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Mortensen, Maurtitz Sundt:
Eilert Sundt as suicide researcher
(First published in the Norwegian journal Suicidologi 1998, no. 1)
Suicide was one of the many topics and issues that Eilert Sundt, social researcher and scientist (1817-75) studied, analysed and described. Had his comprehensive works on sociology been published in one of the world's major languages, he would undoubtedly have ranked highly with other pioneers of sociology. 
Among these pioneers were the French philosopher Auguste Comte (1789-1857) who gave the subject its name in 1838(?), the Social Darwinist Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) in Britain, and later Frenchman Émile Durkheim (1858-1917), German lawyer and historian Max Weber (1864-1920), and American Charles Horton Cooley (1864-1929). While most of those mentioned above would be called "thinkers", Sundt primarily stands out as the founder of the meticulous empirical method. Not only did he collate his data through personal observations and interviews to process them later into statistical overviews, he also wanted to understand from within the topics he examined, analyzed and later published and explained to his readers. He also attached great importance to clarifying the importance of the data he found and the relationships between them. 


On foot
Graduating as a theologian in 1846 with the highest grade and recommendation, Sundt was in a position to become the nation's first professor of church history, which would give him a comfortable life at the University of Christiania (now Oslo). However, fate had other plans in store for him. While teaching religion in an extra job at Christiania Tugthus (Poor House), he met some gypsies who aroused his curiosity. This chance encounter led him to a life as a researcher, initially researching the life of vagabonds, later studying the living conditions of the poor, and finally focusing on the life and health of the general public. 

Financed by an annual grant from the Norwegian Parliament, he walked across the country interviewing common people. In winter he would work on the findings from the data he compiled during the spring and summer. He would sit at a round dinner table in his family's three-room flat, writing with pen and ink in the flickering candlelight, with four-five toddlers playing in the same room. In 1975, the centennial of his death, a selection of his writings was published by Gyldendal in 11 volumes comprising more than 3 200 pages.

His works reveal an incredibly broad area of interest, his curiosity knew no bounds, and the questions he asked his interviewees could be very insistent. In addition to his personal observations and notes Sundt was allowed to use data from the church records of parish clergymen and annual reports. (Statistics Norway was not established until 1876.) Thus he obtained accurate information about a number of social affairs and conditions, including figures about babies born and persons deceased, and causes of accidents on land and at sea.
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Respect for people
A typical characteristic of Eilert Sundt was his deep respect for the people he met. He had great faith in human reason, thinking that men at all times do what they deem most reasonable under their existing conditions. As soon as they gain new knowledge, and new aids are made available, people will seek to improve their living conditions. It would be fair to claim that this later has proven to be largely true. 

After 20 years, Sundt lost his annual grant as doctors, Parliamentarians and other contemporaries hotly debated his research. He was forced to apply for a position as a vicar, and was assigned to the area of Eidsvold (the site of the signing of the Norwegian Declaration of Independence in 1814). Even though quite obviously disappointed, Eilert Sundt concludes the preface to his last book thus:

"For my own part I shall include the thought that rarely has a researcher and author had so much to be grateful to the National Assembly for as I do, and when offering and publishing this book, wherein not an insignificant part of my life has been condensed, it expresses some of my sense of gratitude which will accompany me to my grave."
He died in the late summer of 1875 just 58 years old. 


Suicide
Sundt was particularly thorough in his studies of "mortality" (volume no. 2 of his works), where suicide is part of the sub-group "violent death". Here he says (pp. 130-): 

"We also find the same strange, even disturbing regularity when considering suicide, this strangely sombre aspect of human life. 

The puzzle that is suicide is not explained by the mere statement that it is an act of sin. Thus firstly, a large part of the suicides that occur is performed in a state of confusion where accountability no longer exists; secondly, there are thousands who not only suffer deeply from worries about their outcome and heartaches and self-depreciation and illness, but who also give themselves over to lost hope and despair – which here is the real sin – but without this lost hope and despair leading to suicide. Nor is the riddle of suicide explained by claiming that when it is committed with full use of the faculties it is such an exceedingly sinful act that it excludes any hope of redemption. For after the despairing soul has thrown himself off the bridge, and before he is sucked under by the waterfall, in seconds, God's spirit may have grasped him, and regret may have sighed and faith may have gone out to him who told the thieves on the cross: Today thou shalt come with me to Paradise.

A true resolution of the enigma of suicide would surely in many cases lead us to fair judgements and a more confident hope about those of our fellow men whose exit from this life turned out this way. And next to the admonition and comfort of religion virtually nothing would be better suited to strengthen those unhappy and weak souls against the temptations of suicide than indubitable knowledge about the peculiar 
circumstances that lead to such dire temptations, allowing them to fortify themselves in time against the enemy lurking in the dark. 

In most countries it has been found that suicides have occurred more and more frequently. There seems to be something in the progressing civilization of our times that causes this."

Remarkable?
An accompanying footnote explains the trend in more detail:

"... True education is surely not something that would encourage suicide, but a little learning is a dangerous thing which not uncommonly may lead to a great deal of disharmony (conflict) between the expectations individuals have of the world, and the external circumstances, in which they perforce must move ... The remarkable endeavour among members of all classes to climb higher on the ladders of the many social classes is a peculiar sign of our times ... Needless to say, skill does not always correspond to desire; hence the goal may be only partly or not at all satisfied, thus unhappiness, dissatisfaction with one's position, mistakes when selecting the means by which to reach the goal, weariness of life (an emotion which when one's religious faith fails, lacks the steadiest counterbalance) and finally suicide." 
The footnote comes from the book "Versuch über den Menschen und die Entwicklung seiner Fähigkeiten", (p. 482) by the Belgian mathematician L. Quetelet, German edition in 1838, by V. A. Riecke. This is particularly interesting when one is reminded that around 60 years later Durkheim proposed similar hypotheses when positing "anomy" as a cause of the growing number of suicides (Guneriussen 1997). 

Sundt then proceeds to his empirical studies of suicide in Norway in 1826-50. 


Empirical findings 

While there were around 200-266 murders and manslaughters annually between 1826 and 1831 (a total of 1 400), the following figures were recorded for suicide in the following five-year periods: (Figures are the total number of suicides in each five-year period.)

1826-30: 439
1831-35: 565
1836-40: 659
1841-45: 688
1846-50: 748 

According to Sundt's calculations this means that per 100 000 inhabitants, 12 suicides were committed annually in 1826-35, 13 in 1831-40, and 14 in 1841-50. 

Both in absolute and per capita figures, the county of Christiania was far ahead of the rest of the country. Initially the lowest figures were found in the county of Tromsø, but 
here the figures increased in the second last period, 1841-50. On the other hand, Tromsø had the highest number for persons drowned at sea. 

When looking at methods of committing suicide, hanging ranks higher than drowning, shooting and "other ways". 


Comparisons
Sundt compares his findings with corresponding data from France, Ireland, Britain, Belgium, Baden, Sachsen and Denmark. He finds both similar features and marked differences, citing a number of sources from abroad, including this: 

"How is it", asks Casper, a Prussian doctor who has devoted this object the most attentive study, "How is it that in England as well as here (in Prussia) the rope is the most common means of taking a life, while in Paris a suicide will jump from a bridge or a window or fire a bullet through his brain? Is it not reasonable that a spectator notices with interest such expressions of national temperaments? An Englishman or German hides his sorrows, and puts a noiseless end to his joyless life in his lonely chamber. A Frenchman will even in this horrible instant make a spectacle of himself; he wants to leave with pomp; he wants to perform for the enjoyment of his city; his neighbours should come running, cry for him etc.; thus he allows himself to be seen and heard, as he leaves this world." 
However, Sundt adds:

"I am not at all confident enough to agree with this author when he claims that there is such a willed yearning to gain attention that leads a French suicide to select his means; my intention with this quote is merely to draw attention to the possibility and probability that there might actually be spiritual peculiarities in the various nations that lead to the differences outlined here."

Analysis 
And further:

"From the figures for France and Denmark one can see, as for Norway, that conditions once being the common ones for a country, appear to repeat themselves fairly immutably from time to time, so that the condition must be considered to find its rationale in permanent causes which exert their effect regularly. It is also curious to witness how similar these affairs are in Denmark and Norway. In both countries the propensity for hanging is approximately twice what it is in France, while drowning and particularly shooting are used far more in the latter country."
He then concludes: 

"The great difference between Denmark and Norway confirms the assumption that the conditions leading to the different ways of seeking to end one's life in the different nations are not essentially based on the nature of the country, but rather on the 
character of the people. The peculiarities of the natures of a people are one of the riddles of the history of the world; but due to this comprehensive interest I shall continue with a similar explanation of the five counties in our country." 

With the same thoroughness he then examines the material for the various regions, and concludes quite modestly: 

"I have outlined what our tables teach us about suicide in Norway. This has not been much, but it nevertheless serves to confirm the already stated assumption that we also here would find the same irregularity that we find with, for example, the deaths caused by accidents."
If we were to question any points in Sundt's analysis, we could ask why he did not examine his material according to gender (men/women) and age. We must assume that these data were available, and would have enabled even more penetrating analyses. Furthermore, there is also the question of uncertainties, for example in connection with accidents and murder. 


Current figures
It may be interesting to note that Sundt's statistics on the number of suicides per 100 000 inhabitants are directly comparable with current figures (Retterstøl 1996). While Sundt found an average of 12 suicides annually per 100 000 inhabitants in 1826-35, Retterstøl finds the same figure, 12 per 100 000 in 1994. This is quite remarkable. 


Sundt's attitude to suicide
In keeping with the best scientific traditions Sundt spoke out quite clearly:

"Not with a single breath would I join the sayings of those philosophers who defend suicide, asserting that man has the right to divorce himself from life in full use of his faculties when the world does not see eye to eye with him. It must be clear that while in full possession of one's faculties, suicide is not a proper thing to do, and that performing such an act is indeed irresponsible. However ... if there is responsibility then it does not only rest on the individual who committed the act, but also on society ... which should have surrounded him with purely good and encouraging examples, to support his wavering mind with advice and encouragement, which with tireless love and unflagging faith should have assisted him to stand fast against temptation using God's words as his shield ..."
Eilert Sundt was aware of the importance and responsibility of the collective or society, thus anticipating many of the ideas Durkheim would later propound (Retterstøl 1995). Moreover, he disagreed with those who one-sidedly condemned suicide as an act of sin, and those who in the name of liberty avowed that suicide is a human right.

He stated his ideas more precisely thus: 

"In this book I have more frequently drawn attention to how the conditions for a people can be improved through inventiveness and wit and thus reduce mortality in the country. Here this idea has been carried forward. I have pointed out how the spirit of piety and faith must stand guard and shield the parish and each of its members against temptation and erring, against sin and death. Nor is it only suicides that must remind us of this ... The host of suicides is tiny against the unending rows of those who meet death tasting the bitter bile of self-reproach for the many and continued transgressions with which they diluted their bodily and spiritual powers, thus reducing the number of their days. Thus it behoves us well to reiterate the prayer and take its advice to heart, "Lord, teach us then to count our days so that our hearts grow wiser!" 

This ought to indicate how Sundt did not accept a determinist model where "society" virtually automatically would be assigned the blame for anything and everything that goes wrong. Rather the opposite – he believed in man's free will to act reasonably – and ethically correct – if man is furnished with information and knowledge. He obviously considered suicide in a dualistic model – as a result of the battle between the good and constructive and the evil and destructive powers in the human mind. 

As in so many other contexts, popular education – not quarrels and conflicts – is his answer to the problems, and this belief permeates everything he wrote.


The Eilert Sundt's heritage
The value of research is often computed according to its "fertility". Do the findings from one project lead to creative ideas or hypotheses for new projects? Based on this perspective it could have been expected that the incredibly comprehensive results of Sundt's 20 years of research efforts would have led to a great deal of social research in Norway

. However, sociology as a subject did not have a base in a contemporary academic community. 

Even though Eilert Sundt – both in a national and an international perspective – was one of the founders of this discipline, sociology only became a university subject in Norway 75 years after his death. The first teachers came from jurisprudence (as also Max Weber did), and this set its mark on this discipline for many years.

Today many researchers in various subjects are concerned with the same issues that Eilert Sundt raised.

Literature:
Christophersen, H. O. Eilert Sundt. En dikter i kjensgjerninger [A poet of facts]. Oslo: Gyldendal, 1962

Guneriussen, Willy . Émile Durkheims sosiologiske selvmordsteori [Durkheim's sociological suicide theory]. Nytt i suicidologi 1997; 3: 3-5

Retterstøl, Nils. Selvmord [Suicide] . Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1995.

Retterstøl, Nils. Selvmordsdata for Norge [Suicide data for Norway]. Nytt i suicidologi 1996; 1: 8-9

Sundt, Eilert. Verker i utvalg [Selected works]. Edited by H. O. Christophersen, Nils Christie, Kaare Petersen. Oslo: Gyldendal, 1975:

1. Fante- eller landstryker-folket i Norge [Gypsies or travelling people in Norway ]

2. Om dødeligheten i Norge/Om giftermål i Norge [On mortality in Norway/On marriage in Norway]

3. Om Røros og omegn/Om Piperviken og Ruseløkkbakken/Harham [On Røros and its surroundings/On Piperviken and Ruseløkkbakken/Harham] 

4. Om sædelighetstilstanden i Norge [On morality in Norway]

5. Om ædruelighedstilstanden i Norge [On sobriety in Norway]

6. Om bygnings-skikken på landet i Norge [On construction and building customs in Norway]

7. På Havet [On the sea]

8. Om husfliden i Norge [On home crafts in Norway] 

9. Om renligheds-stellet i Norge [On cleanliness in Norway]

10. Om huslivet i Norge [On domestic life in Norway]

11. Om fattigforholdene i Christiania [On the conditions of the poor in Christiania]

Sundt, Rolf. Den vestlandske slekt Sundt [The Sundt family from the West of Norway]. Oslo 1954.

Literature in English
Allwood, Martin S. Eilert Sundt: A pioneer in sociology and social anthropology. Oslo: Olaf Norlis forlag, 1957

Sundt, Eilert. Sexual customs in rural Norway: A nineteenth-century study / translated and edited by Odin W. Anderson. – Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press, 1993.
ISBN 0-8138-0588-0

The author
Mauritz Sundt Mortensen (b. 1936), a great-grandchild of Eilert Sundt on his mother's side, has been a journalist for many years. He has a Master of Arts degree from the USA, and a Cand. Mag. degree from the University of Oslo, including the subject of sociology taken in 1964. Mortensen is an advisor with the Armed Forces Supreme Command.















