Opening remarks on superstition
“Superstition” is one of two principal “corruptions” of “true religion.”

Those who are superstitious believe that natural events are governed by the wills of unseen, intelligent beings.

(Or an unseen intelligent being.)

These beings are conceived to be wrathful and vindictive, as well as easily offended.

So that careful measures have to constantly be taken to avoid their wrath or appease their anger.

Ineffectual antidotes to superstition

· common sense and a broad experience of the ways of the world

· a happy temper

The only effective antidote

“Philosophy”

i.e., scientific knowledge

Reasons for this efficacy

Superstition is based on a falsehood.

(That events in nature are determined by the wills of unseen intelligent beings.)

Once it proven that all natural events are the regular consequences of antecedent events …
(that everything that happens does so in accord with a law describing a regularity in the succession of causes and effects)

(not in accord with the whim of a powerful intelligent being)

… superstitious belief must necessarily vanish.

The project of “On Suicide”

The same facts that destroy superstition …

… undermine the principal reason why it has been supposed vicious to commit suicide:

that doing so is contrary to God’s will for us

The essay establishes this point

and then broadens to show that there is no justification for condemning suicide

1.  Why suicide is not a transgression of any duty to God
As already noted, God does not intervene miraculously in the course of nature

(or if he does, we have no evidence for it)

Instead, all events are the regular consequences of antecedent events

so governed by laws of nature that appear never to be violated

We have no more evidence that God intervenes in the course of nature to sustain or put a stop to anyone’s life …

… than we have to for thinking that God intervenes in any other natural occurrence

This suggests that God has no particular will over the matter of whether a person should live or die

beyond the will that this occur in accord with the laws of nature

And the actions of animate beings, including human beings, are as much governed by the laws of nature as any other.

For someone to die because motivated to kill themselves out of despair over the realization that their life can hold no more joy for them …

… is as natural, and as fully in accord with the laws of nature as it is for them to die because a lion decides they would make a good meal,

… or because a fly deposits tuberculosis bacilli in their soup

… or because a hair gets caught in their throat.

All of these causes are on the same footing as regularities in the succession of events willed by God when first setting up the laws of nature.

So we have no natural evidence to lead us to the conclusion that God would not approve of suicide or would consider us to always be obliged to preserve our lives.

Objections
Someone who kills themselves interferes with laws of nature that would otherwise obtain.
Ans.: So does virtually any movement of an animal body, including those necessary to sustain life.

And the motions of animal bodies, including human ones are no less governed by natural law …

… nor do the interactions of the animate and inanimate parts of nature produce any contradictions

Objections, cont.d
Human life is of special importance, as being outside of the disposal of the free will of animate beings.  Where it is concerned, only divine will, as expressed by laws governing inanimate creation, ought to be considered, not the free actions of animate beings.

Ans.:  In that case, actions performed to preserve life ought to be as blameable as those performed to destroy it.

Furthermore, many of the causes of death are insignificant and accidental.

It is not obvious why rational choice does not deserve a place among these causes.
Objections cont.’d
We did not give life to ourselves, so we have no right to take it away from ourselves, especially as doing so would be an instance of ingratitude.

Ans.: then anyone who does a heroic, risky, or dangerous act or who sacrifices themselves for others is blameable.

Moreover, we were not only given our lives but the means to terminate them
Exercising that power does not imply ingratitude for the life given but merely a recognition of when its useful term has expired.

Objections cont.’d

We were placed here to perform a service and it is not up to us to decide when our term of service is over.
Ans.: experience suggests that the causes of my existence were natural regularities and the free choices of animate beings interested in copulation, not the designs of some other intelligence seeking to achieve some more remote purpose by means of my assistance.

Our service is properly to others.  Suicide is a disservice to society and it is for that reason that God is displeased with it.

Then others ought to be displeased with it as well and ought to view it with disapprobation.
2.  Why suicide is not a transgression of any duty to others

Sentiments of approbation or disapprobation regarding the social behaviour of others are based on the perception of the utility of that behaviour for society.

Suicide does no harm to society.  It at most ceases to continue to provide a benefit.

This is not highly blameworthy.

Especially as one can only be expected to contribute to the benefit of society as long as one is in that society.

It is particularly not blameworthy in cases where the benefit to society by my continued existence is small while the harm to myself is great
Or in cases where my continued existence would be detrimental to society.
Or in cases where the society has already determined that I ought to die.

3.  Why suicide is not inconsistent with any duty to ourselves

We have no duty to make ourselves miserable.

(Hume’s governing assumption is that the fear of death is so strong in all of us that no one has ever committed suicide without being convinced that their life had become too miserable to continue.)

