Rising suicides, an indicator of anomie—Sadia Jabeen

In our society, ‘equal opportunity’ is an exception; in reality, by following the set rules there are little chances of success and getting opportunities equal to those who are well connected. Resultantly, hostility, anxiety, pessimism, religious and political cynicism are the common problems people face, which alienate them from the mainstream

Every society evolves its own system of social control for maintenance of social order and to circumvent divergence in society. In such systems, individuals follow a given set of norms and rules but sometimes certain factors give birth to an anomic situation — a crisis wherein society suffers from a lack of ‘normativeness’. Nowadays I feel Pakistani society is going through the same situation where people lack a consistent guideline to learn and follow. They do not know in which direction they should move. The disharmony between cultural goals and institutionalised means of attaining them is also another factor feeding into the current situation.

In our society, ‘equal opportunity’ is an exception; in reality, by following the set rules there are little chances of success and getting opportunities equal to those who are well connected. Resultantly, hostility, anxiety, pessimism, religious and political cynicism are the common problems people face, which alienate them from the mainstream. Such behaviour sometimes also leads towards self-castigation and suicide. This deviancy originates from certain social forces, which create an imbalance in the structure of society.

In the current situation, the suicide rate is increasing. There are no statistics available that can determine the exact rate of suicides in Pakistan, but medical health professionals report an increase in the trend. Though poverty is one of the biggest reasons for such behaviour, not every poor person commits suicide. The point that needs attention here is: what are the forces which make it impossible for a human being to sustain his or her life? There is no single answer to this question.

For the last 8-10 years, the overall structure of Pakistani society has been changing rapidly. Inequality in education, high rate of inflation, unemployment, discrimination, human rights violations, etc, are issues of everyday life. Meritocracy is conspicuous by its absence in every walk of life and people have to face hurdles in accessing education, health, employment, justice, etc. In this situation, depression, trauma, strain and aloofness are the ultimate result, which push them towards suicide.

Poor economic productivity, industrial crisis and financial disaster are some of the factors that contribute to the increase in the suicide rate. Eminent sociologist Emile Durkheim said, “Every disturbance of equilibrium even though it achieved greater comfort and a heightening of general vitality, is an impulse to voluntary death.” This loss of economic and social restraints in our society can only set off a general decrease in the state of well-being as people feel that social life has lost its central purpose. Economic planning is not efficacious and inappropriate measures for economic development have worsened the situation. Lack of access to the basic necessities of life frustrates the common man when faced with such social inequalities. 

Social ties are getting weaker as people are in desperate search of roti, kapra and makan (bread, clothing and shelter). Insufficient social integration and weak social networks enhance individualism and encourage suicide. On the part of the authorities, regulations and the social order are the mechanisms that can save individuals from savage warfare and negative behaviour. Society’s inability to exert regulation upon its members may result in a breakdown of standards and values, which consequently leads to suicides.

Religion has always been a force to restrain people from going towards suicide. Unfortunately, in Pakistan religion as an institution has not been appropriately working to meet the changing challenges of socio-economic disorder. Religion can create a balance in personal and social life of the individual if this institution is fully functional. Structural and revolutionary reforms followed by religion can pave the way for a healthy life and economic and social stability. It can remove or alleviate to a great extent factors that are responsible for anomic conditions in Pakistan.

Currently, the situation is very alarming. The disrupted social functioning of institutions where society is unable to exercise its rules leads to a state of deregulation and ultimately increases individual frustration and negative behaviour. This is anomic behaviour and fuels suicidal acts. This is what we are witnessing in Pakistan.
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