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The suicidal mind is difficult to understand. How can we understand suicide and the 
suicide of our loved one? What I have learned is that suicide notes are windows to the 
suicidal mind; they are a way through the looking glass, but unlike Alice, we will not find 
wonderful things, but instead absolute pain. Here are a few examples:
 
“Dear Papa, I am twenty-three years old and I still have accomplished nothing. I am cer-
tain that I will never amount to anything, so I have decided to end my life…”
 
Another person, N.N., ended his long suicide note with the common lethal suicidal 
“therefore,” as follows:
 
Therefore, in my uncontrovertible capacity as plaintiff and defendant, judge and accused, 
I condemn this Nature, which has so brazenly and unceremoniously inflicted this suffer-
ing, to annihilation along with me…Since I am unable to destroy Nature, I am destroying 
only myself, solely out of the weariness of enduring a tyranny in which there is no guilty 
party.
            N.N.
 
These notes are a few of a large trove of notes collected by a researcher of the mind. He 
came across the notes accidentally when a clerk of a judicial system revealed that he had 
been keeping them for years. The researcher was the Russian author, Fyodor Dostoevsky.
 
I once teased Edwin Shneidman with the above story and then revealed Dostoevsky’s 
name. The associations to Shneidman’s own discovery of suicide notes is obvious. Dr. 
Shneidman was unaware of Dostoevsky’s collection (Dostoevsky, 1994), notes that were 
written in the 1870’s. Our studies in my, and the first authored book on the topic, Suicide 
Notes (Leenaars, 1988) show that these notes do not differ much from today’s.
 
Dr. Shneidman studied the mind all his life. Shneidman did not quietly take to a ship, 
as Ishmael did in Shneidman’s beloved novel, Moby Dick, (itself an exceptional study 
into the suicidal mind. I would at the very least watch the movie, with Gregory Peck as 
Captain Ahab.); he assertively took to science. Since the day in 1949 when Shneidman 
discovered a trove of suicide notes, over 800, in the vaults of the Los Angeles County 
Coroner’s office, he never left the topic of suicide as his principle concern. When he real-
ized he was in a coroner’s vault with hundreds of genuine suicide notes, he immediately 



thought of the possibility of comparing them, in a blind study, with notes that could be elicited from non-suicid-
al people. His old friend, John Stuart Mill and his Method of Difference, handed Professor Shneidman a career 
and, indirectly, created suicidology. Even this newsletter is an outgrowth of his efforts.
 
Dostoevsky’s and Shneidman’s studies suggest that they were both superb suicidologists, and scholars. As space 
here is limited, I will be brief and leave it to the reader to read Dostoevsky’s and Shneidman’s insights into 
the suicidal mind. We all wonder what do suicide notes tell us, or more accurately for survivors, what does my 
mother’s (or cousin’s or ?) suicide note tell me? Dostoevsky and Shneidman both write about the pain in suicide 
notes; the “morbid anxiety,” mental constriction, dissembling (or masking), absolute desire to escape from, and 
so on. Dostoevsky puzzled in his diaries on the ever-present suicidal person, who leaves no clues, much like 
Shneidman and me. Why would so many of our loved ones not leave a note? (The majority, of course, does not 
leave a note. Studies vary from 12% to 30+ %. Thus, it is still the minority who leave a note.)
 
About N.N., the person who wrote one of the above notes, Dostoevsky mused:
The man I told you about who committed suicide is indeed a passionate exponent of his idea – that is, the neces-
sity of suicide – and not an indifferent or “cast-iron” sort of person. He is truly tormented and suffering, and I 
think I conveyed that clearly enough. It is all too clear to him that he cannot go on living, and he is utterly con-
vinced that he is correct and cannot be refuted. He cannot escape confronting the highest and most fundamental 
questions: “What is the point of living when he is already aware that it is disgusting, abnormal, and inadequate 
for a human to live like an animal? And what is there to keep him living on earth in such a case?” He can find 
no answers to these questions and he knows it, for although he has realized that there exists, as he expresses it, 
“a harmony of the whole,” still, he says, “I don’t understand it and I never will be able to understand it. That I 
will never be able to share in that harmony is the necessary and inevitable conclusion.” And it was this sort of 
clear-cut conclusion that led him to his end” (Dostoevsky, 1994, pp. 734-735).
 
Fyodor Dostoevsky, author of such distinguished novels as, Notes from the Underground (a favorite of mine in 
my adolescence, the time a school friend died by suicide), concluded from his study that people kill themselves 
“precisely because their suffering has become unbearable.” Shneidman and I echo this view. It is the unbearable 
pain. You have to know the suicidal person to know that. You have to resonate to his or her pain, what Sh-
neidman called a psychache. Suicide notes will allow you to do so. They tell us what suicide is.
 
Like Shneidman and Dostoevsky, I believe suicide notes have helped us understand suicide better, not perfectly, 
but better. There always will be more questions; suicide in our lives determines it to be so. We cannot change 
that fact. Yet, there are some things we can change– our understanding, and that leads to healthier survivorship, 
I learned. I would encourage you to read some suicide notes; they will help you hear the suicidal voice more. It 
did for Dostoevsky, Shneidman, and me. There is no better golden road to understand suicide, and that suicidal 
person. Of course, there are notes that are banal; for example, the poet, Sylvia Plath in her note wrote, “Please 
call Dr. Horder.”
 
From decades of my studies of suicide notes, an integrated multi-dimensional evidence-based theory or model 
was developed, consisting psychologically of intrapsychic (existing or taking place within the mind or psyche) 
and interpersonal concepts or themes. Independent research on suicide notes, investigation of suicidal Internet 
writings, and biographical studies of suicides have supported the validity of the concepts. Independent studies 
of inter-judge reliability and over three decades of study by the author and his colleagues show that, indeed, 
the concepts offer a credible model to understand suicide. Cross-cultural validation also has been established 
in different countries: Australia, Canada, Germany, Hungary, India, Lithuania, Mexico, Russia, Turkey, United 
Kingdom, and United States. The model is, in fact, the most extensive cross-cultural evidence-based theory 
(Leenaars, 2004). Thus, what I have learned is the following, with thanks to the teachings of Dostoevsky and 
Shneidman, the latter, my mentor and professor.
 



We, three, came to the same conclusion on the pivotal role of intolerable pain. The common stimulus in suicide, 
Shneidman (1985) and I believe, is unbearable psychological pain. As you read the notes, you hear that the sui-
cidal person is in a heightened state of perturbation, an intense mental anguish. The person may write about any 
number of emotions such as being boxed in, rejected, deprived, forlorn, depressed, distressed, and especially 
hopeless and helpless. He writes, “There is no hope. It will always be this way,” and, “No one can help me. No 
one.” The words reveal the pain of pain, meta-pain. William Styron, the author of Sophie’s Choice, insightfully 
called it, “The howling tempest of the brain.”  Suicide is functional because it abolishes the intolerable pain for 
the individual. Suicide provides a solution, a final escape.
 
Suicide is more than pain, of course. Suicide is complex. Suicide is not like copper or water, where all copper 
conducts electricity and all water freezes at 32 degrees Fahrenheit. Only if it was so simple. Suicide is multi-
determined. The other common psychological factors (commonalities), that we have learned from suicide notes, 
to date, are: cognitive constriction or tunnel vision (this is the deadly aspect), ambiguities about life and death, 
a mental health disorder (or adjustment problem or imbalance, whatever you wish to call it), a weakened or 
vulnerable ego, a disturbance in a relationship or some other ideal like one’s health or freedom, rejection-ag-
gression, and a desire to absolutely escape.
 
You can read these commonalities in the over 2000 notes in my archive, a truly golden road to understanding 
the suicidal mind. Toward the end of his life, Dr. Shneidman continued to hold this view. He never forgot his 
suicidological roots– he wrestled the secrets from nature’s vault.
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