Suicide Among African American Men
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Char]eu Prudhomme, in one of his most im-
portant articles published in 1938, The Prob-
lem of Swicide in the American Negro,
provides one of the carliest analysis of suicde
among African Americans,  Prudhomme
found lower rates of suicide among African
Americans than among Whites, His work, de-
rived primarily from case studies, offers an ac-
count of both the risk and protective factors
for African American suicide, Prudhomme ar-
pucd that, compared to those of Whites, the
lovwer suicide rates amaong African Americans
were the resule of religious and calrural differ-
ences, living in the south, and the degree 1o
which they shared similar experiences as
Whites reparding social advancemenr, He hy-
pothesized thar as African Americans assimi-
lated into the dominant culture, the more
susceptible they would become to the cultural
belieks, experiences, and risk factors associ-
ated with swicidal behavior amang Whites.

Social and behavioral seientists, relving on
Prudhomme’s ideas, continue to examine the
role that psychological and social factors con-
tribure to the onset of suicidal behavior
among African Americans. In spite of prog-
ress, theepidemiological pateerns and risk fac-
tors associated with suicide among African
Americans remains poorly understood (Davis,
19282 Gibbs, 1997; Kung, Xi, & Juon, 199§;
Stacks, 1996, One reason less attention has
been piven to suicidal behavior among African
Americans 15 that historically lower suicide
rates have been reported for them despite the
many prejudices and social obstacles they face
in everyday life (Gibbs, 1997). Compounding
this tendency to exclude African Americans
has been the absence of reliable race-specific

data (Gibbs, 1997; Phillips & Ruth, 1993;
Prudhomme, 1938; Warshaver & Mank,
1978). From a policy perspective, the prob-
lem of suicide among White men has for some
time dominated the national public health
agenda (Department of Health and Human
Services Mealthy People 1991, 2000). Fur-
thermore, within the African American com-
munity, suicide itself is an awkward topic of
discussion for both cultiral and religious rea-
sons (Early, 1992).

This paper presents both early and recent
empirical contributions to the scholarship on
African Amernican suicide, particularly among
African American men. The paper discusses
the secular trends in spicide completion and
method-specific suicide patterns; the preva-
lence of ideation and attempes; suicide-related
risk factors for African Americans; evi-
dence-based recommendations for suicide
prevention; the need for epideminlogical sur-
veillance that 1s more effecrive and preventive
interventions targered ar the risk condirions
young African American men face today.

SUICIDE

An examination of the epidemiology of sui-
cide among African Americans reveals two
distinct parterns relared to gender and age. Al-
though African Americans’ rate of suicide (6.2
per 100,000 is lower than whites (12.4 per
100,000), the nisk of swicide appears ta be
greater for men in the African American papu-
lation than their counterparts in the whire
population. In 1997, the ratio of male to fe:
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