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Suicide

· Drowning was the most popular method of self-murder and was also one of the most common causes of accidental deaths – easy for jury to declare the latter rather than the former if they wished.

· The juries and coroner’s reviewed the mood and behaviour of the deceased and looked for signs of self-murder.

· Coroner’s juries were a microcosm of English society, a socially stratified instituion that was influenced by broad cultural changes as well as by immediate pressures from royal officials.  

Beginning of the period

· Suicide was ‘self-murder’ and thus treated as murder – tried posthumously by a coroner’s jury and if found guilty they were declared felens, their property confiscated by the crown, and their corposes buried outside of consecrated ground.  

· If the jury decided that the person was mad or a lunatic then spared both the secular and religious punishments.  

· Abhorrence of suicide deeply rooted in english history and custom – it was a very powerful attitude.

· Fear that souls of those who ‘self-murdererd’ were restless and malevolent and thus could become wandering ghosts.

· Clergy taught that suicide was literally ‘diabolical’.  I.e. the work of Satan.

End of the period

· Judicial and ecclesiastical severity gave way to official leniency and public sympathy for most people who killed themselves.

· Views of particular classes and groups altered at different times and for different reasons; the actions of officials and institutions did not simply reflect public opinion.  Moreover the laws against suicide were not altered until the 19th century. 

· Increased numbers were declared insane at death by juries. 

· Resentment of the right of the crown and lesser lords to seize the goods of self-murderers because it affected the local community.  E.g. the remaining family would become impoverished.

· Increased understanding of private property after the Civil war?

· Growing scepticism of supernatural phenomonon.

· Influence of publications against harsh penalties for suicide.

· Increase emphasis placed on medical interpretations and the idea of melencoly rather than the devil or other folklore traditions.
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· Oversimplified eighteenth century debate on suicide.

· Although the devil’s role was reduced, a host of other demons took its place.

· Frequent note by contemporaries that rich and educated suicides were never found to have committed self-murder, but to hae taken their lives in a fit of insanity.  A growing concern with the sanctity of property?

· The Press: worrying that suicide rates were increasing because the law was constantly flouted. – this reaction to suicide was out of proportion in furiousity of it.  Why was this the case?

· Issue of pride – wounded shame or false pride.

· Vices such as duelling, gambling and sexual irregularity along with suicide were seen as poisoning the morals of the nation by act and example.  Harsher rules would help to stop this (or so some thought).

· Jury leniency resulted in the evasion of the law by men of ‘quality’.

· Law changed as a compromise not only because some were changing their views on it but because critics wished for the law to not be flouted.  Thus a lesser law took its place so that the law’s worst offenders (those of vices and pride) would not get away with it.

