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Article abstract
The ecological thesis in urban sociology has long treated suicides as a symptom
of urban pathology. Historians who have studied the problem in Paris in the
nineteenth century have accepted that official statistics mirrored reality and
have explained higher rates in the capital than elsewhere in France by the
failure of immigrants, marginal groups and working classes to adapt to the
urban milieu. The purpose of this article is to determine the validity of these
conclusions. The method adopted to do so consists, first of all, in creating a
reliable data base using three different sources: the Morgue registers, statistics
published annually by the Ministry of Justice and compilations made from
individual suicide dossiers in the 1850s. It consists, secondly, of an analysis of
crude data and global rates, and a more detailed examination of the incidence
of suicide by gender, civil status, age group and profession and across Parisian
space. The argument that is presented denies the validity of the ecological
thesis. It is argued that rates do not increase across the period and that
immigrants, the marginal, the working class are not overrepresented among
suicides. It is further argued that the methods used to end one's life were more
passive than brutal and that suicides were less important among causes of
death than they would be in the twentieth century when Parisian rates had
become the lowest in France.
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