in the fact that life of an active duty military member 

is far from structured and regimented than the average citizen. Moreover, we tend to treat men 

and women of the armed forces differently; we let them board planes first, offer them discounts 

around Christmas, salute them at football games etc. All these efforts to make military personnel 

feel included and special might actually be counterproductive. It could be that they simply feel a 

greater degree of alienation from the rest of society as a consequence of these gestures. The 

problem is social integration. Within the confines of the military, the overregulation can be 

overpowering, while the lost connection with the rest of society can be too limiting.  In any case, 

the plentiful resources that are directed to combatting suicide should be devoted to understanding 

why suicide rates continue to spike among both active duty military and veterans.  
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