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COMMENTARY 

HI‘. MORALS OF OBSCESIlY. A legal decision can bc a 
poor substitute for a moral judgment, and thc confusion of T somc of the cvidcnce given for the defence in the Lady Chatterfey 

case has done little scrvicc to the cause of responsible frcedom. In 
the contcxt of the nccessarily arbitrary provisions of a statute a 
novel may bc dcclarcd innocent OE obscenity: but any book, for- 
bidden or not, remains to be submitted to thc bar of the conscicnce, 
and thc conscience nceds to be informed. I t  would be lamentable 
if Catholics simply rclicd on restrictive lcgislation to bolstcr up 
sanctions which properly belong to the moral order. The young 
pcoplc, for whose fate the prosecution sccmed so solicitous, nccd 
more than a negativc to kccp them from corruption. ‘The case 
indeed raiscs yet again thc whole dilemma of prcscrving traditional 
Christian values--of which a lcgitimatc reticence in matters that 
rclatc tci the intimate life of thc body is onc--in a society that is so 
largcly organized to dcstroy thcm. And of course any bookstall, and 
scvcral Sunday newspapcrs, provide cvidcnce of obscenity far more 
insidious than anything in Lawrcnce’s laborious portrait ofintegratcd 
sexual lovc. The equipment of criticism is not easily acquired, but 
one is entitled to wonder whether rcligious education is always 
relatcd to an actual world of moral choicc, to preparing the con- 
science for its propcr work. I t  is here that thc answer must lie, short 
of the mirage of absolutc proscription which somc commcntators 
on the caw sccm to Iong for. 

C‘NDER TWEMTY-FIVE. The Kovembcr issue of the Twentieth 
Cenlury has been entirely writtcn by young men and women born 
sincc 1934. Thcy do not claim to be rcprescntative of youth as a 
whole: they were (or are) all at  Oxford and Cambridge, and even 
thc widcncd doors of the old universities cxcludc many whose 
opinions we should want to hcar. There seems a suprcme indifference 
to politics, more sympathy to rcligion than might be cxpectcd, and 
the Bomb fills thc wholc horizon. Mr Colin Bell says that the succcss 
of the Kuclcar Disarmament campaign ‘has been its rejection of all 
political affiliation and political casuistry’. Rut he admits that ‘it 
has not pursued the logic of its idea either into general policy or into 
political action’. His article, with its final appeal -Try  giving 
don’t care something to care about’-is a convincing answcr to 
older observers who complain of irresponsibility in the young, 
absorbed in thc private world of the coffee bar, dcaf to a call to any 
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arms at all. I t  is hardly surprising that thc old assumptions seem 
hollow, if not hypocritic:al, to those who havc grown up under the 
shadow of nuclear war. That some at least can be generous in response 
to an appcal they rcspcct is plain from thc account by Mr Grcgory 
Wilkinson of the international work-camps. The practical enthusiasm 
evoked in the universities by the World Kcfugcc Year, for instancc, 
was only surprising to those eldcrs who had failed to scc that 
frustration is thc obverse of action. ‘So  one, young or old, gets 
particularly excited by the picking of sidcs for a mock battle’, 
rcmarks Mr  Bell, and i t  is cncouraging that when the battlc seems 
a real one there is no want of fightcrs. 

WHEN IS SUICIDE A CRIME? Recent proposals for a changc in 
the law on suicidc-or at  lcast for a modification of its cxercise- 
provide yct another cxarnple of the nccd to scc the criminal law as 
necessarily inadequatc to dctcrrnine degrccs of moral guilt. The 
sin of suicidc, of dcliberatc sclf-slaughter, is in a true sense thc most 
radical of all: it usurps God’s dominion ovcr life, it is an absolute 
rejection of God’s gift to man of a share in his own naturc. But it is 
plain that in many cases-perhaps in the vast majority-therc are 
factors which reduce responsibility to such a point that neither 
morally nor legally can the act, still less thc attempt to perform it, 
bc counted dcliherate in its malicc. 

I n  recent ycars deaths by suicide in England and Wales have 
numbcrcd morc than five thousand pcr annum. A loss of lifc of 
this magnitude is clcarly a disease of society of which note must 
be taken. Suicide has been treated as a crime (sclf-murdcr) since 
thc very early days of legal history, and, while no pcnaltics can now 
be inflicted for the complctcd crime, penaltics can be, and are, 
imposcd for the common law felony of attcmptcd suicidc. Is recourse 
to the criminal law the most satisfactory treatment for this social 
disordcr ? Thc morc thorough the understanding of the natural 
history of any disease, the morc specific and cffectivc can be its 
treatment. This principle applies just as much to illncsses of society 
as to thosz of individuals. 

Only comparatively reccntly has the study of attcmpted suicide 
been distinguished from that of ‘successful’ suicidc. T h s  is in part 
duc to thc lack of rcliable statistics. Attemptcd suicide is a distressing 
cpisodc both for the person conccrned and for his relatives and 
friends. For this reason, in many cases, pcrhaps the majority, the 
police rcmain in ignorance, and of those that do come to thcir noticc, 
prosecutions are instigated in only a minority. This is but humane 
consideration for the pcrsons concerned. But the inevitablc lack of 
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data mitigates against effective research into a complete under- 
standing of attemptcd suicide. 

Thc tcrm ‘suicidal act’ is used to includc both actual suicides 
resulting in dcath and attemptcd suicides. To what cxtent mcntal 
disordcr is prescnt in all suicidal acts is a matter of dispute. Cascs 
which come to the coroncr may or may not show clcar evidence of 
the dcceascd’s state of mind. More often than not such evidencc is 
equivocal, and a study of coroncrs’ verdicts in such cases shows that 
the usc of thc time-honoured phrase ‘while thc balance of his mind 
was disturbed’ varies much more from coroner to coroner than a 
comparison of the evidcnce in the cases would seem to justify. This 
is probably due to diffcrences in individual coroners’ ideas concern- 
ing the susceptibilities of the relatives. (It  is a fact well known to 
thosc who spend much time in coroners’ courts that while the 
coroncr’s primary concern is that he should arrive at a true and just 
vcrdict, his next most important considcration is to lighten so far as 
may be possible the burden on the rclatives.) Some coroners consider 
that the thought of insanity in the family is an  appalling stigma, 
whilc othcrs rcgard the fact of having a suicide-a self-murderer- 
in the family as a greater blot on thc escutcheon. The former type of 
coroner will, whenevcr thc cvidencc allows him, rccord a simple 
verdict that thc ‘deceascd took his own life’, while the latter will 
seize on all evidence which would justify him in adding the words 
‘while the balance of his mind was disturbcd’. 

Another view, at  present unacceptable to coroners, is that a 
suicidal act is of itself cvidencc of mental disturbance-an illustra- 
tion, in fact, of the lcgal maxim res ipsa loquitur -because, however 
sane and logical the motive and cvcn preparations for the act, when 
it comes to thc point of execution it is directly contrary to that most 
powerful of the primitive instincts, self-preservation. 

Therc are thrce basic motives for suicidal acts: 
( i )  Gcnuine sclf-destruction. 
(ii) A method used by the perpetrator of the act to draw attention 

(iii) An attempt to hurt othcrs. 
Marl has frcc will, and in choosing to destroy himself he is exer- 

cising that frce will, albeit in a manncr contrary to thc natural law. 
I t  is in cases with this motive of self-destruction, for whatever the 
reason, that onc finds the most dctermincd suicidal attempts, and 
those in which thcre is most danger of rcpctition of the act if the 
first attempt is survived. A variant of thc self-destruction motive is 
shown by those less convinced persons who prcfcr :o shelve the 
ultimate rcsponsibility. They carry out some act which thcy belicve 

to himsc f. 
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to be dangerous to thcir own life, and lcave the outcomc to ‘the will 
of God’. If they rccover they are usually quite happy that, so to 
spcak, justice has bccn done, and that thcy arc intended to go on 
living. These people do not normally repeat the ordeal. 

Thc attempted suicide in gcneral attracts a great deal of attention, 
mainly of hclp and sympathy, maybe undcr thc arc lamps of court 
procecdings and a short term of imprisonment. Suicidal acts may be 
made by people with a rcal or imaginary chip on their shouldcrs 
as a mcans of directing attention towards their grievances. These 
socially inadequate individuals probably do not really want to dic, 
mcrely to give the impression that they intcnd to take their own life. 
If it wcre possible to identify them in retrospect, which it rarely is, 
a proper verdict in cases resulting in a fatal outcome would probably 
be one of accidental death. 

Thcre is no doubt that thc basic motive bchind some suicidal 
acts is purcly malicious in that what is sought is revenge upon those 
close associates who would be distressed by the act. Such a form of 
malice must be considered as psychopathic. 

I t  is clear from the abovc that persons who attcmpt suicide 
dcviatc from the accepted mental norm. 

Is, thcn, the criminal law thc best treatmcnt, either prophylactic 
or curative, for thc problem of suicide? One answer is given in an 
editorial comment in The Laruet of 24th May, 1958: 

‘The great majority of persons attempting suicide are in urgent 
need of medical care. Such compulsory powers as arc required 
for the welfarc of thcse unfortunate people and of society are bettcr 
modelled on those devised to hclp thc mentally ill than on the 
criminal law.’ 
I t  is, perhaps, in the light of such considerations as these, that 

proposals for thc modification of the law on suicide-r at  least for 
its interpretation-should be considered. 


