Empirical Puzzles

In the middle of the 1990s I started teaching sociological analysis at Oxford using empirical puzzles. A puzzle is not just a general topic, such as ‘the effects of gender on wages’. It is a correlation, which defies the expectations of common sense or the predictions of some theory.

Students have first to find out whether the puzzle is true or spurious; in the former case students have then to try to find an explanation using the theoretical toolbox of analytical sociology; in the latter case the exercise may throw up new puzzles which may also require an explanation. Some puzzles are of great social interest – for instance, why do women commit suicide more often than men only in China? – while other puzzles are rather whimsical. The best ones are those which seem outlandish at first, but once studied closely put our theories to the test and reveal something of unexpected importance.

Most of the puzzles below have not been the object of academic research, though some have. Some of the puzzles used in class have been developed into full-blown research projects and publications carried out by myself and others – for instance, suicide missions, extreme altruism, Islamic engineers, tips in one-off exchanges, the theft of theology books. 
Other puzzles could be so developed, while other puzzles may be being researched unbeknownst to me. Others still proved to be a dead-end. 

This puzzle class is still running for Master sociology students at Oxford.
Herewith the list of puzzles split by whether they have been chosen by students in the past or not – with sources wherever possible. Bear in mind that by listing them I am not claiming that they are true, but only that we have some source of widely varying quality that they may be.
If you know of any puzzle of interest send it to me.
PUZZLES CHOSEN BY FORMER SOCIOLOGY STUDENTS AT OXFORD
Why do women wear high heels?

Why are sportsmen who wear red more likely to win?
Why do teenagers in Britain drink more than most other European teenagers?
Why are some ethnic minorities disproportionately involved in small businesses?
Why is the gun-murder rate so much higher in the USA compared with Canada, who also have high gun ownership? 
Why is the suicide rate higher in Scotland than in England?
Why do men prefer shorter women?
Why do more people file for divorce after the holidays?
Why do science students live longer than art students?
Why do shampoo adverts contain so much science and car adverts so little?
Why do couple who marry after cohabitation are more likely to divorce?
Why is the business suit back in fashion?
Why do men prefer blondes?
Why do people discharged from hospital on Fridays have a higher risk of dying or needing to return to the hospital?
Why did are engineering students or graduates over-represented among Islamic violent extremists?

Why is the number of women suicides higher than that of men only in China? 

Why are theology books more frequently stolen from libraries than books of other subjects?

Why do people tip in one-off exchanges?

Why are daughters of teenage mothers more likely to become teenage mothers themselves?

Why are the wives of unemployed men more likely to be unemployed than wives of employed men?

Why is the frequency of having sex inversely related to education (Lauman’s database)? 

Why are women better investors than men? 

Why is the murder rate in Scotland twice that of the rest of the UK?

Why do students end up liking their college above all others even if, and possibly more so, it was not their first choice? 

Why are there more gay men than there are lesbians? 

Why are women more accurate at perceiving the emotional state of others?

Why do two thirds of Italians find a job through personal connections while only a third of British do that?

Why do many people fail to claim the social benefits to which they are entitled?

Why do so many people refuse to believe that an American spacecraft landed on the moon in 1969?

Why do a greater proportion of male students achieve first class degrees, compared to their female counterparts?

Why are ethnic minorities under-presented in the (visible) homeless population, given that they are over-represented among the poor?

Why do people kill themselves to defend a cause? (A comparative study of altruistic suicide in Korea and China)

Why did the fertility rates collapsed in ex-communist countries?

Why did medieval England have such a high homicide rate?

Why have the working hours in the U.S.A. remained stable or slightly increasing over the last 50 years? (Confounding the widespread prediction of a ‘leisure society’)

Why has the labour movement declined in most developed countries in the last three decades?

Why do people have unsafe sex even though they believe that HIV/AIDS can be spread by sexual contact (or smoke even though they believe that cigarettes cause lung cancer)?

Why has fertility collapsed in several ex-communist countries in Eastern Europe?

PUZZLES NOT YET CHOSEN
To learn about scholars’ work, it is much more efficient to read their papers than to attend a seminar to hear them speak. Why does anyone attend academic seminars? (suggested by Michael Biggs)

Why is there a collapse of doctors prepared to perform abortions in UK?
http://news.independent.co.uk/uk/health_medical/article2452408.ece

Why do some people in China strip at funerals?
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/5280312.stm
Why are cyclists wearing helmets 'more likely to be hit' by cars? http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2006/09/11/ucyclists.xml
Why do American work longer hours than Europeans? 

(I was also told by Marek Kaminski that Poles work longer hours than most Europeans now.)
Why have teams from the larger countries done poorly at the EURO 2004 Football cup?

Why does India - with a billion citizens - never win medals at the Olympics?

Why is philanthropy rising in the USA?

Source: The Economist, July 31, 2004. 

Why are donations to charity in the USA much higher than in Europe?

Source: The Economist, July 31, 2004. 

Why are Italians the meanest charity donors among developed nations?

Source: The Economist, July 31, 2004. 

Why do people give proportionally less to charity the richer they are? 
Source: I heard this on BBC Radio 4, but have no better reference for it


Why are journalists – at least in the USA - more liberal than the general public? 

http://people-press.org/reports/display.php3?PageID=829

Why have the sightings of UFOs and of the Loch-ness monster declined so dramatically? 
Source: See Appendix A9 


Why are taller people better paid and more successful?

Source: See Appendix A10


Why is the highest rate of nose surgery in the world found in the Islamic republic of Iran?

Source: See appendix A11

Why is underage drinking growing in (Northern) European nations while in the US it continues to decline?

Sources

Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 2003, 32:3, pp. 195-204

Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 2003, 64:2, pp. 200-209

Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 2002, 63:2, pp. 156-

Journal of Labor Economics, 2003, 21:1, pp. 178-210

International Handbook on Alcohol and Culture, 1995

Why is a man has more likely to be gay the higher the number of older brothers he has? http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=mg17723884.900
Why has the suicide rate amongst a small group of indigenous tribes in Columbia risen from 0 to 500 per 100,000 since 1998 compared with a overall rate of 4.4 per 100,000 in Columbia? 

Source: See appendix 14

Why does Norwich (UK) have twice the national average of 'godless' people?

Source: Latest UK Census

Why are women attracted to altruistic men but not vice versa?

http://www.newscientist.com/news/news.jsp?id=ns9999893
Why do the Samaritans get many more calls after national football matches in which the home team lost? 

http://football.guardian.co.uk/worldcup2002/countries/story/0,11936,741361,00.html
Why are emails from namesake more likely to get a reply?

http://www.newscientist.com/news/news.jsp?id=ns99991788
Why do suicides increase under right-wing governments?

http://www.newscientist.com/news/news.jsp?id=ns99992817
Why are Catholics declining in Mexico and Latin America to the advantage of Evangelical Protestants?

Source: The Economist, July 27th 2002, p.50-1

Why are marriages declining in many countries, though not in Poland or Rumania?

Source: The Scientific American, December 1999 issue

Why are business executives paid huge sums of money when they ‘resign’ for incompetence?

Why do so many people refuse to believe that HIV causes AIDS?

Why has the fear of crime been increasing in the US over the past decade while the rate of violent crime has been decreasing?

Why do some countries have conventions about which side of the sidewalk to use, but others don't?  

Source: casual observation: “In the US, if one is walking towards someone on a sidewalk, there is a convention to move right to avoid the person.  In the UK, there appears to be no such convention.” (Allison Gilmore) 

Why are so few men applying to college in the US, both in general and elite liberal arts colleges?  

Source: http://www.universitybusiness.com/page.cfm?p=620
Why are poorer people in the USA more likely to drive SUVs? Why do the better off buy more economical vehicles?  
Source: casual observation by Gerry Mackie in South Bend and San Diego

APPENDIXES: SOME SOURCES IN FULL
APPENDIX A9 - Why have the sightings of UFOs and of the Loch-ness monster declined so dramatically?
Monday June 14, 2004 The Guardian

Ghosts, Nessie, Bigfoot, "little silver men with menacing probes": there was a time we used to hear a lot about these various manifestations of the strange, spooky and suspect. But not any more. In the past few years there has been a spectacular market crash in many kinds of paranormal activity; somehow our world just isn't as weird as it was. 

Take the Loch Ness Monster. Since the first modern sighting in 1933, Nessie-watchers have been able to rely on about 15-20 reported sightings a year, with occasional paranormal peaks of up to 40. This January the official Loch Ness Monster fan club admitted that in the preceding 18 months they had heard of a meagre three spottings. "There has been an unusually low number of sightings, all of which were made by local people," admits Gary Campbell, club president. "It appears that no tourists at all have seen anything unusual." 

Then there's the slump in hauntings. Tony Cornell is a vice-president of the Society for Psychical Research, the UK's most prestigious ghost-busting association. Cornell has been investigating ghosts for 50 years but hasn't been using his £8,000 of poltergeist-detecting equipment of late. "The society used to get maybe 60 to 80 reports of ghosts in a year," he says. "Now we get none. None at all. A remarkable decline. It is still very strange." 

But the starkest evidence for this general dwindling of weirdness probably comes with UFOs. Earlier this year, the UK's favourite flying saucer fanzine, UFO Magazine, folded due to declining sales. At the same time, Bufora, the top UK forum for skywatchers, ruefully admitted that UFO sightings have been in "steady decline" since the late 1990s. Most striking of all, the British Flying Saucer Bureau has suspended its activities, because the number of sightings has crashed from a peak of around 30 a week to almost zero. Denis Plunkett, the retired civil servant from Bristol who founded the bureau in 1953, says: "I am just as enthusiastic about flying saucers as I always was, but the problem is that we are in the middle of a long, long trough. There just aren't enough new sightings. It is not like being a philatelist. There is always something new to say about stamps." 

This isn't just a British phenomenon. In Indiana in the US an amateur association of scientific ufologists known as Madar (multiple autonomy detection and automatic recording) has seen a steady and accelerating fall-off in UFO activity since the peaks of the mid-70s. Likewise, New Jersey's skywatchers have openly wondered whether to call it a day. Even the cold skies of northern Norway are bereft: "It's unexplainable," says Leif-Norman Solhaug, leader of Scandinavian skywatching society UFO Nord-Norge. "Maybe people are just fed up with the UFO hysteria." 

So where has all the weirdness gone? One explanation that has been mooted, ironically, is the advance in detection-technology. Veteran Nessie-spotters, for instance, claim that hi-tech tourists with their videocams and fancy digital imaging, not to mention their whacking great SUVs parked hard by the loch, have made Nessie shy. The trouble with this theory is that it was the construction of a noisy new road beside Loch Ness in 1933 that led to the very first upsurge in Nessie sightings. 

As for ghosts or the lack thereof, one theory is that the rampant spread of mobile phones is spooking the spooks. Cornell points out that the fall-off in hauntings has really gathered pace over the past five to 10 years, when cellphones have become ubiquitous. "Humans now occupy all of the electromagnetic spectrum. So maybe the ghosts, or whatever causes them, are suffering from interference." But he adds: "I personally believe the decline in hauntings may simply be because people haven't got time to see ghosts any more. These days people are always rushing around, playing computer games, surfing the net, and such activities aren't great for experiencing apparitions." 

As for the dearth of UFOs, several theories have been put forward. Some blame global warming, others argue it is all a government and media conspiracy and that there are just as many as ever. More credibly, sociologists have asserted that sightings are linked to the media in a cyclical way. When TV and Hollywood are interested in UFOs, people will simply look at the sky a bit more: hence the increase in sightings at the time of the X Files, the Twilight Zone, and Close Encounters. Fewer extraterrestrial films and shows might explain our current lack of interest. 

All the same, such a slump would presumably be short-term - yet ufology hasn't seen a crisis like this for 50 years. And we shouldn't forget that the paranormal "decline" is almost across the board. Could there consequently be a more global explanation? 

That is certainly the view of the Fortean Times, the UK's leading magazine of the weird and unexplained. "It is probably the case that there has been a fall-off in reported paranormal activity," says a spokesman. "We think this may be because the ordinary world is so much more threatening, and interesting, than it was a few years ago. These days journalists have wars and atrocities to cover, so they aren't going to be chasing some old poltergeist down the road. This doesn't mean, of course, that there is less paranormality itself, just less coverage of it." 

So it's all the media's doing? Not necessarily. Some believe 9/11 and the war on terrorism have seized the dark place in our minds once reserved for ghosts and bogeymen. Walter Furneaux, a clinical psychologist from Brunel University who specialises in the paranormal and parapsychology, says: "To the public the idea of the al-Qaida terrorist, is almost like an alien. We don't quite understand their culture, we don't quite know what they look like, they live far away, and they are a perceived threat, in a way perhaps we thought aliens could have been." 

Some, however, see a bright side to all this, arguing that the apparent decline in the paranormal is linked to a decline in credulity; ie we are becoming less gullible. Others aren't so positive. Tessa Kendall is a member of Skeptics, a London association that analyses the paranormal. "Yes, there may have been a drop off in ghosts and monsters," she says, "but there's been a huge upsurge in conspiracy theories; people are more paranoid and wary than ever. So this is, perhaps, how people are now expressing their innermost fears." 

The upshot? The next time you see a headless man in the hall, or a cow being taken to Mars, be thankful. It means things may, at last, be getting back to normal.

APPENDIX A10 -- Why are taller people better paid and more successful?
Check these websites

http://cms.psychologytoday.com/articles/pto-20031020-000002.xml
http://slate.msn.com/?id=2063439
The People, September 26, 2004, Sunday

TALL PEOPLE GET POUNDS 500 PER INCH MORE THAN SHORTIES

BODY:
TALL people earn a whopping HALF A MILLION POUNDS more than shorties during their working lives, says an amazing new survey. That's a lofty pounds 500 per inch of height EVERY year - meaning a strapping six footer can expect to earn pounds 2,500 more annually than the average Briton who's 5ft 9in.  What's more, the bias applies to ALL jobs. The typical wage of workers is pounds 25,000 - but small women are at an even bigger disadvantage because females are paid less anyway.Tim Judge, who led the study, said: "Height matters for career success." US-based researchers recorded the height, weight, job and salary of 8,000 British and American workers. They found the link was strongest in occupations where customers had to physically look up at tall people - such as sales and management. It was also rife in engineering, accounting and computing. 


One reason is bosses subconsciously link height with good childhood nutrition, health and intelligence. Taller people also have greater self-confidence, experts say. Prof Judge added: "If you take the height bias over a 30-year career and compound it, a tall person earns hundreds of thousands of pounds extra." Experts believe the trend dates back thousands of years. But they warned it could hit economies with talented shorties being held back. Prof Judge added: "Except for professional basketball, no one could argue that height is vital to a job." And motor racing tycoon Bernie Ecclestone, who's 5ft 4in and worth pounds 2.3billion, said of the poll: "It's a load of rubbish. I'm the living proof!"

From NYT, in All That Glisters Is Gold by MAUREEN DOWD 

Published: May 4, 2005

An analysis published last month by the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis suggests that the good-looking get more money and promotions than average-looking schmoes. Quoting the economists Daniel Hamermesh and Jeff Biddle, the study notes that being tall, slender and attractive could be worth a "beauty premium" - an extra 5 percent an hour - while there is a "plainness penalty" of 9 percent in wages (after factoring out other issues). 

In his best seller "Blink," Malcolm Gladwell did a survey of half the Fortune 500 C.E.O.'s, and found that (Jack Welch notwithstanding - or notwithsitting) the average C.E.O., at 6 feet, is about 3 inches taller than the average American man. 

As Randy Newman sang, "Short people got no reason to live." 

Research also shows that obese women get 17 percent lower wages than women of average weight and that dishy professors get better evaluations from their students.

Appendix A11 - Why is the highest rate of nose surgery in the world found in the Islamic republic of Iran?

Vanity and boredom fuel Iran's nose job boom
Robert Tait in Tehran
Saturday May 7, 2005
Guardian
The surgical plaster encasing Goli Abadi's nose was the only blemish on a face of otherwise radiant beauty. One of a growing number of Iranians to fall prey to the national trend for cosmetic surgery, the 21-year-old unemployed dental hygienist had a prosaic, if suspiciously defensive, explanation. 

"I had a broken nose when I was a child at kindergarten," Ms Abadi said. "I was hit on the face by a swing and it left a small hump in my nose. Otherwise, I would never have had this operation." 

The only flaw in Ms Abadi's tale was its familiarity. Another young woman, Laila, 23, her face bruised and eyes bloodshot from a similar nose operation, recounted an almost identical childhood story. "After my accident I had problems breathing," she said. "I couldn't sleep lying on my front and always had to lie on my back." 

The parallel explanations represent a curious twist in one of modern Iran's most visible social trends. The streets of Tehran abound with young people - mostly, but not exclusively, women - with their noses in plaster from the effects of surgery. 

The phenomenon reflects a competitive urge among fashion-conscious Iranians to put their cosmetic handiwork on display. According to doctors, some even wear nose plasters as a status symbol without actually having had the operation. 

But that openness is not matched by frankness about the motivations for surgery. "They all come with the excuse that they have had an accident, that they have breathing problems, that they have a deviation inside," said one Tehran specialist. 

Whatever her own reasons, Ms Abadi waxed effusive on those of her cohorts. "I call it a virus," she said. "Nearly all of my friends have had nose operations. It's just competition among the girls to look more beautiful. I think it's very stupid. It also helps people to pass the time." 

The Islamic republic has the highest rate of nose surgery in the world, although precise figures are hard to establish. In recent years other forms of cosmetic enhancement, including chin operations, finger nail implants, embedding fake diamonds in the gums and tattooed eyebrows, have also become popular, but the nose job remains the most in-demand. 

Iranians refer to the perfectly formed button nose it is meant to achieve as the "one million toman (£590) nose". In fact, the going rate ranges from much less than that to about £2,600. 

One prominent Tehran plastic surgeon says his patients include the daughters of senior Islamic clerics. 

Its use in the Islamic republic was officially sanctioned by Ayatollah Khomeini, Iran's late leader and father of the Islamic revolution. He gave the go-ahead after being consulted by a religious figure whose daughter was due to be operated on by Iran's leading plastic surgeon, Mohammed Abidipour. 

Surgeons say European and US companies are exploiting the trend by courting Iran in their drive to sell the equipment, usually secondhand, needed to carry out such operations. 

Many explanations have been offered for the popularity of nose surgery, principally the requirement of Iran's Islamic dress code that women keep their hair and bodies covered, placing emphasis on the face. 

Doctors also say young people have too much time on their hands because of a lack of social activities under the restrictive regime. At the same time, they aspire to the glamorous looks of Hollywood stars such as Jennifer Lopez, Nicole Kidman and Tom Cruise, who are widely seen on satellite television despite it being officially banned in Iran. 

Farzin Sarkarat, a jaw and facial surgeon practising in central Tehran, says he receives five or six patients each week, whom he described as "good looking", demanding surgery. "Most of them I reject," he said. 

"It's a psychological problem. I generally refer them to the psychiatrist. Often he finds a mental problem and advises me not to operate." 

Of even greater concern are the rising instances of facial disfigurement resulting from operations carried out by unqualified surgeons. There are just 115 licensed plastic surgeons in Iran, but rising demand has led at least 10 times that number from other disciplines, such as ear, nose and throat, to enter the field. 

"Some terrible things are happening," said Dr Abidipour, who is the retired head of plastic surgery at Tehran University's medical faculty. 

"I had a patient sent to me for corrective surgery who had undergone a nose operation 20 times, at a cost of US$120 [£63] a time. The operations had been carried out by the same doctor. Her nose was in a horrible state." 

As a result, Iran's justice ministry has set up a special office for medical malpractice cases. Between 2001 and 2004, it dealt with 2,715 cases arising from cosmetic surgery, leading to 459 doctors receiving various forms of written rebuke and 21 being suspended for up to four years. 

To some, that is little consolation. Sina Maadelat, 25, a Tehran taxi driver, has just paid £168 for his third nose operation, having been dissatisfied with his first two. 

"The first time there was a lot of bleeding ... I couldn't breathe for two weeks," he said. 

"Then the doctor had problems removing the plastercast and the stitching. The tip [of my nose] fell down again. I don't think there was ever any problem with my nose. It was better before the operations." 

Guardian Unlimited © Guardian Newspapers Limited 2005

(See also “Welcome to Tehran. Nose-Job Capital of the World” by Ramita Navai, Marie Claire magazine, May 2007, UK edition)
Appendix A14 - Source: See appendix 14

NY Times

November 23, 2004

CASES WITHOUT BORDERS 

In a Land Torn by Violence, Too Many Troubling Deaths

By JUAN FORERO

IOSUCIO, Colombia - At 15, Leida Salazar had just learned to ride a bike,

eagerly watched after her smaller siblings and was among the extroverts in a throng of giddy indigenous girls. But a year ago, she fashioned a noose out of a wraparound skirt, hoisted it over the wood-beam rafter of her home and hanged herself.

A note she left for her father voiced anguished fears that Colombia's

drug-fueled guerrilla war would engulf her family, refugees to this

poverty-stricken village along with dozens of others. But the death of the

outwardly happy girl continues to confound her parents and the leaders of a

once-sheltered indigenous tribe, the Embera, who never before knew suicide.

"When it happened, I thought it was the conflict," said Marino Salazar, 33,

Leida's father, sitting on a stool next to the room where his daughter died. "But there are other children who can continue to stand it."

The Embera and three related tribes, the Wounaan, the Katio and the Chami,

who hunt and fish in this northern swath of thick rain forests and limitless waterways, have helplessly watched as 15 young people, many of them girls barely out of puberty, have committed suicide since March 2003.

With barely 3,000 people in the tribes the yearlong spate of deaths adds up

to a suicide rate of 500 per 100,000 people. The overall suicide rate in

Colombia was 4.4 per 100,000 in 2003, according to government statistics.

"For us, for one to die is like losing 100," said Victor Carpio, a Wounaan

leader.

Colombia's 40-year conflict, pitting rebels against right-wing death squads

and state security forces, is an easy culprit. But it is not the only one.

Encroaching modernity, from logging to settlements, threaten the Emberas,

who worry that their whipsawed young are losing the indigenous identity at

the root of the tribe's existence.

More troubling still is how to deal with a plague - psychiatrists call it a

suicide epidemic - in a clan of hunter-gatherers who have little

understanding of the complexities of mental disorders and their

ramifications, including suicide.

"It is a mystery and of terrible concern to us," said Jorge Alzate, who

works with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in the region.

"The problem is trying to determine exactly why."

The U.N. refugee agency, which has long aided the displaced here, has

embarked on an assistance program to help stem the deaths. Financing is

funneled to the Embera's shamans, known as jaibanas (pronounced

hie-bah-NAHS), so they can reach nearly inaccessible hamlets by motorboat to

conduct rituals. Teachers have been trained to nurture students and to spot

trouble signs in young people scarred by war.

Embera leaders have gone further, asking for help from mental health

professionals.

But sending a team of outsiders into this dangerous region is harder than it sounds. Colombia has no psychologists trained to deal with indigenous groups like the Embera, with many members who barely speak Spanish and have no experience with Western forms of therapy.

Tiziana Clerico, a United Nations communications officer who is a

psychologist by training, also said it was unclear if the inhabitants of

remote villages would accept treatment. "Here, the idea may sound fine,"

said Ms. Clerico, minutes after holding a meeting with several Embera women

in Riosucio, a mostly Afro-Colombian village here in the Choco Province.

"But it could be different out in the reservations."

What everyone does agree on is that the stakes could not be higher. Embera

leaders say that as many as 25 other young people have tried to commit

suicide, generating intense fears in isolated communities that bad spirits,

in essence the unburied souls of the war dead, are possessing the young. 

Suicide is rare in Latin American Indian tribes that are intact and

thriving. But in the United States, Canada and in a few tribes in Latin

America, suicide rates have risen among tribes caught in the vise-grip of

the modern world, fighting for survival. 

In Brazil, the Kaiowa, with some 30,000 people, have seen hundreds of young

people take their lives in the last two decades as the tribe has fought to

keep loggers and farmers off its land.

In Colombia, the Guambianos in the southwest suffered a spate of suicides in the 1970's, with several young people drinking poison. And in 1997, the Uwa, near the Venezuelan border, drew worldwide attention when they threatened mass suicide in a successful protest to stop oil production.

"These are groups that are facing a very bleak future," said Jeanne Jackson, a medical anthropologist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology who has been studying Colombia's Indians since 1968. "And the response is not just migrating to urban areas and disappearing, but it's something much more pathological."

Suicide is, of course, related to mental disorders like depression and

substance abuse, said Dr. David Brent, an adolescent psychiatrist at the

University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine. But cultural disintegration and transition can erode traditional supports and values that affect parents'skills in raising children, self-esteem and hope for the future, which in turn can precipitate these type of problems, Dr. Brent said.

Although the literature on suicide in Latin American tribes is scant, Dr.

David Shaffer, a professor of psychiatry at Colombia and an expert on

adolescent suicide, said there were parallels between the Embera deaths and

the cases of multiple suicides he has studied in the United States.

Once the first suicide or two takes place, receiving widespread attention,

what was once seen as unacceptable behavior can become an option for other

teenagers who are troubled for one reason or another, or who are depressed,

Dr. Shaffer said.

The Embera, whose existence once revolved around the hunt for monkeys, deer

and other game that filled the rain forest, have seen their lives inexorably altered.

In a five-day tour, Indians here in Riosucio - a honky-tonk town

increasingly home to displaced Emberas - and in two secluded Embera hamlets

spoke about the pressures on their communities and the deaths that resulted.

Some say that the idea of suicide might have begun after four young Indians

from an adjacent tribe, the Arquia, committed suicide between 1998 and 2000. Then, on a December day in 2001, Nelson Guaseruca, who was in his 20's and lived in the Embera's most important hamlet, Union Embera, walked into the woods with his hunting rifle and shot himself. The death, apparently spurred by the death of his wife, introduced the tribe to suicide, village elders said.

On March 15, 2003, a 12-year-old Embera girl hanged herself.

The deaths continued throughout 2003 and 2004. The last suicide occurred in

April, but indigenous leaders say that others have since attempted to kill

themselves, only to be saved by relatives.

Carmen Casama, 19, recounted how she had felt that "something had taken a

hold of me," prompting her to try hanging herself from a tree. Her husband

found her unconscious and untied her. Another girl, Yarledys Tocamo, 14, was found tying a noose. 

"She had some sort of attack," her mother, Luz Angela Velasquez, said. "She

screamed. She acted like someone was going to take her. Others were not so

fortunate."

Marvilia Marmolejo lost two of her children to suicide, Ketty Salazar, 15,

and Yuber Salazar, 18. "I did not think this could ever happen," she said,

as a group of other concerned parents listened. "This had never happened

around here before."

In an insular jungle community like Union Embera - the village has 380

people and has had 5 suicides - the deaths are often attributed to

supernatural forces.

"She was fine, but then she fell in love with a witch," José Dojirama, 45,

said of his sister, Rosa Elena Jumi, 17, who hanged herself in April in

Union Embera. "She treated him badly, so he said to her, O.K., but you'll

get it in the end."

But indigenous leaders, with one foot in modern Colombia, acknowledge that

conflict, poverty and desperation play a role.

"The jaibanas say its the spirits, but looking at it all, it could be the

violence, too," said Arinson Salazar, 38, governor of Union Embera. 

What is clear is that the Embera have been squeezed in the last 20 years,

their world grown tighter. Settlers have depleted the jungles of animals,

like the tapir, that the Embera once hunted, forcing the once-nomadic tribe

to form permanent communities. They turned to farming, which they have yet

to master.

Guerrillas and paramilitaries have brought more disorder, recruiting young

members of the tribe. The vast river ways that the Embera and other tribes

fish have become transit zones for cocaine and arms smuggling. Hundreds of

Indians have been displaced by war, and 30 Embera have been killed since

1996.

The army, to shut off supplies to guerrillas, limits the amount of food that can be moved into regions where the Embera live, leading to shortages.

Displaced or pushed by economic need, young people have left their villages

to face a world in which they cannot compete, said Ciro Pineda, an

anthropologist who has lived in Choco for 20 years. Many young Embera do not speak Spanish well, and cannot read or write. Entering the larger world, they become quickly and painfully aware of their inabilities.

"They feel so lost that some say, 'I'll kill myself,' '' said Mr. Pineda.

"They feel small. They lose self-esteem."

The question now facing the tribe is how to prevent more deaths. Many of the Emberas are certain that another round of suicides is coming. After all, the shaman, the jaibanas, have been predicting it.

Delia Casama, 53, an Embera who with United Nations financing is meeting

with youths to talk about their lives, said the focus must be on emphasizing the good. "We want to take away that idea they have, that I don't want to live," she said.

In Riosucio, in his simple wood-frame home, Marino Salazar is still stumped. His daughter Leida seemed happy, he recalled, holding a picture of a smiling girl in a green dress and pink shirt.

Still, he added, he has moved on, for the sake of his other four children.

He watches over them closely. 

"What else can I do?" he said. "I just try to talk to my other kids."

