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ABSTRACT: Of the 800,000 suicides worldwide every year, a small number fall under Emile Durkheim’s term of altruistic suicides. Study on
martyrdom has been limited. There has to date, for example, been no systematic empirical study of martyr letters. We examined 33 letters of Korean
self-immolators, compared with 33 suicide notes of a matched sample of more common suicides. An analysis of intrapsychic factors (suicide as
unbearable pain, psychopathology) and interpersonal factors (suicide as murderous impulses and need to escape) revealed that, although one can use
the same psychological characteristics or dynamics to understand the deaths, the state of mind of martyrs is more extreme, such that the pain is
reported to be even more unbearable. Yet, there are differences, such as there was no ambivalence in the altruistic notes. It is concluded that intrapsy-
chic and interpersonal characteristics are central in understanding martyrs, probably equal to community or societal factors. More forensic study is,
however, warranted.
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Over a century ago, Emile Durkheim published in his book,
Suicide: A study in sociology, a typology of suicide that included
‘‘altruistic suicide’’ (1). He presented a scheme of four suicides:
egoistic, altruistic, anomie, and fatalistic (he added the latter in a
footnote, to be found on page 276 in the 1951 English translation).
Egoistic refers to the unhappy person who is not integrated in soci-
ety. Altruistic is the person who is too integrated—he ⁄ she sees the
death as a duty or honor. Anomie refers to the estranged person—
one’s relationship to society is changed; i.e., no longer regulated by
the social world. Fatalistic is when the person is too regulated,
where the future is blocked—he ⁄ she is ‘‘choked by oppressive dis-
cipline’’ (the slave who kills him ⁄ herself, is an example). The altru-
istic suicides, sometimes called martyr suicides, were a unique
inclusion: the classification includes saints, martyrs, and terrorists, a
diverse group of suicides. Durkheim’s claim was maybe not a first
(2), but the most influential; in his typology, he said that the people
who are classified under ‘‘altruistic’’ may be heroes or martyrs, but
they are also suicides.

It is estimated that 1.6 million people die by violence each year.
Almost half (800,000) of these are suicides; one-third are homicides
(530,000) and one-fifth (320,000) are war-related (3). No single
factor or event explains why so many people are violent. Violence
is multi-determined. Suicide, homicide, and related phenomena are
the result of an interplay of individual, relationship, social, cultural,

and environmental factors. Altruistic or martyr suicides are no dif-
ferent. This perspective is sometimes called the ecological model
(4,5). First applied to child abuse (6), the model has been applied
to a vast array of behaviors, most recently violence, including self-
directed violence (3). The model simply suggests that there are dif-
ferent levels, i.e., individual, relationship, community, and societal
that influence suicide and thus, by implication, one can understand
behavior at various levels (7).

According to the World Health Organization (WHO) (3), ‘‘while
some risk factors may be unique to particular types of violence, the
various types of violence more commonly share a number of risk
factors’’ (p. 13–14). There are multifaceted associations between
suicide and several other types of violence, including acts by terror-
ists or martyrs (3). Yet, the question can be posed, are suicide and
altruistic suicide alike? How can we understand violent acts of mar-
tyrs? Altruistic suicide, argues Durkheim, is different from the more
common, egoistic suicide, as well as from anomie and fatalistic. In
his book, Suicide, Durkheim argues that in this type of death, the
person has the right to kill him ⁄herself. It may, in fact, be his ⁄ her
duty. Altruism, Durkheim writes, is:

…where the ego is not its own property, where it is blended
with something not itself, where the goal of conduct is exterior
to itself, that is, in one of the groups in which it participates.
So we call the suicide caused by intense altruism altruistic
suicide (p. 221).

From the ecological model, there are factors beyond the individ-
ual and relationship; the more important reasons for altruistic
deaths, in fact, may be in the community and society. Yet, there
are problems in examining such acts of martyrs from a societal
view; Durkheim recognizes some of this, raising the question. He
writes:
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All these cases have for their root the same state of altru-
ism which is equally the cause of what might be called
heroic suicide. Shall they alone be placed among the ranks
of suicides and only those excluded whose motive is particu-
larly pure? But first, according to what standard will the
division be made? When does a motive cease to be suffi-
ciently praiseworthy for the act it determines to be called
suicide? (p. 240)

Is Durkheim’s taxonomy useful? The well-known suicidologist,
Edwin Shneidman (8) writes, ‘‘Durkheim did not just look at the
data; he transmuted them into sociological magic by radically re-
classifying their internal implication’’ (p. 54). The reclassifying,
Shneidman argues, misses the most essential element. Suicide,
according to Shneidman, is more complicated (9). Durkheim does
not address intent. Whatever else suicide is, suicide is an intentional
act. Durkheim, thus, gives us a sociological order; maybe not the
only order.

Little, however, has been done since Durkheim’s seminal work.
To meet this neglect, altruistic suicides, including of suicide bomb-
ers, were explored in a special issue of Archives of Suicide
Research, in 2004 (10–12). The question overall was, ‘‘Who are
the altruistic suicides?’’ It was concluded that there was little
known about, for example, suicide terrorists (often seen as martyrs
by some). Altruistic suicides-to-be are not available to attend clini-
cal interviews, to fill out questionnaires, to subject to laboratory
tests; yet, research is needed. Diverse empirical perspectives on
what is altruistic suicide and what is not, are needed. There are
more altruistic suicides than the suicide bomber. Leenaars and
Wenckstern (10) presented some preliminary concepts and issues
on the complex topic and offered diverse perspectives on altruistic
suicide in the classical Greco-Romans, the Christian Greek Ortho-
dox Neomartyrs, the self-immolators in Vietnam and South Korea,
the Muslim suicide terrorist, and India’s Jauhar and Sati. The main
conclusion was that there was little scientific data, only diverse
speculation. There were no empirical studies, but one. This was a
study by Ben Park (13). In his study, Park presented a trove of per-
sonal documents of martyrs, which can be called altruistic suicide
notes or martyrs’ last letters. Yet, it did not occur to him to analyze
the notes scientifically. That is the purpose of this study; to the best
of our knowledge, this is the first empirical study of the last letters
of martyrs.

In Park’s 2004 paper, he explored the common political and
social-political factors involved in acts of self-immolation that
took place in Vietnam and South Korea in the latter part of the
20th century. On the basis of suicide notes, diaries, and letters left
behind by 22 self-immolators, Park shed some light on the inten-
tions and beliefs of those actors and social significance of the
meaning of their acts. In addition to the unique geo-political cir-
cumstances of the Cold War era, under which massive numbers
of dramatic public acts of self-immolation took place, the sym-
bolic message embedded in the acts of self-immolators was
explored. Yet, Park’s study had limitations; it was mainly descrip-
tive in nature. Indeed, the main conclusion of the 2004 volume
was that research is needed (10). For example, a comparative
study is needed with Park’s data. In such a study, one will need
to compare the psychology, the motives for his sample, to a col-
lection of the more common suicide notes. The differences
between altruistic suicides and the common would be critical
findings. This is the purpose of this study. Scientists need to do
more to meet Durkheim’s challenge of ‘‘who are the altruistic sui-
cides? Who are all suicides?’’ Yet, given the lack of data to date,
we cannot offer an a priori hypothesis; thus, our study will be

exploratory, a first. The answer, we hope will not only help our
understanding, but also further the other aims of science—predic-
tion and control.

The question asked is, whether these altruistic suicide notes are
the same or different from other more common suicide notes.
Mills’ method of difference came to our assistance (14). To be
more empirical, the senior author developed a logical empirical
way of studying notes, having applied the schema to different
groups, ages, sex, culture, and so on. The perspective is a multi-
dimensional one—does it have applicability to the last letters of
‘‘martyrs’’? We will explore an answer in this study (15–17).

Suicide Notes

Understanding the act of suicide and motives behind suicide
behavior, whether altruistic or otherwise, seems extremely impor-
tant worldwide (3), and in order to do so, many researchers from
around the world have used different methods to study suicide.
Shneidman and Farberow (18), Maris (19), and others have sug-
gested the following avenues: national mortality statistics, retrospec-
tive psychological investigations (often called psychological
autopsies), the study of nonfatal suicide attempts, and the analysis
of documents (such as suicide notes). All of them have their limita-
tions and there are problems in obtaining data from many suicides,
including martyrs. Yet, each of these methods has been shown to
enhance our understanding of suicide and suicidal behavior (20,21).
Furthermore, from a cross-cultural perspective, one has to be care-
ful in selecting the methods of study, because of the risk of validity
and reliability problems between different cultures (22). For exam-
ple, national mortality statistics and retrospective psychological
interviews carry the risk of underreporting because of stigmatization
of self-harm in many countries. Our method will be the study of
suicide notes.

Early research (e.g., [23,24]) on suicide notes largely used an
anecdotal approach that incorporated descriptive information (25).
Subsequent methods, using Frederick’s scheme for methods of
analysis, have used content analysis, classification analysis, and theo-
retical-conceptual analysis. Each of these approaches has utility,
although Frederick suggested that simple content analysis has
limitations (see, e.g., [26]; Ogilvie and his team noted that the word
‘‘love’’ occurs frequently in suicide notes). Classification schemes
use data such as age, sex, marital status, educational level, employ-
ment status, and mental disorder (see, e.g., [27–30]). However, as
Girdhar, and her team, noted there are limitations; the data are not
entirely consistent and differences in data collection occur between
researchers in different countries. There are also limitations in the
generalizability of the findings. The most important finding in the
various samples is that comparison of note-writers with non-note-
writers has failed to find any consistent differences; thus, one can
generalize from people who wrote suicide notes to all people who
died by suicide. Only a very few studies have utilized a theoretical-
conceptual analysis (25), despite the assertion in the first formal study
of suicide notes (18) and in ongoing discussion (31) that such an
approach offers much promise. To address this lack, over 30 years
ago, the senior author applied a logical, empirical analysis to suicide
notes. The method permits a theoretical analysis of suicide notes,
augments the effectiveness of controls, and allows us to develop
some theoretical insight into the vexing problem of suicide and its
diversity.

The method has been previously described in detail (15,32). It
treats the notes as an archival source, following an ex post facto
research design (33). This method would call for suicide notes to
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be recast in different theoretical contexts (hypotheses, theories, and
models) for which lines of evidence of each of these positions can
then be pursued in the data. Carnap’s logical and empirical proce-
dures can be utilized for such investigations (34). To date, the theo-
ries of 10 suicidologists have been investigated: Alfred Adler,
Ludwig Binswanger, Sigmund Freud, Carl G. Jung, Karl A. Menn-
inger, George Kelly, Henry A. Murray, Edwin S. Shneidman, Harry
Stack Sullivan, and Gregory Zilboorg. Carnap’s positivistic proce-
dures call for the translating of theoretical formulations into obser-
vable (specific) protocol sentences in order to test the formulations.

To summarize from a series of empirical studies of the theories
of the 10 suicidologists, a number of theoretical formula-
tions ⁄hypotheses (n = 35) have been identified to be verifiable,
both predictive and discriminative, in various samples of notes
(e.g., age, sex, and method used). From these studies, an integrated
multidimensional model was proposed (16), consisting psychologi-
cally of intrapsychic and interpersonal cluster themes (or stated dif-
ferently, both an inner and other phenomenology). Research
involving Cluster Analysis has shown that these factors can statisti-
cally be broken down into the following clusters: Intrapsychic
includes unbearable psychological pain (UP), cognitive constriction
(CC), indirect expressions (IE; e.g., ambivalence and unconscious
processes), inability to adjust (IA; or psychopathology), and weak-
ened ego (Ego); and interpersonal includes disturbed interpersonal
relations (IR), rejection-aggression (RA), and identification-egres-
sion (IEG; or escape) (see [7,16] for details). To illustrate, a spe-
cific protocol sentence under cluster UP, unbearable psychological

pain, reads, ‘‘Suicide has adjustive value and is functional because
it stops painful tension and provides relief from psychological
pain.’’ Table 1 presents a sample of protocol ⁄ theoretical-conceptual
sentences in each cluster.

Independent research on suicide notes (35), investigations of sui-
cidal Internet writings (36), and biographical studies of suicides
(37) have supported, for example, the utility of the approach to
note or any narrative analysis. Independent studies of inter-judge
reliability (e.g., [35,36]) and decades of study by the first author
show that the percentage of inter-judge agreement has been satis-
factory (>85%; see [38]). Reliability has also been established in
different countries.

Much of our understanding of suicide may be culture specific,
not only about altruistic suicide. Thus, caution is needed in the field.
Shneidman noted that when making ‘‘cross-cultural comparisons, do
not make the error of assuming that a suicide is a suicide’’ ([9],
p. 203). There are only a few studies on suicide notes from different
countries. In the first cross-cultural study, Leenaars examined 56
suicide notes from Canada and the United States, whose writers
were matched for age and sex (39). None of the intrapsychic or
interpersonal aspects differed. Subsequently, studies from, for exam-
ple, Germany (40), United Kingdom (41), Hungary (42), Russia
(43), and Australia (44) supported this observation. Primarily, differ-
ences were mainly observed within the interpersonal realm. It may
be that culture affects these aspects more than issues of pain, mental
blindness, and so on. RA is, for example, more often observed in
Russian notes (43). There is, thus, some cross-cultural reliability for

TABLE 1—A sample of protocol sentences organized in clusters on intrapsychic and interpersonal aspects.

Intrapsychic
I. Unbearable psychological pain

1) Suicide has adjustive value and is functional because it stops painful tension and provides relief from intolerable psychological pain.
6) S is in a state of heightened disturbance (perturbation) and feels boxed in, harassed, especially hopeless and helpless.

II. Cognitive constriction
9) There is poverty of thought, exhibited by focusing only on permutations and combinations of grief and grief-provoking topics.

III. Indirect expressions
10) S reports ambivalence; e.g., complications, concomitant contradictory feelings, attitudes, and ⁄ or thrusts.
12) Unconscious dynamics can be concluded. There are likely more reasons to the suicide than the person is consciously aware.

IV. Inability to adjust
15) S exhibits a serious disorder in adjustment.

a) S’s reports are consistent with a manic-depressive disorder such as the down-phase; e.g., all-embracing negative statements, severe mood
disturbances causing marked impairment.

b) S’s reports are consistent with schizophrenia; e.g., delusional thought, paranoid ideation.
c) S’s reports are consistent with anxiety disorder (such as obsessive-compulsive, and posttraumatic stress); e.g., feeling of losing control; recurrent

and persistent thoughts, impulses, or images.
d) S’s reports are consistent with antisocial personality (or conduct) disorder; e.g., deceitfulness and conning others.
e) S’s reports are consistent with borderline personality; e.g., frantic efforts to avoid real or imagined abandonment, unstable relationships.
f) S’s reports are consistent with depression; e.g., depressed mood, diminished interest, and insomnia.
g) S’s reports are consistent with a disorder (or dysfunction) not otherwise specified. S is so paralyzed by pain that life, future, etc. is colorless

and unattractive.
V. Ego

17) There are unresolved problems (‘‘a complex’’ or weakened ego) in the individual; e.g., symptoms or ideas that are discordant, unassimilated,
and ⁄ or antagonistic.

Interpersonal
VI. Interpersonal relations

20) S reports being weakened and ⁄ or defeated by unresolved problems in the interpersonal field (or some other ideal such as health, perfection).
23) A positive development in the disturbed relationship was seen as the only possible way to go on living, but such development was seen as not

forthcoming.
VII. Rejection-aggression

25) S reports a traumatic event or hurt or injury (e.g., unmet love, a failing marriage, and disgust with one’s work).
28) S feels quite ambivalent, i.e., both affectionate and hostile toward the same (lost or rejecting) person.
30) S turns upon the self, murderous impulses that had previously been directed against someone else.
31) Although maybe not reported directly, S may have calculated the self-destructiveness to have a negative effect on someone else (e.g., a lost or

rejecting person).
VIII. Identification-egression

33) S reports in some direct or indirect fashion an identification (i.e., attachment) with a lost or rejecting person (or with any lost ideal [e.g., health,
freedom, employment, all A’s]).

35) S wants to egress (i.e., to escape, to depart, to flee, to be gone), to relieve the unbearable psychological pain.
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the theory; this is rare in suicidology. Yet, there are questions about
how different suicide in the United States, Canada, and so on, is
compared with altruistic suicide in any of these countries. We sim-
ply do not know whether a suicide is the same or different than an
altruistic one. This is the purpose here.

To the best of our knowledge, there have been no published
comparisons between suicide and altruistic suicide in any country.
Thus, the aim of this study is not only to describe the last letters
of martyrs (or suicide notes of altruistic suicides), but also to
determine whether any psychological differences (and similarities)
are evident in the suicide notes from a more general population of
the United States (the United States has been the basis for all
comparisons to date in international studies of suicide notes.)
However, given the exploratory nature of this study, we cannot
make any predictions, only allow Mills’ method of difference to
guide us (14).

Method

The problem in the current area of study is obtaining the very
data themselves. There are problems in sampling, generalizability,
etc. The suicide notes and other personal documents used in this
study of martyr letters come from a variety of sources, including
leaflets, newspapers, magazines, and secondary publications.
Thirty-three Korean self-immolators left behind the letters or notes.
Many of the last letters left behind by Korean self-immolators
came from an underground publication, Everlasting Lives (Sal
‘Aseo Ma’nnra Rina’a), compiled by the Ad Hoc Committee for
the Preparation of a Memorial Service for the Nation’s Martyrs and
Victims of Democratization Movement (45).

These notes, of course, represent the testimonies of only a num-
ber of the self-immolators who gave their lives in what they per-
ceived to be the cause of democracy and national unity in South
Korea in the last half of the 20th century. No claim is being made
that this sample is representative of this larger group. There are no
other sociodemographic variables available.

The martyr notes were matched to an adult (n = 33) American
sample of suicide notes; this U.S. sample was derived from over
2000 suicide notes (15). The 2000 notes consist of subsamples of
notes; for example, 721 original Shneidman and Farberow (18) notes
and the complete sample of notes for 1983–1984 from the Los Ange-
les County Coroners’ Office. The archive extends beyond American;
however, for the U.S.-based sample, the notes from the 1990s,
1980s, and 1970s were reviewed and 80 notes were consecutively
selected on the basis of representing four age groups until each group
had 20 notes, representing both sexes. The U.S. sample consisted of
equal numbers (n = 20) in adolescents (12–18), young adults (YA;
18–25), middle adults (25–55), and mature adults (>55) groups.
Although there are some cautions in such selection, it should be
noted that a study over various decades showed no differences in the
notes from different decades (16).

The notes from the Koreans were matched (age € 3 years) to
the U.S. notes. Leenaars (1988) has consistently controlled for age
in the culture studies. This resulted in 33 matches; this not only
allows for consistency in age and sex, but also the study within the
same historical period. The mean age of the martyr notes was
26.48 (SD = 8.475); the age range was 20–58. The mean age of
the American suicide notes was 26.45 (SD = 8.765); the age range
was 18–58. There were 29 males and 4 females in both sets.

The note analysis was carried out in two steps. At the first step,
the meanings of 35 protocol sentences in Leenaars’ method were
discussed between two examiners (first and fourth author) who
would analyze the notes, based on the literature of Leenaars’ work

(see [7,15–16] for details; see Table 1 for Leenaars’ schema and
sample of protocol sentences). Over the last three decades, these
examiners have developed consistent inter-agreement. There was
no attempt to disguise identifying characteristics, such as name,
place, etc., because the martyr notes are obvious. The examiners
agreed before scoring that the target of the note might be other
than a person; it could be an ideal or organization ⁄government.
Analysis of a different set of notes, utilizing Leenaars’ method of
study, was undertaken until reaching an inter-judge reliability above
80% (0.86 coefficient of concordance) (see [15]). A second step
was then undertaken; all of the notes in this study were analyzed
independently by two examiners. The notes were analyzed for the
presence of the 35 protocol sentences.

The percentage of agreement was 84.32% and the Coefficient of
Concordance (46) of 0.86 for the notes indicated substantial inter-
judge reliability. Subsequently a reconciled rating was obtained. For
subsequent calculations, each note was given a score for the number
of matches with protocol sentence of a given type. In order to deter-
mine whether suicide notes from the two samples differed signifi-
cantly in the presence of eight subclusters and 35 protocol sentences,
chi-squares were performed, using SPSS for Windows (47).

Results

Similar to previous studies on the more common suicide notes,
there was substantial evidence for the presence of the protocol sen-
tences and clusters in both samples of suicide notes. Indeed, the
protocol sentences were more evident in the notes of the martyrs
than any other observation to date. The verification was extremely
large. Thus, one can conclude that the model is applicable to
suicide notes of martyrs; yet, there were also extreme significant
differences with the more common U.S. suicide notes. Table 2
shows a comparison of contents of suicide notes from both groups
according to Leenaars’ suicide model. It is interesting to note the
most and least frequent protocol sentences for both samples. The
least frequent in the altruistic notes were protocol sentences, which
are related to ambivalence, reporting such (No. 10) or having
ambivalent feelings toward the government (No. 28), only being
observed on 2 and 0 occasions, respectively. These were evident
in regular suicide notes, significantly so. The least observation in
suicide notes was murderous impulses (No. 30); there were 0
observations, compared with every note in the martyr group. There
were many frequently found sentences in the martyr group (see
Table 1); indeed, this is most unique. The most frequent sentence
in these common suicide notes was associated to unconscious
dynamics (No. 12), 23 observations compared with 31 in altruistic
notes.

As shown in Table 2, all the clusters were significantly different, all
more evident in the notes of martyrs. The Chi-square results areas fol-
low: UP (v2, df = 1, n = 66 = 43.283, p < 0.0001); CC (v2, df = 1,
n = 66 = 46.543, p < 0.0001); IE (v2, df = 1, n = 66 = 26.360,
p < 0.0001); IA (v2, df = 1, n = 66 = 30.015, p < 0.0001); Ego
(v2, df = 1, n = 66 = 13.879, p < 0.0001); IR (v2, df = 1,
n = 66 = 42.718, p < 0.0001); RA (v2, df = 1, n = 66 = 40.341,
p < 0.0001); and IEG (v2, df = 1, n = 66 = 36.022, p < 0.0001).

When one examines specific protocol sentences in each cluster,
there were many significant differences (see Table 2). Most of
these were in the direction of being more evident in altruistic notes,
but not all. In the, for lack of a better word, ‘‘common’’ suicide
notes in the United States, the suicide notes more frequently cited
ambivalence (No. 10: v2, df = 1, n = 66 = 6.600, p < 0.05) and
ambivalent feelings toward the government (No. 28: v2, df = 1,
n = 66 = 18.2, p < 0.05).
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Due to the young age of most of the ‘‘martyrs,’’ we also redid
the analyses with only notes from YA (ages 18–25). The results
were no different.

The results can be seen graphically in Fig. 1.

Discussion

The findings provide further support for the multidimensional
model proposed (7,16). There is considerable evidence of both
intrapsychic and interpersonal correlates of suicide, whether altruis-
tic or otherwise. This is true with martyrs. Similar to previous stud-
ies, there seem to be commonalities among suicides. By virtue of
our human quality, people who are about to kill themselves have a
number of important psychological characteristics in common. Pain
is pain. Mental constriction is mental constriction. Unhappiness is
unhappiness. The suicidal mind is the suicidal mind; yet, significant

differences emerged, not whether present or absent, but the inten-
sity of the state. The psyche of the martyr is different and these
differences were seen in all clusters.

Altruistic suicide is different from the more common suicides
(egoistic, followed by anomie). Although one can use common
factors to describe the characteristics and dynamics in all suicides,
there are striking qualitative differences. The state of mind of the
altruistic suicidal person is extreme in such characteristics as pain,
mental constriction, depression, and rage, to name a few. This
difference is our most important finding. Thus, despite the value of
looking at common factors, it is useful to group suicides under
Durkheim’s rubric. In any analysis of suicide, it is useful to think
of the suicide beyond the individual, and to place it within the
sociopolitical context. This is consistent not only with Durkheim’s
view, but also the WHO’s ecological model (3). We have to under-
stand the community’s and society’s very meaning of the act. Not

TABLE 2—Frequency of endorsement of protocol sentences, percentages, and significance in altruistic (n = 33) and U.S. (n = 33) notes.

Cluster ⁄ Protocol Sentence

Altruistic United States

pn % n %

Intrapsychic
I. Unbearable psychological pain 33 100 25 75.8 0.000***

1) Suicide as a relief 33 100 18 54.5 0.000***
2) Suicide as a flight from trauma 32 97 15 45.5 0.000***
3) Emotional states in suicidal trauma 31 93.9 14 42.4 0.000***
4) Loss of interest to endure 30 90.9 15 45.5 0.000***
5) Inability to meet life’s challenges 30 90.9 10 30.3 0.000***
6) State of heightened disturbance 30 90.9 7 21.2 0.000***

II. Cognitive constriction 33 100 13 39.4 0.000***
7) A history of trauma 28 84.8 11 33.3 0.000***
8) Overpowering emotions 31 93.9 7 21.2 0.000***
9) Focus only on grief topics� 32 97 3 9.1 0.000***

III. Indirect expressions 31 93.9 23 69.7 0.000***
10) Ambivalence� 2 6.1 9 27.3 0.044*
11) Aggression has turned inwards 30 90.9 13 39.4 0.000***
12) Unconscious dynamics 31 93.9 23 69.7 0.011*

IV. Inability to adjust 32 97 15 45.4 0.000***
13) Feels weak to overcome difficulties 23 69.7 14 42.4 0.026*
14) Incompatible state of mind� 25 75.8 4 12.1 0.000***
15) Serious disorder in adjustment 30 90.9 8 24.2 0.000***

V. Ego 26 78.8 11 33.3 0.003**
16) Weakness in constructive tendencies 7 21.2 7 21.2 1
17) A ‘‘complex’’ or weakened ego 25 75.8 7 21.2 0.000***
18) Harsh conscience 12 36.4 5 15.2 0.049*

Interpersonal
VI. Interpersonal relations 33 100 20 60.6 0.000***

19) Problems determined by situations 31 93.9 16 48.5 0.000***
20) Weakened by unresolved problems 31 93.9 11 33.3 0.000***
21) Frustrated needs 31 93.9 13 39.4 0.000***
22) Frustration to a traumatic degree 30 90.9 14 42.4 0.000***
23) Positive development not forthcoming 30 90.9 5 15.2 0.000***
24) Regressive, intimate, relationships 30 90.9 8 24.2 0.000***

VII. Rejection-aggression 33 100 16 48.5 0.000***
25) Report of a traumatic event 32 97 12 36.4 0.000***
26) Narcissistic injury 14 42.4 13 39.4 0.802
27) Preoccupation with person 9 27.3 9 27.3 1
28) Ambivalent feelings toward a person� 0 0 6 18.2 0.024*
29) Aggression as self-directed� 5 15.2 3 9.1 0.708
30) Murderous impulses� 33 100 0 0 0.000***
31) Calculation of negative effect 33 100 8 24.2 0.000***
32) Revenge toward someone else 33 100 8 24.2 0.000***

VIII. Identification-egression 32 97 22 66.7 0.000***
33) Identification with person ⁄ ideal 31 93.9 12 36.4 0.000***
34) Unwillingness to accept life 32 97 14 42.4 0.000***
35) Suicide as escape 32 97 18 54.5 0.000***

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, and *p < 0.05.
�Fisher’s exact test statistic reported.
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all suicides are the same. We should not assume a suicide is a sui-
cide; altruistic deaths differ significantly.

A key question is why martyrdom emerged in South Korea (and
elsewhere). On a community and societal level, the principal ele-
ment common in altruistic suicide in Korea, with respect to the act
of self-immolation, is that these acts grew out of intense political
turbulence and widespread violence, at least as one reads the last
letters of the Korean self-immolators. Altruistic suicide, in Durk-
heim’s sense, became a best solution. A factor linking many of
these suicides is the combination of the need to protest political
conditions in one’s country, and to communicate a strong message
and example to others in political opposition groups. Self-immola-
tion is only one, albeit especially powerful, form of dissent. The
self-immolators’ last letters are written as the penultimate public
spectacle of their martyrdom. Martyrs, of course, always need an
audience (12,48).

Emile Durkheim in his classic study, Suicide, does not deal spe-
cifically with the type of self-destruction (or self-sacrifice) commit-
ted in an effort to further the cause of a social or political
movement (1). Still, these acts of self-immolation would seem to
fit as instances of ‘‘altruistic suicide.’’ Moreover, in these cases, ‘‘it
is not because [a person] assumes the right to do so but, it is his
duty. If he fails in this duty, he is dishonored and also punished’’
(p. 219). For Durkheim, altruistic suicides are selfless individuals
who are mechanically compelled by society, or the community, to
end their life, with little or no individual intentionality involved.
This perception is very evident in the last letters. In other words,
Durkheim largely, if not completely, ignores the will of the human
agent in making a decision to kill oneself for, at least what is per-
ceived to be, the potential benefit to others. Yet, our results support

the notion that the individual’s mind is figural in the act, both intra-
psychic and interpersonal. There is intent. The martyrs, in fact, state
that they choose the death.

Are the acts seen as suicide? The martyrs do not think so, nor
does their community (49). According to Durkheim’s definition of
suicide, sacrificial death is classified as suicide, most specifically,
an altruistic type of suicide, in which a sacrificial death is chosen
voluntarily for the value of the collectivity or in response to the cir-
cumstances of prevailing collective institutions to which he ⁄ she
belongs (50). It is seen as the ultimate sacrifice. It is seen as an act
of love (49). Is this true for all altruistic suicides? Are suicide
bombers altruistic?

The social context in Korea in which the martyrs lived, in terms
of social movements, organizations, and the cultural milieu in gen-
eral, served to dictate what they thought that they had to do, what
they came to see as their individual and collective duty. They state
so in their last letters. In fact, in the notes, they state that martyr-
dom was their only and best solution under these unique circum-
stances; however, based on our findings, from, at least, a very
constricted mind. There is a uniform tunnel vision in almost all the
notes (we write ‘‘almost’’ because there were a few Korean notes
that read more like a common suicide note, than altruistic in con-
tent). Concomitantly, there is constricted logic and perception.
There is a poverty of thought, exhibited by the sole focus on per-
mutations and combinations of only one shared trauma: the oppres-
sion of military dictatorship and the grasp of U.S. dominion and
aggression, and the best solution, suicide as duty for national
salvation.

The relevance of this study is both somewhat historical and
immediately contemporary. Even though most of the altruistic sui-
cides in Korea occurred in the 1960s through 1980s, they seem less
a part of modern life than newer forms of altruistic suicide. We
live in an era in which politically motivated suicides have taken on
major importance as terrorist acts. At issue here, of course, are the
Palestinian suicide bombers and the hijackers associated with Al
Qaeda and related groups. A central question of our time: Are they
the same? First, it is obvious that suicide is not homicide-suicide.
Again, due to the lack of study, we do not know empirically (51).
We know that there is no the common personality type (52). Like
the self-immolators in Korea, these individuals do not turn to homi-
cide-suicide because of poverty, trauma, madness, psychopathy,
education, and ignorance (51,53,54). There is, however, a history
of the individual and his ⁄her community ⁄ society to the death(s).
There are social integrations, such as networks, to the acts
(1,53,54).

Social bonds are central, probably in all altruistic suicides (7,53),
but also as our study suggests, deep intrapsychic and interpersonal
factors are equally figural. There is a psychology to altruistic
suicides, and thus, to martyrdom, not only social integration. Indi-
vidual, relationship(s), community, and social factors are important
in violence, whether altruistic or otherwise. Further, we should not
assume that all acts that appear to be altruistic suicide are altruistic
in intent. It is, in fact, not known whether the current study on Kor-
ean martyrs would apply to all altruistic suicides, such as suicide
bombers (55).

The suicide notes in this study are, on a different point, from
two distinctly different cultures and sociopolitical settings. Yet, on
the question, ‘‘are the martyrs’ last letters the same as suicide
notes?,’’ the tentative answer is yes and no. Indeed, we are struck
by how many markers of common suicide notes are evident in the
altruistic notes. One could use these notes to illustrate the suicidal
mind (7,12); the missing elements are the ambivalence factors,
toward self, the target, or the act, but that occurs in a small group

FIG. 1—Distribution of cluster themes evident in the suicide notes.
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of the more common suicides. The martyrs’ notes are suicide notes.
The same conclusion may be made about the suicide bomber in
the Middle East. They are suicidal, maybe not different psychologi-
cally on the common characteristics, but maybe in the intensity of
the state of mind (12). Pain is pain, but in the martyr, the pain is
even more unbearable. The same is true for unhappiness, aggres-
sion, need to escape, and so on. What is central, as in all suicides,
is the attachment, not necessarily to people per se, but as Zilboorg
(56) had shown and as evident in almost all of the martyrs’ notes,
the attachment (identification) (57) can be to any ideal—freedom
being one, and community integration being another example. Yet,
they are also different, different in the sense that they show an
extreme suicidal mind. The single most important finding is that
martyr suicides are more extreme in their pain or anguish; more
mentally constricted on one and only one problem; more uncon-
scious of their individual dynamics, but not ambivalent at all; more
emotionally disturbed (especially depressed) about an external
‘‘object,’’ such as the government or a global enemy, the United
States; more defeated; more troubled at a target in the community
and ⁄or society; more angry, if not murderous; and more identifying
with an ideal, seeing only suicide, and as the events today show,
homicide-suicide, as the solution.

Murder and suicide are interwoven (58). As Unnithan, Corzine,
Huff-Corzine, and Whitt proposed, the choice between homicide
and suicide depends on the attribution concerns (58). ‘‘Martyrs,’’
faced with frustration, may choose suicide, but some choose both
homicide and suicide. The Korean martyrs, in their last letters,
attributed the cause of their problems to the governments, the Uni-
ted States, the outside community ⁄ society. Our results suggest that
they were both angry and very unhappy about the oppression. The
principal source of frustration was unequivocal, marked by angst
and rage, and absolutely no ambivalence. They could not live with-
out freedom (or for the global enemy, the United States, to be
destroyed). In the altruistic suicides, there is an extremely con-
stricted mind (basically one problem and only one solution, martyr-
dom), aroused by anger and depression at the same time. The
Korean martyrs’ mind, based on this study, contained one solution,
but in the current martyrs (or terrorists), like Al Qaeda in the Mid-
dle East, both attribution styles, discussed by Unnithan et al. (58),
exist. The martyrs’ violence is self-directed, by duty, and in some,
by a duty, both other-directed and self-directed. Durkheim, we
believe, would agree. A martyr’s homicide-suicide is a conscious
act of other and self-induced annihilation, best understood as a
multidimensional event in a needful individual, who defined an
issue, by duty, for which homicide, followed by suicide, is per-
ceived as the best solution. The martyr’s suicide only, as in the
Korean self-immolators, has a very different attribution style, only
self-death. Other-directed death is against Buddhism, whereas in
Islam, it is not always. A Muslim is also, however, not free to end
his life. Since the actual ‘‘owner’’ of life is God, any suicidal or
homicidal act, other than acts in the name of religion (such as
martyrdom), determines the individual to be banished to hell. Allah
says: ‘‘And do not kill yourself (nor kill another). Surely, Allah is
Most Merciful to you’’ (58). Of course, as Sageman (53) points
out, there are very radical and lethal interpretations of these lines.
Killing is not only unacceptable by Buddhism in Korea, but also
by the vast community of Muslims. Only God owns life and
death.

Freud (57,60,61) hypothesized that intense identification with a
lost or rejecting person or, as Zilboorg (56) showed, with any lost
ideal (e.g., employment, freedom) is crucial in understanding the
suicidal person. The definition of identification is attachment
(bond), attachment based upon an important emotional tie with

another person(s) (60) or any ideal, such as one’s institutions. If this
emotional need is not met, the (vulnerable) suicidal person experi-
ences a deep pain (discomfort). There is an intense desperation and
the person wants to escape and to be gone from a world with no
ideal. The anguish must be stopped. The suicidal person wants to
exit, escape, be elsewhere, and not be—anything but the abyss on
earth. Suicide is then the only solution. The (altruistic) person
plunges into the death, whether it is for freedom, martyrdom, what-
ever. This was always written in their last letters.

On a penultimate point, there are diverse perspectives on what
is altruistic and what is not. This is Durkheim’s point; yet, our
empirical findings suggest that he may have erred somewhat. The
difference may also be a psychological (intrapsychic and interper-
sonal) difference, and not just a difference at the community and
societal levels of the ecological model. Many agree with the con-
cept of altruistic suicide in their own subculture, culture, or coun-
try, but find it not applicable to others. They are martyrs; the
others are terrorists (62). The so-called ‘‘suicide bomber’’ in the
Middle East today illustrates this ‘‘reality’’; one views him ⁄ herself
as a martyr, the other, a terrorist. This was true in Korea.
Although as Durkheim suggested the social level allows us to
understand martyr suicide and related phenomena, the differences
in the mind on ‘‘I am in pain,’’ ‘‘This is the only problem,’’ ‘‘This
is the best solution,’’ and so on, allow us to know the martyrs
differently. The difference may, as our study shows, for maybe
the first time, not only be in intrapsychic factors or interpersonal
context, but both, and thus ‘‘inside’’ and also on the ‘‘outside’’
(society) (both the inner and outer phenomenology). The study of
rage, narcissistic injury, vulnerable ego, psychopathology, and
especially unconscious processes may be as important after all.
All levels of the ecological model allow us to understand martyrs
better, not one or the other as some have claimed. Yet, the goal
of the act may be, according to Durkheim (1), on the outside—
God, or state. This is a big difference from the more common sui-
cides. It is perceived duty and honor, but also this is a small sub-
group of the 800,000 people each year that die by suicide. The
community ⁄ society may even be suicidogenic for the would-be
martyr; it compels some people to kill themselves. The Korean
martyrs believed that they had no other escape route, but this is
true for all suicides and today’s suicide bomber. Yet, the latter are
also homicidogenic; the Korean martyrs were not. A question
remains: On the continuum of martyrdom, how can one predict a
suicidal martyr (or any person) also committing homicide-suicide
(being a terrorist)?

Table 3, for clinical ⁄ forensic interest, presents two notes to illus-
trate the suicidal mind; the first is an ‘‘altruistic’’ note from a South
Korean, matched by age and sex to a U.S. note. We present the
notes verbatim, followed by the 35 protocol sentence scores (see
Table 1 for examples; see Table 2 for abbreviations of the items;
see Leenaars [16] for the verbatim protocol sentences). The
reported differences are obviously exemplified in these two notes.
They illustrate two similar but also very different idiographic
(specific) examples of the diverse suicidal mind.

Finally, it should be obvious that our sample of martyr letters is
probably not representative of all altruistic self-immolators in
Korea, let alone beyond Korea. Yet, it is the only sample available.
(There is great reluctance in South Korea to share such information
with scientists; to date, due to a great deal of stigma, we have been
unable to obtain a matched sample of common suicide notes of
Koreans.) There are further sampling limitations in the sample size;
however, we attempted to do the best we could in matching. Sui-
cide notes are only one source of information and our study should
be augmented by other sources of data; yet, further study, such as
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psychological autopsies, will likely not occur in Korea. Not unlike
the whole area of martyrdom and terrorism (51–53), we are left
with the limited sources of data available. We can speculate, we
think, about other martyrs, but with great caution. At best our study
is exploratory, but also, we believe, a fascinating look into the
mind of the altruistic suicide. We are left with the questions: Who
is the martyr? Who is the terrorist? And, who are the altruistic
suicides?
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