









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































murder and committed to Newgate, while the third remained in Bridewell to give evidence at their
trials.

Not all infanticides were successful, however, and in some cases abandonment seems to
have been the intention, notwithstanding that an undiscovered newborn could not survive for any
great length of time. In one case, a chairman in Hanover Square noticed that the door of his chair
was open and assumed it had been robbed, "but on Examination, to his great Surprize, found a
Male Child, which was judged by the Spectators to have been about two Hours old."! [n
another case, the baby was just plain lucky. When accused, a female servant had denied being
pregnant, but subsequently gave birth in the "Necessary-House" and dropped the baby down the
hole of an adjoining privy. Because it fell on iron cross bars and not into the soil, its cries were
heard and it was rescued.?92 But, considering the conditions of both rural and urban life, it is
likely that abandonment often effectively constituted infanticide, as in the case of a genteely dressed
Irish woman who was seen putting a baby on a dunghill. The boys who saw her ran for
assistance, but "the Woman...made off, and the poor Infant was torn to Pieces by the Dogs."293

Even if it was widely known as a solution to illegitimate pregnancy, infanticide could not
be officially or publicly rendered, as was death in childbirth, a "normal” or "inevitable" —if
regrettable -- occurrence in eighteenth-century female experience. The cases of infanticide actually
reported indicate that The Ladies Magazine was certainly not squeamish or reticent about the
subject; infanticide accounts are conveyed in the same language and tone as other murders. Nor
does it seem likely that The Ladies Magazine would let slip the chance to moralize at least
occasionally on a social problem it considered to be widespread, worrisome, or subject to
correction. It would be foolhardy to make categorical statements on so little evidence, but the
paucity of the evidence itself is suggestive. Perhaps the reason there were so few indictments and
so little public debate on the subject is that, despite the certainty that it did exist and despite Thomas
Coram's claim that he established the Foundling Hospital because he was shocked at the numbers
of babies turning up on dunghills, infanticide in England was either not considered a serious
problem, or was tolerated as an inevitable consequence of some pregnancies, or was registered not
as a crime against an infant but as a sign of the mother's moral turpitude.
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Evidence for the feasibility of these suggestions is partially confirmed by social historians. It is not
necessary to subscribe to the claim by Lawrence Stone and others that early modem parents did not care
much about their young children, to recognize that the high rate of infant mortality before the age of two
did make attachment even to the most wanted children tenuous. All parents, and society at large, must
have lived to some extent in a state of semi-expectation of the deaths of babies. And though individual
babies might be dearly loved, childhood had not yet been romanticized as the state of innocence and purity
as it was in the nineteenth century. An epitaph that appeared in The Student indicates this complete lack of
sentimentality, as well as the possible/impossible attachment a single mother might feel for her child:

EPITAPH
On a bastard-child murder'd by its mother.

LOVE, spite of HONOUR'S dictates, gave thee breath:

HONOUR, in spite of LOVE, pronounced thy death.2%+
The death of babies, even more than death in childbirth, was an accepted fact of life and, much as it was
often a traumatic event in the lives of individuals, infant death was not in itself an unusual or shocking
occurrence generally. Coupled with the widespread disinclination of parish officials and ratepayers to
support the unwanted children of unmarried mothers, infanticide seems not to have been a major social
issue. Public attempts to deal with abandoned children were marked by ambivalence that might reflect
society's greater inclination to turn a blind eye to a social solution that, while morally reprehensible, was
effective.

[nstitutional solutions to the problem of London's abandoned and destitute children were generally
fatal to the majority of children who received the benefit of their services.25 Moreover. the shocking
statistics of infant mortality in the Foundling Hospital suggest that the survival of unwanted babies was not
a matter of great concern.2% One open letter from a midwife to the Governors of the Foundling Hospital
names the reasons she declines to become a Governor herself: the hospital, she says, is a "Misnomer”
because it is advertised as "an Hospital for exposed and deserted Children, when exposed and deserted
Children are absolutely excluded by the Laws of your House, and the Whole of the Business is entirely
left to fortune.” She declares that the hospital has sacrificed Christian charity to "Ostentation, Nonsense,
Noise. and something yet worse than all of them."297 This something was no doubt a reference to some
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of the questionable practices of the hospital, such as its experiment in raising children by hand rather than
finding wet nurses, which resulted in the deaths of 56 of 136 children in the first year.?® Another mid-
century argument urging support of the Foundling Hospital, however, treads a middle road, sidestepping
the issue of illegitimacy in order to garner a more sympathetic response. Frances Brooke's The Old Maid
echoes Mandeville in arguing that no motive but "fear of shame, or the extremity of want, can operate so
powerfully upon a mother, as to counterwork the force of nature."299 She suggests that people should
"turn their thoughts to the infinite variety of sudden and unforeseen distresses. in this vast metropolis, by
which the parents of a legitimate offspring, at least the more tender and helpless Parent, by the death or
unavoidable absence of the other, may be reduced to an incapacity of supporting a new-born infant. and
they will perceive at once the extreme charity and usefulness of such a Foundation as this, without
supposing it is intended besides, for the reception of such unhappy babies as owe their birth, to their
parents [sic] guilt and folly."™300 The writer's apparent sympathy for poor "legitimate" parents is
somewhat compromised, however, by an allusion that expresses less sympathy for dead babies than
censure for their depraved murderers who are often unmarried mothers. The Old Maid deplores the babies
"daily found, exposed in the streets and the greater number who are destroyed almost before they see the
light: one cannot think without the extremest horror, on those whose bodies, that were found putrefied in
the river about a year since, and who I am afraid were not all destroyed by parish nurses, though that is
too often the fate, of such as escape the hands of their mothers."301 The Old Maid's primary focus is
more immediate, however. Like others, she is concerned with the inefficient and counter-productive
methods of the Foundling Hospital, whose practice of tumning away three out of four children is already
known to parents, thereby discouraging them from attempting to place children there and leading them to
dispose of children by other means.302

The state did not intervene directly in the health of children until the Act of 1767. which specified
that parish children under six were to be sent to nurses outside the metropolis, and that nurses who
successfully reared babies were to be monetarily rewarded. However, as J.C. Chambers comments, this
act of social conscience "also had the effect of providing a source of child labour to the cotton mills in the
second half of the century and to that extent made a direct contribution to the recruitment of the labour
force for the Industrial Revolution."393 Not until late in the century, in an appeal for ladies of substance to
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make regular visits to inspect conditions at the workhouses, is the well-being of infants considered: "It is a
fact too well attested to need further evidence, that the lives of thousands of infants have been lost in poor-
houses, from neglect, severity, and mismanagement."304 These developments suggest a certain
widespread shift in attitude was necessary in order that the welfare of children could become a matter of
public interest: first , the state had to see parish children as financial assets rather than liabilities; second,
the interest in science and medicine had to extend and combine with issues of public health; and third,
middle-class attitudes toward charity and benevolence had to be resolved in ways that were consistent with
the maintenance of the status quo. Only then could infanticide become the murder of a child as well as the

immoral action of a mother or nurse.

[n its focus on representations of the deaths of individuals, this chapter has unavoidably
highlighted the violence that was a part of eighteenth-century life. Murder, execution, infanticide, and. to
some extent, accidental death attest to an unacceptably high level of violence. Yet this level did not remain
consistently high. John Beattie has suggested that the seeming decline in violence of all kinds, including
judicial violence, is related to a period shift in attitudes toward tolerance, and that in all kinds of
circumstances, people grew less inclined to act impetuously and immoderately and more inclined to settle
disputes in other ways. "This supposes a developing civility, expressed perhaps in a more highly
developed politeness of manner and a concem not to offend or to take offense, and an enlarged sensitivity
toward some forms of cruelty and pain. Such an explanation would further suppose that these changing
sentiments were experienced well beyond a narrow band of upper-class society, or even among the
commercial and professional middle class -- that they had a substantial effect on the outlook and the
behavior of at least the broad ranks of the artisans, tradesmen, and shopkeepers."305 [Insofar as these
developments are related to broad social movements to reform manners and reorganize society around a
central middle class, the part played by the periodical press cannot be underestimated. The magazines,
including women's magazines, aided in this process not only by their didacticism, but also by the range of
subjects and events -- be these the control of rabies, or the extent of violent crime (graphically described) --
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that they conveyed to their steadily growing audience. In other words, | am suggesting that while the
sensationalism in the periodicals appealed to the prurience of readers, it also had the more laudable effect
of unifying public opinion about certain issues like violence, by making the consequences of violence --
moral, legal, and actual -- known to a wide segment of the population. Working hand in hand with the
periodicals’ endorsement of a new, more civilized, social order, this dissemination of information served
to galvanize the diverse groups described by Beattie, in a process that far from excluding women or their

opinions, in fact most often represented them as agents of the process they describe.
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37 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IV, xx (September 29, 1753), pp-313 - 14.
38 According to Taber's Cyclopedic Medical Dictionary, 18th Edition ( Philadelphia: F.A. Davis
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intervention unavailable in 1753.
39 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol.I, xv (May 19 - June 2, 1750), p. 237.
40 The Ladies Magazine, Vol.IV.iv (February 17, 1753), p. 54.
41 The same sense of mystery about airborne death attends the account of a multiple death in
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59 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xxiv (September 22 - October 6, 1750), p. 379. The poem is
written by an unnamed lady identified only by her male connections, daughter of Dr. Wellwood
and wife of Captain Molesworth.
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9 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol.. 1, xv (May 19 - June 2, 1750), p. 224.
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of the victim's poor and elderly parents to reconcile themselves to their loss. which is the primary
focus of the narrative (The Lady's Monthly Museum, Vol. Il [February 1799}, pp. 105 - 6).
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132 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. II, xxii (August 24 - September 7, 1751), p. 346.
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197



136 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IIl, xx (August 8 - 22, 1752), pp- 317-18.
I37 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. 1, xix (July 14 - 28, 1750), p. 301.
138 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xxiv (September 21 - October S, 1751), p. 378.
139 The Ladies Magacine, Vol. IV v (March 3, 1753), p. 79. A similar story is reported from
Paris. where, after drinking from a bottle of wine, two men die within half an hour. During the
investigation, the landlord drinks from the same bottle, in order to prove his innocence of the
deaths, and he, too, dies within minutes. The officers subsequently find a seven-pound toad in the
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6 - 20, 1750], p. 397)
140 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IV, vi (March 17, 1753), p. 95.
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made of such Drugs"(The Ladies Magazine, Vol. III, xxiv (October 14 - October 28, 1752), p.
381). This notice might also refer to the Blandy poisoning, which was covered extensively by the
magazine. The Blandy murder is discussed later in this chapter.
14‘_‘ The Ladies Magazine, Vol.Il, vii (January 26 - February 9, 1751), p- 112.
145 The Ladies Magacine, Vol. Il, xv (May 18 - June 1, 1751), p. 237. The woman was
rescued by ferrymen before she was killed.
196 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IV, xx (September 29, 1753), p. 319.
197 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xviii (June 29 - July 13, 1751), p. 281.
148 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. I, xxvi (October 19 - November 2, 1751), pp. 409-10.
199 The Ladies Magazine, Vol.IlI, i (November 16 - November 30, 1751), pp. 13-14.
130 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IV, ii (January 20, 1753), p. 31.
1-21 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. Il, viii (June 29 - July 13, 1751), pp- 281 - 82.
152 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IV, xvi (August 4, 1753), p. 254.
[33 The most bizarre of lightning deaths occurred in Vienna, where three people ringing the
church bells in order to dispel the storm, were killed with the steeple was struck: "What is very
remarkable though their Bodies were in a Manner consumed, their cloaths received very little
Damage" (The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IV xvi [August 4, 1753], p- 253).
154 The Ladies Magazine, Vol.V, v (March 3, 1753), p. 77.
. 1?3 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. Il. xxi (August 10 - August 24, 1751), p- 330.

1-26 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. Ill, vii (February 8 - February 22, 1752), p. 110.
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160 The Ladies Magacine, Vol. Ill, xxviii (December 9 - December 23, 1752), p- 445.
16! The Ladies Magacine, Vol.Ill, ix (March 7 - March 21, 1752), p. 141.
162 Although The Ladies Magazine reported the occurrence of earthquakes most extensively, the
debate was carried out in other magazines as well. Frances Brooke's The Old Maid, for example.
responded to a letter enquiring about the earthquake, by taking a stand against the allegedly more
popular Providential view, and taking the more moderate view. The account all but accuses of
Catholicism those who judge earthquakes to be God's vengeance, "with an air of more than papal
infallibility."” (The Old Maid, v. December 13, 1755, pp- 25- 27). Eliza Haywood's last
periodical effort, The Young Ladyv, used the subject for a slightly different religious purpose, the
desirability of being prepared for sudden death, as well as an reason to deplore the loss of fellow
feeling in the hearts of the fashionable. The relative horrors of death in an earthquake are also
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death, and the other side claiming that "death certainly must come arm'd with double horror when
we behold promontories falling,-- rocks cleaving, -- seas bursting upon us with tremendous roar,
-- all the elements conspiring our destruction, as if nature were about to be dissolv'd, and the last
dreadful day were nigh at hand" (The Young Lady, Vol. V, February 3, 1756, pp. 26 - 29)

163 while recognizing the legal distinction between the terms murder and manslaughter, I have
used murder more broadly here to mean the violent killing of one person by another. In actuality.
murder was defined as killing that was premeditated and malicious, but manslaughter that was
committed in the course of another felonious offense was also a capital crime. [ have not
distinguished the very few cases of killing done in self-defense, since these occurred in the context
of circumstances that were violent and not incidental or accidental.

164 Beattie, Crime and the Courts, p. 75. Susan Dwyer Amussen has observed that. in a culture
that tolerated a high level of violence, violence in the name of public correction was its most
acceptable form. ("Being Stirred to Much Unquietness': Violence and Domestic Violence in Early
Modem England,” Journal of Women's Historv 6 {1994], p. 73)

165 Margaret Hunt, "Wife Beating, Domesticity and Women's Independence in Eighteenth-
Century London" Gender and History 4 (1992), p- 15. This topic is also discussed by Susan

Amussen in "Being Stirred to Much Unquietness.""

166 Beattie, Crime and the Courts, p. T7.

167 J M. Beattie, "The Criminality of Women in Eighteenth-Century England,” Journal of Social
History 8 (1975), p- 80 - 81. Beattie states that even though fewer women than men committed
violent crimes, the proportion of total criminals who were convicted of willful murder was the
same in each case, about a fifth of those accused (Beattie, Crime and the Courts, p- 97).

168 Beattie, "Criminality of Women," p. 83.

I69 Beattie, "Criminality of Women," p. 102.

170 3. Paul Hunter, Before Novels, p. 181.

171 For an in-depth examination of the legal and literary narratives that were employed to tell
Mary Blandy's story, see Susan Sage Heinzelman, "Guilty in Law, Implausible in Fiction," in
Susan Sage Heinzelman and Zipporah Batshaw Wiseman (eds.), Representing Women: Law,
Literature, and Feminism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1994), pp. 309 - 36.

172 The Ladies Magacine, Vol. IlI, viii (February 22 - March 7, 1752), p. 125. In some cases.
parents inadvertently kill their children, as in the instance of a son who attempts to intervene in a
quarrel between his parents and is fatally stabbed by his father (The Ladies Magazine. |, x, pP-
237).

I3 Beattie, Crime and the Courts, p. 101.

174 The Ladies Magazine, Vol.1,i (November 18, 1749), pp- 13 - 15.

175 Though the case is not followed by the magazine, another woman is reported convicted of
petty treason for Killing her husband was presumably also executed in this way.

76 In fact, Mary Blandy did not have the wealth she claimed. Her rumoured £10,000 dowry
was a fiction perpetrated by her father, perhaps to offset Mary's physical unattractiveness, caused
by smallpox. According to Susan Heinzelman, Francis Blandy hoped that the prospect of a
fortune would attract the "right” sort of man. Interestingly, the Crown attorney at Mary Blandy's
trial characterized Blandy's fiction as a "pious fraud” (Heinzelman, p.-311).

177 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. II, xxi (August 10 - 24, 1751). p. 331.

178 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xxvi (October 19 - November 2, 1751). p. 410.

179 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. II. xxiv (September 21 - October 5, 1751), pp. 373 - 74.

180 n 1752, a rival Jjoumnal of Fielding's Covent-Garden Journai also covered the Blandy incident
extensively. Have At You All: or, The Drury Lane Journal, Vols. VII, VIII, and XII, contains
accounts of the trial or commentary on some aspect of the murder. In addition, Have At You All
published a long poem, "An Elegy on the Power of Love. occasion'd by Miss Blandy's Death,”
which includes a reference to Elizabeth Jeffreyes’ murder of her uncle for similar reasons of greed
and love(Vol. XIII [April 9, 1752], pp. 266 - 69).
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182 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. I, xxvii (November 2 - 16, 1751), p- 426 - 27.
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188 Both Margaret Hunt and Susan Amussen have argued that domestic violence against women
in early modern England was a much more public matter than it became later in a more privatized,
society. Both agree as well that, within limits, domestic violence was not regarded as deviant or
particularly unusual, but that, beyond these limits, community intervention was common. provided
the wife conformed to norms of female behaviour and presented themselves as passive victims
(Hunt, pp. 23 - 24; Amussen, "'Being Stirred to Much Unquietness," p. 82).
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1752), p. 159.

One might, however, extrapolate from the work of writers such as Daniel Stott that male
violence was gendered, in the sense that aggression and violence were as intrinsic to accepted
norms of male behaviour as they were foreign to accepted female norms. Stott suggests that the
patterns of street violence and rakish behaviour that was so much discussed -- and exaggerated --
in the early part of the century might be attributed to patterns of militarism and libertinism inherited
from an earlier aristocratic culture, "a perverse expression of a more general patriarchal culture that
condoned a measure of violence" ("The Case of the Mohocks: rake violence in Augustan
London." Social History 20 [1995] pp. 198 - 99). However, even if these male norms of violent
behaviour extended to the men of the labouring and lower classes, who tended to be the men who
committed murder, this norm was not acknowledged -- either positively or negatively - by The
Ladies Magaczine in the same way its coverage of murder by women assumed that bein g female
would form an important part of the murder story.

199 The Ladies Magacine, Vol. 1,ii (November I8 - December 2, 1750), p. 23.

200 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. I, viii (February 22 - March 7, 1752), p. 125.

201 The Ladies Magazine, Vol.1ll, xi (April 4 - 18, 1752), p. 173.

202 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. 11, xiii (April 20 - May 4, 1751), p. 204.

203 The number of times The Ladies Magacine reports someone dead who turns up alive in a
subsequent account suggests the general unreliability of journalistic sources during this period.
The fact that the magazine never acknowledges or apologizes such errors may indicate that
accuracy was considered subordinate to narrative interest by both the magazine and its readers.

204 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xv (May 18 - June 1, 1751), p. 230.

205 The Ladies Magazine, Vol.ll, xv (May 18 - June 1, 1751), pp. 232.

206 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xvi (June | - 15, 1751), p. 245.

207 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xviii (June 29 - July 13, 1751), p.275-77.

208 The Ladies Magazine, Vol.Il, xx (July 27 - August 10, 1751). p. 315.
200



209 A subsequent account giving more details of Colley's involvement in the murder returns to the
subject of witchcraft; when asked at his trial whether or not a real witch might not have cast a spell
over her persecutors, Colley seemed "staggered" and began to believe he might have been wrong
in his beliefs (The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I1, xxiii [September 7 - 21, 1751}, p. 351).

210 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. 11, xxii (August 24 - September 7, 1751), p. 346.

211 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xxii (August 24 - September 7, 1751), p. 345; The Ladies
Magacine, Vol. I, xiii (April 21 - May 5, 1750), pp. 205 - 6

212" The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xxii (August 25 - September 8, 1750), p. 349.

213 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. 11, viii (February 9 - 23, 1751), p. 126. Interestingly, though
several reports of murders can be seen as in some way ironic, murder is never treated with
humour. The closest the magazine comes to gallows humour is in the case of a Barber whose wife
died of injuries after he had beaten her with a stick. When the judge asked "what could instigate
him to commit so horrid a Crime; he could give no other Reason, but that he was drunk; and the
Judge told him he must therefore be hanged when he was sober” (The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. I,
xix, p.303).

214 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xi (March 24 - April 7, 1750), p. 176; The Ladies Magazine,
Vol. IlI, viii (February 22 - March 7, 1752), p. 127; The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. llI, xi (April 4 -
April 18, 1752), p. 174.

215 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. 1. xii (April 7 - 21, 1750), p- 179.

216 peter Linebaugh, "The Tyburn Riot Against the Surgeons,” in Douglas Hay et al (eds.), p.
67.

217 Beattic, Crime and the Courts, pp. 468 - 69. Howcver, Susan Amussen has shown that even
in the seventeenth century, popular response to execution varied with the crowd and the location,
indicating, she suggests, a crowd's ability to interpret each case individually ("Being Stirred to
Much Unquietness," p. 74).

218 The establishment of this kind of relationship is particularly significant since most of those
hanged at Tybum were not from London and were without "the close and persisting relationships
that still characterized much of English society." Douglas Hay uses this fact to suggest that the
lack of social cohesion made Londoners less deferential to instruments of state authority than their
provincial counterparts ("Property, Authority and the Criminal Law." in Douglas Hay et al (eds.),
Albion's Fatal Tree [London: Allen Lane, 1975], p- 55). However, the impulse to fellow-feeling
might also be seen as an expression of communal response that was still residual and habitual in a
society in transition.

219 John Beattie, "The Pattern of Crime in England 1660 - 1800 " Past and Present 62 (1974),

. 58.
820 Linebaugh, "The Tyburn Riot A gainst the Surgeons," p. 117.
221 Beattie, Crime and the Courts, p. 423.
222 Henry Fielding, An Enquiry into the Causes of the late Increase of Robbers (January 1750),

. 166 - 171.

g Although the Act was allegedly partially intended to satisfy the current dearth of bodies
available for medical training, as Ruth Richardson points out, "From its wording, those who
framed the Act appear to have been concemed to a much greater extent with the infliction of
gunishmem, than with incidental benefit to science" (Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p- 36).

24 In February, the magazine commented, "We hear that all Criminals that are found guilty of the
horrid Crime of Murder, will for the future be hanged up the day after Conviction, and their Bodies
sent to Surgeon's Hall" (The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, vii [February 8 - 22, 1752}, p. 110). In
June. the abstract ran under the title, An Abstract of the Late ACT of PARLIAMENT, for the better
preventing the horrid Crime of MURDER, and included punishments for those who attempted to
obstruct implementation of the Act: anyone who attempted to rescue a murderer was guilty of a
felony punishable by death without Benefit of Clergy, and anyone who attempted to rescue a body
from the surgeons was liable to a seven-year transportation (The Ladies Magazine. Vol. I, xvi
[June 13 - 27, 1752]. pp. 249 - 50).
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225 Randall McGowen, "Civilizing Punishment: The End of the Public Execution in England,"
Journal of British Studies 33 (1994), pp. 260 - 61.

226 peter Linebaugh, The London Hanged: Crime and Civil Society in the Eighteenth Century
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 363.

227 Although in her examination of Haywood's refationship to the literary marketplace, Catherine
Ingrassia does not elaborate on any of Haywood's minor print efforts, she does remark, in one
fairly brief discussion of politics and popular culture in The Parrot, that, in Haywood's concern to
achieve the broadest consumer appeal, "she attempts to respond to multiple strains of discourse and
thus disparate and potentially new readers....Regardless of the generic categonzation. political
writing...was commercially desirable and, in the case of Haywood, the 'authenticity’ of her
political voice is really not the salient issue. Her narrative technique and multivalent voice locate
the text within the consumer culture and highlight the connection between politics and commerce.
and the commercialization of political discourse" (Authorship, Commerce, and Gender in Early

Ezz’%hteemh-Centur_v England, [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998], p. 125).
228 The Parrot, i (August 2, 1746).
229 Tpe Parror, iii (August 16, 1746).
230 1he Parrot, iv (August 23, 1746).
231 The Ladies Magacine, Vol. 1, i (November 18, 1749), p. 16.
232 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol.l,iv (December 16 - 30, 1749), p. 59.
233 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, x (March 10 - 24, 1750), p. 152.
234 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xvii (June 16 - 30, 1750), p. 268.

In another example, a man whipped for stealing a goose, a ploughhammer and two iron
hooks got five lines, whereas a capitally convicted highwaymen merited a whole column.
236 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xxii (August 25 - September 8, 1750). pp- 349 - 50.
237 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IIl, xxviii (December 9 - 23, 1752), p. 446.
238 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. 1, xii (April 7 - 21, 1750), pp. 185 - 87.
29 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. . xiii (April 21 - May 5, 1750), p. 197 - 99.
240 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. I, xvi (June 2 - 16, 1750), p. 242. There were diverse
implications to being buried in linen. According to folk belief, a linen shroud was lucky, and
many wished to emulate Christ, who was buried in a linen shroud. However. British law imposed
a fine on anyone who contravened the specification that burial garments be made of British wool, a
fine that only the well-off could afford (Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p. 21).
241 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. I, xvii (June 16 - 30, 1750), p. 260 - 61.
242 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. lII, xi (April 4 - 18, 1752), p. 175.
243 Interestingly, the description of Mary Blandy's dress is completely different in the second
account. While in the earlier account, she is wearing "the same black Petelair as she was tried in."
in the second account, she "went out of the Castle about Nine "Clock. attended by the Rev. Mr.
Swinton, dress'd in a black Crape Sack, with her Arms and Hands ty'd with black Paduasoy
Ribbons, and her whole Dress extremely neat; her Countenance solemn, and her Behaviour well-
suited to her deplorable Circumstances; but she bore up under her Misfortunes with amazing
Fortitude.” In other words, she is much more suitably attired in the retelling.
244 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. II1, xvi (June 13 - 27, 1752), pp- 243 - 44.
245 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. Il xvii June 27 - July 11, 1752). p. 271.
246 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. I1I, xxiii (September 30 - October 14, 1752), p. 366.
247 The theme of wrongful execution is anticipated by an anecdote in The Parrot, in which a
fernale servant is wrongfully accused, tried, and capitally convicted of stealing jewels from a
former master. When the master discovers a parrot is the thief, he wrings the bird's neck and runs
to Newgate, "proclaiming all the Way the strange Accident and the sad Mistake he had been guilty
of. and vowing to make the Maid all the Reparation in his Power, for he knew not that Sentence
had been executed upon her; but when he was informed it was over, and that his Accusation had
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been a kind of Murder, he fell instantly distracted, and, as | was informed, never after recovered
his Senses" (The Parrot, ix, 1746).
248 The magazine in this case is consistent with widespread public opinion about this case.
Penlez was convicted on the testimony of highly disreputable and self-interested witnesses, and,
unlike the other accused, was denied the King's pardon. According to Martin Battestin, the case
caused Henry Fielding considerable distress for years after the event (Henry Fielding A Life
[London: Routledge, 1989], pp. 472 - 76, 483, 488 - 91).
249 The Ladies Magaczine, Vol. I, i (November 18, 1749), p. 9. Interestingly, the magazine does
not likewise champion the case of Thomas Colley, the only one of Ruth Osborne's murderers to be
executed, though he, too, served as an "example" of what might happen to rioters. The distinction
is likely partly due to different attitudes toward crimes against property and crimes against person.

0 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. Il iv (December 15 - 29, 1750), p. 55.
2L The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xxii (August 24 - September 7, 1751), p. 347.
252 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I1, xxiii (September 7 - 21, 1751), p. 358 - 59.
233 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. Il xii (April 18 - May 2, 1752), p. 191.
254 A number of historians have commented on the fallacy of the complete mindlessness of the
spontaneous actions of large crowds during this period. John Beattie remarks that such action
depended on, among other factors, a critical mass of public opinion among the ordinary men and
women who made up the crowds (Crime and the Courts, p. 133). Itis tempting to suggest that the
ability of crowds to act in relatively spontaneous and purposeful ways lies in part in a residual
sense of community that existed alongside the rising sense of the individual. Even at the end of the
century, no one was more than a generation or two away from a society defined by the ties of
kinship and religion, in which community values took precedence over individual rights. A critical
mass of opinion on particular issues suggests both the endurance of this habit of community and
the ability of the press to confirm it by making information public property.

_5 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. I, xxi (August 10 - August 24, 1751), p- 329.
256 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. Ill, xxvi (November 11 - 25, 1752), p. 407.
257 The Ladies Magazine, Vol. Ill, xxviii (December 9 - 23, 1752), p. 441 - 42.
258 The Lady's Miscellany (1793), p. 37.
259 The Female Mentor, Vol. I (1793), p. 95.
260 7pe Ladyv's Monthlv Museum, Vol. 1l (December 1799), pp- 472 - 73.
261 The term "infanticide” obviously has a range of applications, but most commonly refers to the
killing of a newborn infant. For the sake of convenience, I will use the term here, although Mark
Jackson has pointed out that this usage did not appear until the nineteenth century (Mark Jackson.
New-Born Child Murder [Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996], p. 6).
262 Linebaugh, The London Hanged, p. 148. Infanticide was almost always committed by the
mother of a new-born, although occasionally, a female relative (typically the baby's grandmother)
or the baby's father was responsible for the actual murder. Nurses and parish authorities were
widely believed to murder bastard children. For example, the nineteenth-century demographer
John Rickman felt that a third of the deaths that took place in London in the first half of the
eighteenth century were never recorded, and that, of those unrecorded deaths, many were "the
direct or indirect result of human agency. Exposure in the streets, desertion by parents, and a
deliberate destruction of infant life by parish authorities were everyday occurrences in London"
(Quoted in J.D. Chambers, Population, Economy, and Society in Pre-Industrial England,
[London: Oxford University Press, 1972], p- 78).
263 AsR.W. Malcolmson has pointed out, infanticide was often difficult to prove in the case of
married women, as "domestic privacy gave some assurance against witnesses, collusion was
possible between husband and wife and convincing motives were less easily established than in the
case of bastard births" (R.W. Malcolmson, " Infanticide in the Eighteenth Century." in J.S.
Cockburn (ed.) Crime in England 1550 - /80 [London: Methuen, 1977], p. 206).

Beattie, Crime and the Courts, p.113.
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265 Hoffer and Hull, p-155; Malicolmson, p. 187.
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CHAPTER FIVE

WOMEN'S MAGAZINES AND THE DISCOURSE OF SUICIDE

[The periodical press] carried news of suicides to a vast audience of readers and enabled
them to form their own judgements about them. The rituals of Judgement and burial were
eclipsed as the chief means by which people leared of suicides and assessed their
significance. Moreover. the styvle and tone of newspaper stories about suicides promoted
an increasingly secular and sympathetic attitude to self-killing.

Michael MacDonald and Terrence \ furphy
Sleepless Souls

In their comprehensive overview of suicide in the early modem period. MacDonald and \ furphy
observe that suicide notes were rarely left before 1700.! However. the increasing discovery of actual
suicide notes written by self-murderers from every social class and their increasing visibility in the
periodical press (sometimes invented by writers and editors). eventually rendered suicide notes a veritable
sub-genre in the discourse of suicide. one that was possible only within the context of fairly widespread
literacy. According to Janet Todd. the “suicide note is the most personal. intimate, spontaneous
and.. least fictional of documents. and yet it turns out to be as constrained by genre. gender and
precedent as any novel or romance."? The findings of MacDonald and M urphy suggest that the first part
of Todd's statement is inaccurate and the second part predictable. According to them. suicide notes
rendered those who killed themselves "not simply the passive subjects of the journalists® artistry: thev
were active participants in the hermeneutics of suicide....Suicide had become a performance. mounted
before a mixed crowd of intimates and unknowns. and suicides could choose which part of the house
they played to. Suicide became a means of self-expression....\ fen and women who were about to kill
themselves borrowed the forms and language for their own suicide notes from the examples. genuine and
fictional. that they read in the newspapers.™ Suicide notes served a variety of functions that
corresponded to what was being expressed in them. Some suicide notes were meant to be read only by
inimate survivors. and some were meant to be published in the papers and read by a large audience of
total strangers. Some notes addressed specific grievances. and some dwelt on philosophical or religious

matters. Suicide notes acted as an adjunct to a will. detailing what was to be done with property or the
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corpse. In other cases. the notes were intended as a form of revenge on survivors. though they were
more often consolatory. However. most suicide notes were alike in their configuration of their authors
“as innocent victims of circumstances or penitent sinners. and they deployed all the rhetorical powers that
they possessed to arouse the pity and sorrow of their readers."™

This assessment raises two important and related points regarding historical attitudes toward and
the semantics of suicide. First. the notion of performance. of self-consciousness. in writing suicide notes
is consistent with more general observations about writing and its accessibility to a wider eighteenth-
century public. What is of particular interest is the corollary notion of suicide as self-expression. which
is a thoroughly modern idea contingent upon the privileging of individual over collective experience.
Elisabeth Bronfen blurs this historical distinction with regard to suicide in her study of women and death.
Considering the deaths of women characters in texts by Samuel Richardson. Tennyson. and Flaubert.
Bronfen writes. "Dying is a move beyond communication vet also functions as these women's one
effective communicative act. in a cultural or kinship situation otherwise disinclined towards feminine
authorship. Itinvolves self-reflexivity in so far as death is chosen and performed by the woman herself.
in an act that makes her both object and subject of dying and of representation....Suicide....is both the
literal attainment of alterity through death and the performance of an autobiographical desire. For suicide
implies an authorship with one's own life. a form of writing the self and writing death that is
ambivalently poised between self-construction and self-destruction: a confirmation that is also an
annihilation of the self. and as such another kind of attempt to know the self as radically different and
other from the consciously known self during life."5 The notion of “writing the self” was very much in
the process of formation in the eighteenth century. and "writing death.” in the self-reflexive terms
described by Bronfen. was likewise only becoming possible.

In our own time. suicide is commonly considered to be a cry for help. Itis important to recognize
that it was not interpreted in these terms before the end of the eighteenth century. at the earliest. In the
sixteenth century and early seventeenth century. suicide was thought to be the result of a supematural
power that existed outside individuals. Those who committed suicide might be responsible for allowing
themselves to be tempted by the devil or to become his agents. but they were not responsible for the act
itself. which was a form of evil. After the mid-seventeenth century. attitudes toward suicide moderated.
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as the devil was relegated to the realm of superstition by Protestant and Enlightenment thinkers. leading to
an increasing disinclination to regard suicide as sinful. However. suicide was still not considered to be a
cry for help. Even as it became decreasingly sinful. suicide remained a socially shameful act. shameful
for both the agent and for survivors. and throughout the century. commentators on both sides of the
debate called for potential suicides to be mindful of the act's material and social consequences for those
they left behind. The formulation of suicide as a cry for help relies on the assumption that the suicide will
receive a sympathetic hearing from survivors. and such was not the case when possible impoverishment
and certain shame was the result for the suicide’s family§ As well. suicide as a cry for help indicates an
assumption by the person contemplating the act that the suicide is due to circumstances that are reparable.
that can be helped. But even attempted suicide brought disgrace. and a ruined reputation was widely
known to be beyond repair in eighteenth-century England. Finally. all the evidence points to the fact that
people who attempted to kill themselves intended that the attempt should be successful. Suicide could
only be considered a cry for help after a number of changes. especially the general acceptance. if not the
approval. of suicide as an act of self-expression. This occurred only when the importance of the
individual took precedence over any larger social unit.

Furthermore. Bronfen maintains that women are in a particular "bind" in cultural representations
of death. in that "her position in the symbolic or cultural order is that of feminine bocv. so that undoing
her body. because it is the site of paralysis. because desires connected with it can not be realised. also
means subverting the position cultural laws have ascribed to her. By undoing her body.. she undoes the
gender construction which places her in an inferior position. even as cancelling the ‘illusion’ of gender
lets death emerge.”” Apart from the fact that the assumptions in this formulation were unthinkable in the
eighteenth century. Bronfen's focus on textual women -- either characters in books or. presumably.
living women whose ability to "write the body" rendered them texts -- bears little relation to those real
women most likely to commit suicide -- who were nameless and already invisible -- or even to female
characters in texts. whose feminine construction was still being worked out. As will be shown. insofar
as female suicides whose stories appeared in the magazines functioned as signs. thev were signifiers
within a complex discourse that was not limited to. or even primarily concerned with. gender. Even
Fanny Braddock’s 1731 suicide. which was narrated throughout the century. was not separated (or
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separable) from the discursive fabric that interwove suicide with gambling. lost love. financial ruin. and
heroic death. none of which were gender-specific (though all could be turned to ends that were).

Second. and closely related to the notion of suicide as self-expression. is the notion of romantic
suicide. a term employed by MacDonald and Murphy to mark a major shift in eighteenth-century attitudes
toward self-Killing. According to MacDonald and Murphy. what they have termed “romantic suicide”
partially displaced Stoic suicide in the second half of the century. as passionate engagement of the
emotions and imagination came to be more valued than Stoic endurance.® Their use of the term romantic
here is problematic in its seeming failure to distinguish between the eighteenth-century culture of
sensibility. which developed over the course of the century and intersected with a range of social and
political issues. and nineteenth-century’ romanticism. Furthermore. MacDonald and Murphy's
formulation ignores the obvious affinities between Stoic attitudes toward suicide and more sentimental
attitudes increasingly brought to bear on moral issues generally. As early as 1717. for example. Pope's
“Elegy to the Memory of an Unfortunate Lady" combined sympathetic response for human frailty with
approval for Stoic heroism in the context of suicide:

...tell.

Is it. in heav'n. a crime to love too well?

To bear too tender. or too firm a heart.

To act a Lover's or a Roman's pant?

[s there no bright reversion in the sky

For those who greatly think. or bravely die??
Furthermore. for most of the eighteenth century. the word "romantic” was typically used pejoratively in
its generic context. For example, in a mid-century' Female Spectator narrative, Eliza Haywood condemns
a suicide as romantic. but her use of the word derives its strength from the period's generic disapproval
of romance. although it may inadvertently anticipate the self-consciousness of nineteenth-century
romanticism in its reference to performance heroics. In this story. a gentleman loves one sister (who
does not love him) and is loved by the other. for which the gentleman feels gratitude but no returing
love. When the boat in which all three are sailing is wrecked duning a pleasure cruise. the gentleman
holds onto both sisters until his strength gives out and he has to let 2o of one to save the other. Out of

gratitude. he saves the one who loves him. but when he sees his own beloved drown. he throws himself

into the sea. leaving the second sister to swoon on the shore. The Female Spectator comments that the
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gentleman’s action is "too romantic to be recommended as an example for imitation...[and] as rather
proceeding from a vain desire of doing something to be talked of after death. than the effects of any real
virtue. or greatness of mind."!® "Romantic" here is associated with the imprudent and self-regarding
indulgence of emotion and passion that ran counter to notions of the individual's assumed and prior
responsibility to the social groups within which he functioned. The term conveys severe censure of the
person or act to whom it is applied.

[tis also important to distinguish here between "romantic suicide” and suicide for love. which
dates back at least as far as Dido and was an important part of the courtly love tradition.!! \fotives of the
heart. or some variation thereof. were often cited as a cause of eighteenth-century suicides. However. if
by romantic suicide is meant self-killing that foregrounds and approves the self-sacrifice of a life for the
sake of individual passion that is accepted as worthy of such a sacrifice. few romantic suicides occurred
in the eighteenth century.!> Those that were said to occur. in life and in print. were not all, like
Werther's. committed for the sake of love. Furthermore. these were not generally sanctioned but
censured. as connotations conveyed by the word “romantic” continued to be negative. Thomas Warton's
“The Suicide" describes the way in which "treacherous magic” lured a lonely young poet away from his
Muse and down the path of melancholy that involved brooding on his poverty and his doomed and
hopeless love. Warton's poem re-enacts both the religious and sentimental views of suicide. with the
religious view having. emphatically. the last word. In the end. the poem condemns equally the fallibility
of the poet-suicide and the sentimentalization of the melancholy disposition: these are not weaknesses to
be yielded to. but trials to be overcome through the grace of God.

Thomas Chatterton's suicide can serve as an actual case in point. Now usually characterized as
“romantic.” Chatterton's suicide was actually so designated several years after its occurrence by
Wordsworth and Keats. who were instrumental in Chatterton's posthumous characterization as a
romantic cult hero. In the eighteenth century. his suicide was widely considered to have resulted from
despair and poverty. not from overindulgence in illicit emotion. Moral commentators took pains to
distance Chatterton's suicide from fictional ones. Richard \Mant. Thomas Warton's early nineteenth-
century editor. claimed to have it on authority that "The Suicide" was not about Chatterton. as was
rumoured.!?  And Chardes Moore. the late-century Anglican rector who wrote at length about suicide and
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argued against more lenient attitudes toward it. viewed Chatterton’s suicide as distincty different from a
romantic suicide such as Werther's. According to Moore. Chatterton'’s suicidal despair stemmed from
the failure of his poetry 10 be recognized and the poverty from which he apparently felt powerless to
escape. While Werther voluntarily gave way to his illicit passion. Chatterton “was as involuntarily and
unavoidably sinking under a truly complicated load of real distresses: such as chagrin and
disappointment. penury and rags. cold and hunger."!+

Finally. romantic suicide does not show up at all in women's magazines. and this failure is
suggestive. First. it allows us to question whether historians like M facDonald and Murphy are premature
in their identification of romantic suicide as a significant eighteenth-century phenomenon. Its near-
absence from eighteenth-century fiction and women's magazines. where it might be expected to appear at
least on monitory terms. does not support their thesis of an increasing preoccupation with the subject.!S
The tradition of tragic love-suicide existed in literature long before the emergence of romanticism. and
throughout the eighteenth century. stories linking suicide and lost or unrequited love were recounted
outside the context of the self-conscious veneration of passion associated with romanticism. although
they were frequently presented from a sympathetic point of view. Second. "romantic suicide" may have
acquired a topicality disproportionate to its actual occurrence because it was a useful focus for moralists
(like Charles Moore and Warton's editor) who were anxious about the perils of imagination and romantic
sensibility generally. While the revelation of Mary Wollstonecraft's suicide attempts provoked an
outraged response. criticism of them was often not as spirited as criticisms of Godwin's views of
mariage and religion. which were also contained (and ascribed to Wollstonecraft) in the \femoirs.

I suggest that romantic suicide was a theoretical cause of concem in some quarters (where it was
usually linked to Werther and embodied residual associations with intemperate and injudicious indulgence
in passion and imagination). but was neither a general preoccupation nor a widespread phenomenon in
the eighteenth century. when the conditions that authorized romantic sensibility were emergent. but not
yet in place. Notable among these conditions were the recognition of emotional and imaginative
experience as a basis for action and the recognition of the individual as of more consequence than the

collectivity. According to this formulation. romantic suicide. like the more fully developed gender



ideologies of Victorianism. belongs more properly to the nineteenth century than the eighteenth. and.

consequently. I have avoided the use of the term.

The Discourse of Suicide

In the eighteenth-century discourse of death. the subject of suicide had a place of its own.
Although the violence of city life. the causes and cures of disease. the complicated fascination with
executions and murderers’ bodies. and anxiety over the precariousness of life in general were extensively
recorded in print. none of these were considered from so many different standpoints and with so
sustained an interest as suicide. The continuing attention given suicide was in no small part due to the
widespread perception in England and abroad that the English were particularly prone to self-murder.!6
Indeed. the country was known to be so receptive to self-killing that some foreign gentlemen traveled to
England for the express purpose of committing suicide.!” The English had diverse explanations for the
phenomenon. but no one at the time seemed to question the putative fact that the alarming number of self-
murders constituted a national epidemic. In 1705. William Fleetwood maintained that suicide was an
offense to reason and religion, and "not a little dishonour is also cast upon our Nation hereby. as
furnishing more Examples of this sort of Violence. than any other. though much larger."!8 In \ight
Thoughts. Edward Y oung referred to the suicide rate as "Britannia’s shame":

O Bnutain. infamous for suicide!

An island in thy manners! far disjoin'd

From the whole world of rationals beside!

In ambient waves plunge thy polluted head.

Wash the dire stain. nor shock the Continent. 19
And in his prison speech. Goldsmith's Dr. Primrose laments the “thousands who by suicide shew us
they have nothing left to hope.”20 However. at the end of the century. in an exhaustive two-volume
dissertation that considered virtually every aspect of suicide. Anglican rector Charles Moore asserted that
the suicide epidemic in France was as severe as that in England. a fact historians have subsequently
substantiated.>! The French offered a number of explanations for the prevalence of English suicide. from
the abolition of the confessional. to the consumption of rare beef. to the use of coal fires. In 1779. a
French cleric. Dominican Pére Laliman held the English -- who were “excessively jealous of their liberty'.
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resentful of authority. and prone to irreligious speculations” -- responsible for the increase in French
suicides in the second half of the century. In a version of cultural exchange that might have surprised
English critics of the London vogue for French worldliness. Pére Laliman maintained that the suicide
wave "had swept into France because Frenchmen had been foolishly enamoured of the fashions of the
English and had absorbed their ideas from books and theatrical performances.*??

In the first half of the century. the number of reported suicides was indeed increasing. and.
perhaps increasing at a rate higher than was apparent from the bills of mortality: it was often impossible to
distinguish between suicide and other forms of death (drowning. for example. could be the result of
accident. homicide. or suicide).?3 According to Dorothy George. even at the time. residents were aware
that burials in London considerably outnumbered baptisms and that “this excess of burials represented a
drain on the nation."*# In this context. any increase in a particular cause of death was likely to appear
more serious than was statistically warranted. In fact. Thomas Forbes' study of births and deaths in St.
Giles without Cripplegate has concluded that the suicide rate was really not very high in relation to other
causes of death. Forbes shows that deaths from overlaying (accidental suffocation of infants by their
mothers’ bodies). accident. suicide. execution and murder combined [my emphasis] accounted for only
0.9% of all fatalities.>> But it was not primarily actual occurrence that brought suicide to the notice of the
public. As MacDonald and Murphy have documented. print culture was deeply implicated: "[tjhe nise of
the periodical press. which reprinted the bills of mortality and reported sensational news with uninhibited
gusto. was the main reason for the impression that the English were more suicidal than the inhabitants of
other nations."*® Written accounts of the suicides of prominent people tended to make everyone more
aware of the phenomenon. because “[i]n an age obsessed by rank and in which the middle class was
striving to adopt the manners and tastes of their betters. the deaths of the nobility and of celebrities made a
far greater impression than ordinary suicides."?”

MacDonald and Murphy argue that increasingly secular attitudes toward suicide in early modem
England reflect the decline of religious thinking and the concomitant rise of Enlightenment rationalism.
Suicide in the sixteenth and early seventeenth century was unambiguously attributed to the influence of
the devil. and. unless the result of madness. invariably resulted in damnation. In the eighteenth century.
the reasons for suicide were almost never associated with supernatural causes. but located in individuals
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and in societal factors. although these were often attributed in inconsistent and sometimes contradictory
ways. For example. individual acts of suicide might be deemed the result of either a lack of religion or
religious enthusiasm. and those who killed themselves might suffer from an excess of passion or
imagination or from the depressing effects of melancholy. The same act of suicide might be configured
variously as the end-product of lunacy. impetuosity. or cool. rational decision. In more general terms.
responsibility for the alleged suicide epidemic was attributed vaniously to diet. climate. alcohol
consumption. lack of exercise. heredity. and the gloomy English national character. the last being
traceable. for example. to Robert Burton's late-Renaissance Anatomy of Melancholv. and carrving the
weight and authority of history.28 At the end of the century. the causes for suicide were still a matter of
debate and conjecture. Charles Moore considered the English to be predisposed to melancholy. though
he found no virtue in this inclination. For M oore. English melancholy was self-indulgent. and it went
hand-in-hand with other less-than-commendable English traits such as resistance to change and perpetual
malcontentedness.2® Interestingly. Moore alone names London itself as a cause of suicide. because it
served as a breeding ground for all the vices to which he attributed suicide generally: disappointed
passions. dissipation that led to poverty and distress. gambling. and "a defiance of all that is serious and
virtuous. from an overturning all awe and reverence for the Deity. and all dread future prospects. 3¢
However. the discourse on suicide was only partially concerned with the rate of suicide or its
causes. Overwhelmingly. discussions of suicide focused on its moral implications. which were framed
either by abstract arguments of religion or philosophy or by the complicated and sometimes contradictory
bourgeois terms of property. humanitarian reform. and embryonic notions of individual rights. On the
intellectual level. religious opponents of suicide clashed with those who defended the right to suicide on
philosophical. usually Stoic. principies. However. the philosophy-religion distinction was not clear-cut
when it came to formulating arguments. One of the period’'s most influential defenses of suicide was
Tohn Donne's religious defense in Biathanatos. a 1611 tract unpublished in Donne's lifetime but widely
cited in eighteenth century arguments.3! Another native defense was Hume's 1755 essay "On Suicide.”
which was published anonymously in France in 1770 and posthumously in England in 1777. In it
Hume appropriates the language and doctrine of his opponents to argue contrarily that. if everything
happens according to providential law. then a decision to commit suicide cannot. perforce. lie outside that
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law. Hume also co-opts the doctrine of obedience when he charges Christian opponents of suicide with
blasphemy and pride: “Tt is a kind of blasphemy to imagine. that any created being can disturb the order
of the world. or invade the business of providence. It supposes, that that being possesses powers and
faculties. which it received not from its creator. and which are not subordinate to his government and
authority."* For their part. religious adherents opposed suicide by arguing (primarily though not
exclusively) in the terms set by the philosophers. often pointing out that Greek and Roman law did not
permit suicide and that Stoic defenses did not amount to unlimited license. As Charles Moore
enumerated. "[flirst and principally. that the better Stoics never seem to have allowed suicide to be a
proper refuge from vice and its just punishment. or to be practiced as an evasion of the laws of one's
country: but chiefly as a deliverance from evil or trouble in the extremity, which extremity they interpreted
to be the signal of God for quitting life. Secondly: that they differed much among themselves on the
‘extent’ of these signals."33 Such signals did not acquit Stoic suicides. who were excused only
exceptionally by religious writers on the grounds of their being unenlightened pagans. Nevertheless.
versions of these "permissible” suicides were often used by religious writers to distinguish the heroic
actions of Christian martyrs from the cowardly actions of willful suicides.3* For example. in formulating
an argument that would allow for Christian sacrifice and remain distinct from suicide. John Adams steps
gingerly. suggesting that man has "a Right to hazard Life: but this being never to be exerted. but when
Life is certamlv in Danger. it amounts to no more than a Right of preserving it. which is a Dutv rather
than a Privilege. and therefore cannot be supposed to inferr. of all things in the World. armv Power or
Liberty 1o destroy 1.5 But Adams. like all religious writers who wished to discredit self-murder as a
legitimate response to life’s difficulties. was vulnerable on this point. because. as Donne outlined in
Biathanatos. it was possible to configure the martyrdom of Christ as a species of suicide. Equally
inconclusive were the endless and ingenious arguments over whether or not the Sixth Commandment
included an injunction against self- -killing. In fact. a major difficulty of the debate (and perhaps a reason
for its longevity) was the overlap between the qualities that were common to. and admirable in. Stoic.
Christian. and Enlightenment thinking -- self-control. moderation. dutifulness. courage. endurance. and

discernment -- which ensured that all philosophical and religious arguments contained the seeds of their
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own contradiction. a fact that rendered them ultimately unresolvable. and therefore. perhaps.
irresistible.3¢

Addison’s 1713 Cato and its reception illustrate other ways in which the terms of the debate
quickly became entangled. Although the play was extremely popular. a backlash against its seeming
advocacy of suicide arose almost immediately and was apparently still going strong when. over twenty
years later. Addison’s cousin filled his pockets with stones and jumped into the Thames. leaving behind
his famous suicide note: "What Cato did. and Addison approv'd; Cannot be wrong."*” The classical
figure of Cato. and of his female counterpart Lucretia. embodied another aspect of the discourse of
suicide. one that was coterminous with the eighteenth-century debate over the definition of honour. On
the one hand. Cato was. for the Augustans as he had been for the Romans. a republican and personal
hero. whose rejection of the shame of life under Caesar made him a synecdoche for political and
individual liberty. In Stoic as in Enlightenment terms. he was an exemplar of rational judgment. rational
choice. and moral courage. But. on the other hand. there had long been opposition to Cato's suicide on
religious grounds. Saint Augustine represented it as an act of cowardice and weakness rather than
courage and strength. intimating that Cato had been motivated by love of glory. honour. and power.
rather than by love of virtue3® John Adams takes up this line of thinking in his examination of Stoic
suicide (and Cato's in particular). arguing that it is neither “lncful nor becoming a \an of Courage to
bend under his Destiny and not embrace whatever happens undauntediv: but run poorly away from it."9
William Fleetwood is more succinct in his appraisal of those who considered Stoic suicide noble and
courageous: it comes as no surprise to Fleetwood "that Men of loose Principles should have false notions
of Liberty. and Honour. and great Courage. and should accordingly commend such Practice as is
conformable to such loose Principles."™*® For Samuel Johnson. suicide might be an individual weakness.
but the decision to commit suicide is attended by a moral vacuum with dangerous social implications.
Johnson felt that "after a man has taken the resolution to kill himself. it is not courage in him to do any
thing. however desperate. because he has nothing to fear....Suppose a man. either from fear. or pride. or
conscience. or whatever motive. has resolved to kill himself: when once the resolution is taken. he has
nothing to fear. He may then go and take the King of Prussia by the nose. at the head of his army. He
cannot fear the rack. when he is resolved to kill himself."*! Johnson's sentiment was shared by Anglican
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Francis Ayscough. who wrote that “the Moment a Man has thrown off all Regard to his ov'nr Life. he is
Master of the Life of whomsoever he has a mind to destroy." 2

Most commentators not writing for the popular press ignored the subject of female suicide.*?
Those who addressed it often referred to Lucretia. who was. of course. not a syvmbol of liberty or rational
judgment but of female chastity. preferring to die than to live with the shame of having been raped by
Tarquin. The story of the Milesian virgins. whose unaccountable suicides in great numbers had been
halted by a law stipulating that their naked bodies (with the cords they used to hang themselves still about
their necks) be carried to their burials. was also frequently cited. In both cases. female chastty is elided
with notions of honour and shame. classical motives for suicide. Augustine had argued in the case of
Lucretia that chastity was not a treasure that could be taken away. or a possession in the ordinary sense at
all: purity was a matter of the will. not the body. and therefore. the body of an unwilling victim could not
be polluted by the act of another.** However. this seeming leniency toward a strictly sexual
interpretation of female honour was not. in the eighteenth century. incorporated into religious arguments
against suicide. and. on a popular level. Lucretia's suicide continued to be widely approved as a model of
female virtue.*> For instance. Charles Moore. in his reference to early Christian virgin/martyrs. typifies
the reluctance to undervalue female chastity. Acknowledging Augustine's distinction between the body
and the will. he argues that "whatever is endured involuntarily and of necessity. tends not to the pollution
of inward or real purity. But though every one is liable to suffer without fault or blame. whatever
superior strength and power chooses to impose. vet in regard to the violation of chastity. female
sensibility is so delicate and exquisite. as to apply a sense of shame to itself. in what is ever so
involuntarily endured. Now who can choose...but pity such virgins. as have voluntarily destroved
themselves 1o avoid this seeming shame?™¢ It was Moore's opinion that by her suicide Lucretia
punished her own innocence.?” By contrast. in a statement that brings him uncomfortably close to
Augustine in its suggestion that female chastity. like male courage. is equivalent to vanity. Bernard
Mandeville was entirely ready to condemn Lucretia’s suicide on charges of abject pride: "Lucretia held
out bravely against all the Attacks of the Ravisher. even when he threatened her Life: which shews that
she valu'd her Virtue bevond it: But when he threaten'd her Reputation with eternal Infamy. she fairly
surrender'd. and then slew herself: a certain sign that she valued her V'irtue less than her Glory. and her
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Life less than either. The fear of Death did not make her vield. for she resolv'd to die before she did it.
and her Compliance must only be consider'd as a Bribe to make Tarquin forbear sullying her Reputation:
so that Life had neither first nor second place in the Esteem of Lucretia. The Courage then which is only
useful to the Body Politick. and what is generally call'd true Valour. is artificial. and consists in a
Superlative Horror against Shame. by Flattery infused into \en [or women) of exalted Pride.™*8

Horror against shame provided the rationale for the Milesian virgins' cessation of their epidemic
of self-murder. The story. which had been around for some time. seems to have entered into eighteenth-
century arguments in one of Fleetwood's sermons. published in 1705. although Adams' unelaborated
allusion to the fable in his 1700 essay suggests that the story was widely known.?#? According to
Fleetwood. “the sense of this dishonour. had. by good fortune. the intended effect. for the rest were so
mov'd at the shameful Spectacle. that they fell into their old Sobriety and Order again. and made no more
attempts of that kind: And yet. Gellius says from Plutarch, that these poor Créatlu'es were under the
power of a Distemper. but the fear of such an infamous Burial. brought them to their Senses again: And
so we may observe. [ think. that in most of these light Distractions. the reason is not so entirely lost. but
that the Parties are capable of some sort of Arguments. and restrain'd by some particular Considerations.
and Motives. of Love. or Fear. or Shame or Honour."S® Just a few vears later. the story is repeated in
The Female Tatler. where different emphasis makes breach of modesty. not ignominious burial. the
source of shame.

Both male and female suicides. then. were closely implicated in unresolved eighteenth-century
definitions of honour. Insofar as honour was associated with a decadent male aristocracy and its
attendant culture of violence. it could serve as no defense for suicide. But insofar as honour implied self-
sacrifice for a culturally sanctioned ideal or upheld conventional notions of female morality and
behaviour. the conclusions drawn were more ambivalent. Classical and Christian definitions of honour
and virtue had too much in common for the debate on either ground to be unproblematic: "both cultures
equate the highest heroism with the idea of death; where they differ is in their estimation of the
circumstances in which death may be warranted. and the motives from which it should spring."3!
Regardless of the admonitions of Augustine or Mandeville. notions of female honour remained closely
tied to sexual innocence and purity. and this aspect of female suicide seems to have been tacitly condoned
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by most writers who addressed the subject. The Enlightenment argument that came increasingly to rely
on the right to rational. individual choice in all matters of one's own life did not. by and large. extend to
women. for whom suicide as a matter of honour continued to seem to expiate in a way that no other
action could approach.

The debate was also complicated by the overlap between Christian. heroic. and Enlightenment
notions of duty. John McM fanners observes that Enlightenment writers "affirmed the rights of the
individual. yet at the same time they reaffirmed. with a new vigour and original arguments. the duty of
the individual to the community."52 As a consequence. questions of duty. individual responsibility. and
social obligation were closely allied to discussions of honour in the suicide debate. Aristotle had
declared suicide to be an offense against God. a crime against the state and a violation of civic duty.53
John Adams agreed that suicide. in addition to being an offense against God and one's self. was also an
offense against civil society. because it violated the basic rule of "do unto others" and destroved the
cffectiveness of human law. whose greatest punishment was death.5* Charles Moore describes suicide
as "a great breach of duty to God. our neighbour. and ourselves.”5S William Godwin agrees:

...the power of terminating our own lives is one of the faculties with which we are
endowed: and therefore. like every other faculty'. is a subject of moral discipline. In
common with every branch of morality. it is a topic of calculation. as to the balance of good
and evil to result from its employment in any individual instance. We should however be
scrupulously upon our guard against the deceptions that melancholy and impatience are so
well calculated to impose. We should consider that. though the pain to be suffered by
ourselves is by no means to be overlooked. we are but one. and the persons nearly or
remotely interested in our possible usefulness innumerable. Each man is but the part of a
great system. and all that he has is so much wealth to be put to the account of the general
stock.>®
Godwin argues against Lycurgus’ rationalization that if a man's death rendered him more useful to
society. suicide was an act of social benevolence: if such a man "were instigated by reasons purely
benevolent. it is impossible not to applaud his intention. even if he were mistaken in the application. The
difficulty is to decide whether in any instance the recourse to a voluntary death can overbalance the
usefulness to be displayed. in twenty vears of additional life."S”

However. Hume confuted both Stoic and Christian thinking on this point. In what amounts to a

configuration of suicide as duty. he contestualizes his argument within the prior argument that nothing
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can occur outside Providence. co-incidentally providing the only concrete definition in the suicide debate
of what constitutes a sign from God: "...neither does my death. however voluntary. happen without

it's [sic] consent: and whenever pain and sorrow so far overcome my patience as to make me tired of life.
[ may conclude. that I am recalled from my station. in the clearest and most express terms. "% He also
argues that suicide is no real dereliction of social duty: "A man who retires from life. does no harm to
society. He only ceases to do good: which. if it be an injury. is of the lowest kind."% In a suicide note
contained within a short fictional narrative. Thomas Chatterton seems equally convinced that the social
implications of suicide are innocuous. maintaining that "when our being becomes dissocial. when we
neither assist or are assisted by society. we do not injure it by laying down our load of life.""

The philosophical defense of suicide did not draw only on Stoic philosophy and classical models.
however. In the seventeenth century. Hobbes had implicitly included the right to commit suicide in his
definition of the natural right of self-preservation.! This position was obviously not congenial to
opponents of suicide. who were no friends to Hobbes in the first place. At the beginning of the century.
John Adams argued. against Hobbes. that man had no such natural right. According to Adams. life in
and of itself is an indifferent matter: the ends to which life is used determine its value: and a man who
values life is ready to endure suffering and not to take the easy way out. thereby making the additional
anti-philosophical point that suicide is not heroic but cowardly.52 But in the discussion of suicide and the
Stoics that Adam Smith added to the revised sixth edition of The Theory of Moral Sentiments (probably
in response to the publication of Hume's essay). Smith relied on Hobbes' natural law. to mediate
positively between his admiration of Stoic philosophy and his reluctance to condone the practice of
suicide: "The principle of suicide. the principle which would teach us. upon some occasions. to consider
that violent action as an object of applause and approbation. seems to be altogether a refinement of
philosophy. Nature. in her sound and healthful state. seems never to prompt us to suicide. ™3

However. not all arguments in the suicide debate were philosophical or religious in nature: it is
not. finally. either a philosophical or a religious strategy that lies at the heart of John Adams' essay. but
the persuasive eighteenth-century rhetoric of property. Because Man did not make himself. Adams
argues. he has the right of use but never the "Right of absolute Propriety or Dominion.” A man'’s life
does not belong to himself. but to God. and life can be said to be man's only insofar as he uses it to the
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ends for which it was created: “THE FOLLOWING OF REASON BY VIRTUE.* Suicide is unlawful
precisely because "by this Act. Man positivelv renounces that End. and destroys urevocably the means of
obtaining it."** In other words. suicide is a species of theft. the theft of the prerogative that belongs to
God as sole proprietor of man. Adams’ use of a legal argument here and elsewhere in his sermon
anticipates what is perhaps most curious and seemingly contradictory in Christian arguments against
suicide. the century-long insistence on what amounted to a refusal of mercy: most religious writers
argued that the full severity of the law against suicide should be levied against those who as a
consequence of deliberate choice took their own lives.

In fact. every argument brought forward in the suicide debate relied on the law in some way.
Opponents of suicide argued that self-murder had been illegal according to both Greek and Roman law:
scriptural arguments centered on interpretations of the Sixth Commandment: and natural law was at the
heart of Enlightenment arguments. Arguments for and against suicide were also legalistic in a more
immediate way. Nearly all discussions eventually addressed the way in which the English law against
suicide was either being enforced or. more typically. ignored by eighteenth-century coroners' juries.
whose increasing tendency to bring in verdicts of lunacy reflected growing opposition to earlier. harsher
attitudes toward suicide.53 MacDonald and Murphy have meticulously traced the legal consequences of
suicide. from its thirteenth-century juridical definition as a criminal act. to its eventual repeal in 1870.
The criminal law against suicide determined that those judged felo de se were culpable and subject to
punishment. which was forfeiture of all or part of the suicide’s moveables.%¢ Those judged non compos
mentis were exempt. Verdicts of felo de se were rare before 1500. but. for the next century and a half.
the law against suicide was “rigourously enforced.”s” Hand-in-hand with criminal law went the 1662
Church edict that replaced an earlier canon law denying the rites of Christian burial to suicides. Asa
consequence of this edict. suicides were buried according to folk custom as they had been for centuries.
without ceremony or clergy. in a pit dug in a crossroads. and with a stake driven through their bodies."8
However. as MacDonald and Murphy demonstrate. after the English Revolution. coroners' junies. which
held the key to what became of a suicide's body (and so. to some extent. his or her “official” soul).
became increasingly reluctant to bring in verdicts of felo de se. and clergymen became increasingly
reluctant to refuse the rites of Christian burial.
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Coroners. typically landowners who were elected or selected locally. were men of some
education. aware of the legal rules and procedures governing the adjudication of suicide cases. They
wielded considerable authority over the jury members. whose knowledge of the legal implications of
suicide was learned from the coroners themselves. from the sermons they heard in church. and from
forms of popular literature such as periodicals. \acDonald and Murphy argue convincingly that.
although the failure to find suicides felo de se began as a means to thwart what was widely thought to be
an unjust forfeiture law that inflicted punishment on the innocent. lunacy verdicts “eventually came to
embody a profound change in beliefs about suicide itself. Used more and more frequendy. it was the
tangible expression of the secularization of suicide. of the opinion that self-destruction was in itself an act
of insanity. an end more to be pitied than to be scomed. "

Opponents of suicide opposed this leniency on two counts. First. they argued that the law as it
stood. including denial of Christian burial and. in most cases. forfeiture. could act as a deterrent to
suicide. but only if it was enforced all or at least some of the time. Second. they maintained that. while
all suicides were indisputably lunatics. they were not necessarily so when they decided to kill
themselves.”® John Adams argued that. insofar as the suicide himself was beyond punishment. the law
was a sham. punishing the innocent survivors. often children. At the same time. it is Adams' opinion
that. if the laws were put "dulv and constanth in Execution." they might act as an effective deterrent.
“The Consideration of shame alone did this heretofore in the Case of the .\ filesians...Our Laws then may
do this more effectually: which allowing but the same Burial which other Felons have. and requiring the
Forfeiture of the Personal Estate. have not only the Natural tve of shame. but a much stronger. that of
tenderness to their Posterit. 1o restrain such Rash and Melancholy Creatures by.""! Adams also argues
against the widespread use of non compos mentis verdicts and charges coroners' juries. all the way up to
Lord Chief Justice of the King's Bench. to do their duty as it was set out by the law. adding that those
who out of the best of motives committed perjury to save a family were themselves damned.™?
Fleetwood. too. called for enforcement of both the civil and ecclesiastical laws concemning suicide. asking
“whether they who will always shew \ lercy, when Justice is due. do not encourage those \fisfortunes.
by their Pity. and make \fen easier to destroy themselves. because they see. it will have no worse

Consequence 1o their Relations. than if they died a Natural Death?™} Fleetwood reminds his readers of
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the civil and ecclesiastical laws regarding the burial of suicides and laments that despite the specificity and
clarity of the law. which was intended to serve as a disgraceful and dishonourable deterrent to potential
self-murderers. “they are now buried. as other good Christians are; because they are brought in
Distracted.”™ The conclusion that a person is truly a lunatic just because he has acted like a mad-man in
violating all the laws of God and man. Fleetwood argues. "is not a right way of concluding." and he. too.
admonishes coroners' juries to consider whether or not the certainty. or at least the possibility. that the
consequences of suicide will be visited upon a self-murderer's family might not act as a deterrent.”S For
Fleetwood. however. rigourous. uniform enforcement of the strict letter of the law is not necessary: "an
Instance or two or such severity” might serve.”®
In Night Thoughts. Edward Y oung also denounced the failure of coroners' juries to enforce the

law. Naming earthly indulgence and irreverent impetuosity as the causes of suicide. Y oung admonishes.

Such, Britons! is the cause. to you unknown,

Or worse. o'erlook'd: o'erlook’d by magistrates

Thus criminals themselves. I grant the deed

[s madness. but the madness of the heart. _

And what is that? Our utmost bound of guilt.””
At about the same time. Ayscough argued that the law of forfeiture should be enforced impartially. as it
was in Scotland where suicide was rare.”8 Ayscough claims that the compassion of coroners' juries is
“false and criminal. Men have nothing to do with Pity. when they are bound by Oath. to search into
Truth. and to execute Justice. Such compassion is Tenderness to the Dead. and Cruelty to the Living:
who. if the Law was duly and impartially executed. and Examples of it visibly set before them. might.
perhaps. be more effectually deterred from the Crime. than by any thing that can be urged to them. either
from Reason or Religion.”® Ayscough suggests that coroners’ Jjuries were commonly bribed and
forswom. and that suicides whose families could pay were deemed lunatics. while those who could not
were judged felo de se.80 Finally. an outraged and agitated Ayscough argues that the civic uresponsibility
of those who show false mercy to suicides and their families made hypocrites of ministers like himself
and that such an action could not. in any case. avail the guilty suicide: "The doubting Clergy may. and
must. after such a Verdict. obey the Law. and administer Christian Burial to the Wretch who has made a
most unchristian End: -- in vain. shamefully in vain. will it be said. (as in our Office) that God has taken
to himself the Soul of our departed Brother. that Soul. which. without his Permission. has rushed.
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overwhelmed with Sin and Pollution. into his Presence -- is trembling with Horror. and doomed to
everlasting Punishment with the Devil: at whose.. /nstigation. this. as well as all other Sorts of Murder.
is. by our Law. justly presumed to be committed. 8!

At the end of the century. Charles Moore had only mellowed somewhat with regard to his
predecessors' assessments of the law against suicide. Moore believed that if forfeiture were not imposed
on the innocent survivors. "it would be an important point gained: because it might give more frequent
opportunities of executing the other part of the self-murder’s sentence. which though 'he' cannot
personally feel. might act in terrorem to ‘others."*82 As if in recompense for the partial retraction of the
law against property. Noore advocated punishment that recalled the dynamic encoded in the story of the
Milesian virgins. greater degradation of the suicide's body:

It might not only be refused all rites of burial. but be exposed naked to public view. be
dragged on an hurdle in the most ignominious posture. and undergo every disgraceful mark
of shame. contempt and abhorrence. The populace on these occasions might be harangued
with energy on the foulness of the crime. and then the carcase be delivered over (like that of
a common murderer) for the purposes of public dissection: so that he. who had voluntanly
withdrawn himself from being further useful 1o society in his life. might become so in his
death. The name also might be registered in some disgraceful manner. as is the custom in
France [where suicides were registered in red ink]. This treatment might be apt to excite an
horror in the breast of all beholders. and might be capable of producing some good.
provided it was done indiscriminately and without respect of persons or sexes. At least
when thus much had been done to show a marked abhormrence of the crime. and to punish it
as much as possible on the reputation of its perpetrator. without involving the innocent

family (who seem for obvious reasons more particularly entitled to our compassion in this
than in many other cases) the legislature would have performed to the extent of its

influence.83

As for the lunacy verdict. Moore felt that a sharp distinction must be drawn between involuntary insanity
and the moral madness implicit in all suicides: the latter was "a moral madness: a madness...of the heart
not of the head: a derangement of conduct arising from the misapplication and perversion of reason. not
from its debility or total failure. "8+

But other writers voiced opinions that were more consistent with those increasingly indicated by
coroners’ juries. .\dam Smith. for example. did not condone the act of suicide 85 Nevertheless. his
writing on the subject reflects this more tolerant attitude. and his sympathy extends to the suicide's
family. who bore the legal and emotional consequences of the act: "The unfortunate persons who perish
in this miserable manner. are the proper objects. not of censure. but of commiseration. To attempt to
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punish them. when they are beyond the reach of all human punishment. is not more absurd than it is
unjust. That punishment can fall only on their surviving friends and relations. who are always perfectly
innocent. and to whom the loss of their friend. in this disgraceful manner. must always be alone a very
heavy calamity.”¢ Sjgnificantly. Thomas Chatterton. the sole contributor to the debate who actually
committed suicide. is seemingly the only writer who considered the madness associated with suicide to be
noble in itself. In Chatterton’s 1770 fictional narrative. "The Unfortunate Fathers.” a suicide note is left
behind by a young man whose father's selfish machinations have resulted in the son's loss of both his
beloved and his reputation. In the note addressed to his father. the son attempts to vindicate the suicide
he is about to commit:
There is a principle in man. (a shadow of the divinity) which constitutes him the image of
God: you may call it conscience. grace. inspiration. the spirit. or whatever name your
education gives it. If a man acts according to this regulator. he is right: if contrary 1o it. he
is wrong. Itis an approved truth. that this principle varies in every rational being. AsIcan

reconcile suicide to this principle. with me it is consequently no crime. Suicide is
sometimes a noble insanity of the soul: and often the result “of a mature and deliberate

approbation of the soul 87

Chatterton was not. however. oblivious to the importance of the coroner's jury in determining public
reception of a suicide. In a mock-will written a few months before he killed himself. Chatterton
considered with humour and irony his own fate at the hands of the coroner's jury and suggested different
epitaphs that might be appropriate to different verdicts.88

In last 30 years of the eighteenth century. over 97% of those accused of self-murder were judged
lunatic. (The remainder who were judged felo de se and set up as examples for the community were in
every case guilty of some crime antecedent to suicide.) In a climate of continuing observance of the
proprieties of status and reputation. and in light of increasingly sentimental attitudes toward families. the
abject poor. and death in general. the leniency shown by coroners’ juries was consistent with the middle
class's perception of itself as sympathetic and discriminating. According to MacDonald and Murphy. the
tunacy verdict was for much of the eighteenth century "an instrument of discretionary justice. wielded by
men of the middling classes. Acting as members of the ruling groups of their villages and
neighbourhoods. coroners' juries dispensed savagery and sympathy in ways that reinforced the values

that contemporaries meant when they used the word respectable’. one of the weightiest terms in the
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lexicon of social life. It implied probity., thrift. orderliness. and cordiality--all the qualities that made a
man or woman a good neighbour. a valued member of his or her community."8% The lunacy verdict thus
became less a judgment of suicide than a way to reinforce emergent social norms and to endorse social
values. including the notion of justice itself:

‘Justice’ was an evocative word in the eighteenth century. and with good reason. The

constitutional struggles of the seventeenth had helped to establish the principles of the rule

of law: that offences should be fixed. not indeterminate: that rules of evidence should be

carefully observed: that the law should be administered by a bench that was both leamed

and honest. These achievements were essential for the protection of the gentry from roval

greed and royal tyranny. and for the regulation. in the civil side of the courts. of the details

of conveyancing. entailing. contracting. devising. suing and releasing. Since the same

Judges administered the criminal law at its highest levels. on the same principles. even the

poorest man was guaranteed justice in the high courts.90

Nor was justice solely a matter for the courts: it extended to a God no longer wrathful but
merciful. Suicides who left notes behind often testified to their belief in a God who would Jjudge them
fairly for the way they had lived their lives or for their inability to support their misery. and not on the
basis of their suicides alone. Such was the case with the impoverished bookbinder Richard Smith and his
wife Bridget. who in 1732. shot their two-vear-old daughter in the head and then hanged themselves side
by side. They denied the sinfulness of suicide and expressed their trust in God's benevolence to
sympathize with the fate that had precipitated their action.%! Chatterton. too. seems to have believed. in
one mood at least. in a just and merciful God. One of the epitaphs that he specified in his mock-will
actually appeared on his monument in Redcliff churchyard: “To the N emory of Thomas Chatterton.
Reader -- Judge not: if you art a Christian. believe that he shall be Judged by a Superior Power: to that
Power only is he now answerable. "92
The cighteenth-century discourse of suicide. then. was widespread. contradictory. and. finally.

unresolved. The almost universal failure of coroners' juries to apply the law of suicide by the end of the
century indicates. however. that popular attitudes toward suicide had shifted away from the intolerant
views of the two previous centuries. This alteration reflects and is consistent with broader attitudes
toward death and bereavement. which diminished the importance of the actual moment or circumstance of

death and instead focused on the past life of the deceased and the present and future of survivors.

attitudes that were symptomatic of an outlook at once more sentimental. more secular. and more
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individualistic. Nevertheless. it is important to remember that greater sympathy for those who committed
suicide and their families did not amount to either popular or legal approval of the act of suicide.
Acknowledging the right to suicide. which the leniency verdicts tacidy did. is not the same as
recommending it as a course of action. Legally. suicide remained a capital crime until 1870. and religious
punishments for suicide were not abolished until 1823. Attempted suicide. which had not been a crime in
the eighteenth century. became grounds for arrest in London in 1830. and was made a criminal act in

1850. sporadically enforced throughout the country by 1900.93

Suicide in Practice

The periodical press transmitted the substance. if not the actual words. of the most important
points of the suicide debate as conducted by philosophers and clergymen. However. the periodical press
also parlayed an aspect of suicide rarely explored in more formal disquisitions.”* The real face of suicide
was far less often the noble act of a rational being who was dispirited than it was the hopeless act of a
soul in despair. the unthinking response to some (at least momentarily) uncontrollable passion. or a
premeditated attempt to inflict injury on the living. Furthermore. suicides did not fall tidily into consistent
categories of gender. age. and class. If the suicides of prominent people attracted public attention to the
subject and if the formal suicide debate was articulated in philosophical or religious terms that implied a
fairly €lite and educated group of self-murderers. the overwhelming majority of suicide cases did not
occur among the highly educated upper classes. Moreover. the patterns of occurrence that emerged were
not abstract but disturbingly concrete. For example. the high rate of suicides among young people was
recognized as a dangerous social trend and was a cause of anxiety.95 After all. there was a high death
rate among the young generally. Children and adolescents had the highest mortality rate of any age
group. capitally convicted criminals were overwhelmingly from the ranks of young adults. and.
according to Murphy's study. over half of those who committed suicide were under the age of 30.9° The
fact that so many of the dead were of prime child-bearing age cannot have escaped the notice of those
who were continually reminded by the biils of mortality of the difference between the number of burials
and the number of baptisms. In the last part of the century. when burial rates were actually declining. the
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attack on so-called romantic suicide. which was theoretically committed by the young. may have been
fueled by the collective memory of these conditions.9”

In the more formal debate. the causes of suicide tended to be hypothetical and sometimes far-
fetched. But considerations of suicide that were intended for more popular consumption named causes
that were more immediate. grounded in the material, social. or psychological conditions of human
existence. Popularly. suicides were attributed to various causes. often having to do with an individual's
relationships with family or society at large. These included family breakdown. financial distress.
illness. despondency. the wish to escape punishment. and the fear of loss of reputation. Motives of
revenge and difficulties in love relationships were often cited. as was serious illness or extreme pain. For
women. illicit pregnancy or the birth of an illegitimate child sometimes resulted in suicide.9® Some
commentators felt that poverty and its hardships were underlying causes for suicide. and this suspicion
might. finally. explain why no debtors were judged felo de se in the reign of King George II1.99 Many
of the causes cited reflect the power differential between superiors and subordinates. between the
authorized and the powerless. or between the propertied and the disenfranchised. In his study of
adolescent suicide. for example. Murphy suggests that suicide among the young was generally attributed
to "fear of. and the impulsive attempt to escape from. parental or magisterial correction.”!%0 However.
the conditions of life for many young people -- either as working dependents at home or as apprentices or
servants in the homes of others -- and their low status within these hierarchical structures likely resulted
in feelings of loneliness. helplessness. and hopelessness. Murphy acknowledges that most suicides
among the young were impulsively enacted in response to some immediate. relatively minor matter. but
suggests that they were likely' connected with the adolescent’s ongoing sense of his or her inability to alter
or escape the situation. In addition. suicide has real consequences for survivors. and this potential for
effective agency might have made self-murder a particularly attractive option to those with few choices in
life.1! While N furphy's study concentrates on the actual suicides of young people who were from the
middling or lower ranks. it should be noted that both Pope. in his "Elegy on the Memory of an
Unfortunate Lady." and Chatterton. in his "Elegy on Mr. Wm. Smith." acknowledged the power
differential inherent in all families. Both elegies lay the blame for the suicide of the young person on

relatives 102

o
o
o



The method of committing suicide was. to a limited extent. the most gender-specific aspect of the
act. Men tended to commit suicide by more violent means. and \facDonald and M urphy suggest that the
imbalance in the numbers of male and female suicides was partially attributable to the more lethal methods
employed by men. which seems to imply that. though women may have tried to kill themselves as often
as men. they failed in their attempts more often than men.!®3 However. unless previous suicide attempts
were brought before a coroner's jury as evidence of lunacy or recorded in a newspaper account or other
print medium, they left no trace in history. Consequendy. there is not. and never can be. an accurate or
even approximate record of suicide attempts.!®* Furthermore. in Forbes' study. the overwhelming
majority of suicides. male and female. killed themselves by hanging.!%5 For locations near water. the
most common method for men and women was typically by drowning. Violent behaviour was more
intrinsic to male than to female culture in the eighteenth century. but. while this explains why implements
of violence might more easily have come into the hands of men than women. it does not really explain the
gender imbalance in rates of suicide generally. nor is an attempt at such an explanation within the scope of
my enquiry. It seems likely that in many cases. the method of suicide. once the act was determined on.
was a matter of convenience or even indifference (except. perhaps. with reference to the relative
painlessness of various methods). Such. at least. were the sentiments expressed in Chatterton's 1770
poem. "Sentiment™:

SINCE we can die but once what matters it

If Rope or Garter Poison Pistol Sword

Slow wasting Sickness or the sudden burst
Of Valve Arterial in the noble Parts

Curtail the Miserys of human life

Tho varied is the Cause the Effect's the same
All to one common Dissolution tends.!06

What can be known about the actual practice of suicide in the eighteenth century is entirely limited
to the primary sources available. but these vary tremendously with regard to approach and form. The
suicide debate undertaken by the intellectual €lite did not often consider the matter in other than abstract

terms. These terms also prevailed in eighteenth-century poetry. while the fiction of the penod is

surprisingly silent on the matter. Suicide statistics are useful. but. fi inally. unreliable. The richest and
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most dependable source is the one that NacDonald and Murphy have argued was responsible for the

increasing leniency in the verdicts of coroners' juries. the periodical press.!0”

Suicide and Eighteenth-Centug' Women's Magazines

As I have argued throughout my study. virtually every topic of interest to eighteenth-century
London appeared in the magazines directed primarily at women readers. Suicide was one such topic. first
appearing in 1693. in The Ladies A fercury. where. in a parodic account of Stoic honour. a man kills
himself with his sword to avoid the shame of having his sexual impotence exposed by his mother-in-
law.198  Responsive to both the intellectual and sensational aspects of the subject. the periodicals’
representations of self-murder varied widely in their attempts to recognize. address. and exploit the
“national epidemic” of self-destruction.!9® Both the arguments central to the discourse of suicide and
accounts of actual suicides and suicide attempts appear in the magazines in diverse forms that reflect the
ways in which the subject was considered throughout the century. For example. The Ladies \lagazine's
short. factual accounts present an interesting picture of the "real” face of suicide. Sometimes letters.
essays. poems. and editorials focus directly on suicide. but more often. suicide is discussed as an aspect
of some other subject. Moreover. the violent and sensational nature of suicide. in combination with its
potential for moral instruction. was exploited to different ideological ends at different times. making
suicide a useful barometer by which to gauge eighteenth-century attitudes not only toward death and
religion. but also toward women.

In the women's magazines I surveved. there were more than 60 mentions of suicide (including
suicide. the contemplation of suicide. and attempted suicide). over half of these referring to actual self-
murders or attempts. M ost such factual accounts -- that is. accounts that were reported in the news
section. rather than accounts that claimed to be factual. included elsewhere in narratives. letters. and
essays -- appeared in The Ladies A fagazine and reminded readers of suicide’s reality as a practice. No
more than snippets of information. these accounts were specific about methods and motives.
simultaneously appealing to readers' voyeuristic desires and 1o their fellow-feeling. Because of their
brevity and uniformity of presentation. it is possible to analyze them with respect to gender. motive. and
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method. Of the 40 reported accounts of suicide or attempted suicide (several first attempts failed. but in
most cases a second attempt was successful). half were men and half were women.?'® The preferred
methods were by hanging and by drowning. which accounted for 11 suicides each. Seven suicides cut
their own throats. five poisoned themselves. and one each shot himself. stabbed himself. fell on his
sword. and jumped out a second-story window. Except for the last four suicides (which were committed
by men). men and women in pretty equal numbers killed themselves by each of these means. While no
reason was given for ten of the suicides. five were judged to be the result of lunacy.!!! Four people
committed suicide rather than be punished for crimes they had committed. Three Killed themselves as a
result of poverty. three of jilted love. and three of discontent of mind. Two committed suicide as acts of
revenge. and there was one suicide for each of the following reasons: a wife's unfaithfulness. the birth
of a bastard child. jealousy. the fear of having contracted the pox. a lost law suit. anger at a husband.
abuse by a bigamous husband's other wife. and anger over a husband's rebuke.

The accounts are rarely more than two or three sentences long. and yet these sentences often
convey far more than demographic information. Sometimes there are implicit class connotations: for
example. a reward offered for a missing person or awarded to someone who had foiled a suicide attempt
indicates the social position of a suicide. Respectable status is also conveyed by naming a suicide’s
occupation (most of these suicides were tradesmen or wives of tradesmen). describing the contents of a
man'’s pockets. or commenting on the neatness of a woman's dress. In one case. a coroner's inquest
brought in a verdict of Lunacy on the unclaimed body of a young woman taken out of the canal. This
slightly longer-than-usual account reads. "She was remarkable well-dressed. and all her Cloaths were put
on with great Taste and Elegance: She had very striking Features. and a Symmetry that spoke she had
been a Beauty: She was very tall. and every Part of her Body had a due Proportion. It is Pity it cannot be
known what disastrous Cause is owing the terrible Fall of a Person who had all the Appearance of one
accustomed to move in a Sphere much above the Vulgar."!12 The unlikely combination of syvmpathy.
voyeurism. and moral censure here works rhetorically to trigger reader response on a number of
contradictory levels. These contradictions are neutralized. and the young woman is redeemed. through
the information that she was interred in a local burial ground. treatment that might not have been accorded

a derelict from Gin Lane.



In citing financial distress as a cause for suicide. the magazines distinguished between temporary
circumstantial poverty. poverty caused by irresponsible behaviour. and abject poverty. though such
distinctions usually went unremarked. A young woman who attempted suicide because she did not have
I8p. carriage-charge to reclaim a box of clothes is distinguished from a man who attempted to hang
himself because his children were starving. or another man who hanged himself because he could not pay
his rent.!!3 An account in the slightly earfier Ladv's Weekly A lagazine (1747) is exceptional among
women's magazines in its specific reference to the ritual burial of a felonia de se and its direct reference to
enforcement of the suicide law. This account describes a suspected suicide. a poor woman who died in
her lodgings. and her burial "in a cross-way. with a stake driven through her body. to the seeming
satisfaction of a numerous Mob. "4 The Lady's Weekly takes a strong position that the woman had as
likely died as a result of her poverty than as a result of suicide and censures the judge who forwent the
charity and equity required by law.

If the magazines distinguished between types of financial distress. they expended very little
sympathy on the suicides of those who committed prior criminal acts. although they might comment
obliquely on the criminality of the offense. For example. The Ladies \lfagaZine prints twice in the same
issue the account of a servant who was caught “"embezzling" six-pence for two pints of beer and who
hanged himself "to avoid the [threatened] Punishment” of being sent to Bridewell.!!5 While the account
is clearly monitory. the magazine's stance on the disparity between the offense and the punishment is
ambiguous. In another place in the same issue. the magazine twice repeats the news that a man drowned
himself in the Thames after leamiﬁg that a warrant was issued for his sexual assaults on two children. the
eldest 7 years old. 115 Here. the additional detail of the victims' ages underscores the depravity of the
cnime. In another case. the eleventh-hour suicide of a convicted forger who denies his guilt despite
overwhelming evidence is considered in terms that invite contemplation of the man's audacity and of the
meaning of his suicide. At his execution. the man "behaved with the most amazing unconcemedness. .\t
the gallows he took off his hat. wig. and handkerchief. unbuttoned his shirt. then turned about. opened
the noose of the rope. kiss'd it. and put [it] under his chin. and would have thrown it over his head. if his

being pinioned had not with held him. When the executioner had put the rope about his neck he fixed the



knot under his left ear: and when the cart was drawing away. threw himself off with the greatest
resolution. 11"

Love gone wrong. particularly when accompanied by Jjealousy or anger. is often cited as a motive
for suicide. For example. when the woman he loved married someone else. a gaoler first tried to shoot
her. and. missing his mark. went into a barber shop and shot himself. The boy from the shop “found
him dead. the Ball having gone into his right Ear. and out at the Top of his Head."!1# In another
instance. a secret marriage has been revealed to a father whose response is still forthcoming. In this
stressful situation. the husband rebukes his wife for being late to dinner. provoking her to drink glass of
liquid laudanum and exclaim to her husband “with these Words, v- Duty! and Obedience! And this shall
end all Disputes!*!1® She died a short time later. In these short accounts. lurid and graphic details of the
suicide acts accentuate the folly and wrong-headedness of their agents. Conversely. when the magazine
seemns to sympathize with a suicide. the account lacks such details. as in the case of a voung girl who
drowned herself. having suffered a long while from melancholy over the conduct of her sweetheart.!2¢
Occasionally. love-suicides are treated with humour. as in the account from Chichester in which "an
unhappy married Woman there. had lately. in a violent Fit of Jealousy. cut her Throat so effectually to
cure her of that outrageous Passion.”!2! Such a formulation was clearly designed to entertain. but also
managed to convey condemnation of inappropriate and excessive female passion. A masculine version of
this lesson is apparent in the immediately following account. in which an old man reported!ly hanged
himself in a cellar because he fell in love with a young gir fruitseller “who it seems used him with
Contempt. which so irritated him. that he thought proper to dispatch himself."122

Such news accounts considered suicide briefly and directy. but the magazines more typically
considered suicide indirectly. in relation to some other subject. Two of the exceptions to this norm of
unelaborated representation occur in The Ladies A lagazine. Published a year apart. both condemn
suicide. but in very different tones. A letter from "M.S." is passionate and uncompromising. declaring
that a criminal executed at Tyburn has a greater hope for eternal Felicity than does a suicide. It is \L.S.'s
opinion that every minister should preach one sermon a year against self-murder; that known suicides
“should be hanged in Chains in some conspicuous Place at the four Comers of the City: and that their
Crime may be known to all that pass by. they should hang with their Heads downward: and none. High

233



or Low. Rich or Poor. should be exempted from this Punishment. Thus this unnatural Crime would
meet with just Vengeance from God and Man!"1 23

More typical is the tone of an essay called Reflections on the Crime of Self-Murder. in which the
author DRACO laments the rash of suicides being reported in the papers. Draco’s condemnation of
suicide is more circumspect than that of M.S. and articulates the milder arguments of religious writers like
John Adams. Draco acknowledges that there are great stresses in life. but declares that "however one
may be excited to wish himself stript of a Being that's miserable. it by no means follows. that he has a
right to lay down a life he did not give himself. and which he is commanded to bear till the Author of his
nature calls for it." Draco argues that we are sent here for a purpose. "to act a part suitable to the Sphere
assigned us by the ruler of human affairs": that the suicide faces God with the worst of his sins
unrepented and must therefore be damned: and that suicide is cowardly.!24 "We ought.” he writes. "all
to look upon life as a joumey. which we must travel: and though thomy paths and inconvenient inns are
to be met with in the way. vet they must be suffered. as they fall out in the nature of things. and are
unavoidable in that road which leads to the haven of rest."'25 Their consistency with the views
expressed by religious writers might be cited as evidence that the views of Draco and \.S. were
conventional and probably tended to confirm rather than challenge the views of Ladies A fagazine
readers.’26 Nevertheless. their appearance in The Ladies Magaczine illustrates with particular clarity the
ways in which the specific arguments of major discourses made their way into the popular press.
reworked for popular rather than élite consumption.

Not infrequently. suicide is tacitly condoned in the magazines. and though the definition of a
legitimate sign from God is not articulated. the assumption that permissible suicides exist is implicit. The
Ladies Nagazine, which was inclined to print a wide varety of news and stories relating to sea travel.
ships. storms at sea. and shipwrecks. printed in one case A Wonderful and Tragical Relation of a \ ovage
from the Indies: where by extraordinary Hardships and Extremeties. several of the Seamen. and others.
miserably perished: and, for Want of Provision, cast Lots for their Lives. and were forced to eat one
another: and how a Dutch Merchant eat Part of his o Children: and then murdered himself. because he
wordd not kill his Wife. Ina Letter from Plymouth.!2”  In this account. once all the dead have been
caten. surviving crew members decide to draw lots to determine who will nest die and who will be the
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executioner. The draw results in the merchant’s wife being designated next to die and in the merchant
being appointed her executioner. "Miserable was the Lamentation of the Husband and Wife. that so fatal
a Mischance should for ever part them: vet Tears and Intreaties were ineffectual so that nothing but
submission was left."128 Seeing that opposition would not be effective against so many. the husband
resolves to take on a dual role: "Honest Friends...you have seen the Hardship of my Fate: and. since it
is drove to this Point. I am resolved never to be her Executioner. who hath been so loving and just a Wife
to me: but in her Stead am resolved myself to be the Sacrifice: and therefore what I have to say to you is:
that you stand Friends to her when I am dead'...Which after he had said. and they with Tears had heard.
being about to answer him. he drew a Pistol from his Pocket. which he so unexpectedly discharged that
they had not Time to prevent it. and shot himself in the Head. of which Wound he died."2® His wife is
not present for this. and when she discovers the suicide. she "almost died with Grief. and begged to be
her own Executioner. " but her servant intervenes. Refusing to feed on "that dear Corpse she had so often
cherished.” she barely stays alive by eating rats. but when lots are drawn again. she "drew a second Time
her own Sentence. which she welcomed more than a Bridal-day."130  After more tribulations. she
survives the ordeal. and the story ends with her promise. when the period of mouming is over. to marry
"the stout English seaman" who has saved her.!3!

In a similar story of conjugal self-sacrifice. contained in a brief 1799 essay ostensibly deploring
the high rate of divorces. Sybella. Duchess of Nomandy and daughter-in-law of William the Conqueror.
is held up as a model wife for doing the only thing that can save her husband from dyving from a wound
inflicted by a poisoned arrow. Robert. eldest son of William the Conqueror. "was told by the physicians
that his recovery was impossible. unless the venom were sucked out. The Prince was too amiable to
suffer any one to make an experiment which must prove fatal to the person who should effect his cure.
But Sybella...during the time her husband slept. applied her lips to the poisoned wound. and had the
happiness of preserving his life at the expence of her own. "132

In an Eastern tale that appears in The Lady's \ lonthly fuseum. the question of permissible
suicide is neatly sidestepped in the story of a Christian nun who refuses to violate her vows and accept a
proposal of marriage from the Arabian general who has occupied her convent. Since she cannot in good
faith think of doing away with herself directly. she devises a plan. Referring to the numerous
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conspiracies against his life. she tells the general that she has an unguent that will make him invulnerable
against the assaults of his enemies. The general suspects that the nun might be an enemy herself. so. to
prove her good intentions. the nun offers to demonstrate the effectiveness of the potion. She rubs it
around her neck and bids him strike. "He obeyed. and instantly severed her head from her body.”
Stricken with her pious heroism. the General secretly becomes a Christian convert. and the nun becomes
a Christian virgin‘martyr.!33

The previous examples of suicide are rendered most obviously permissible by their containment
within the contexts of Christian self-sacrifice and (in the first two) ideal conjugal behaviour: however.
they cannot be completely separated from the overlapping context of classical attitudes that revolved
around notions of honour and duty that were central to the suicide debate. Early in the century. The
Female Tatler assumed familiarity with both classical and religious terms of the debate and directed
attention to matters that were of more relevance to readers. The discussion of whether sexual dishonour
or death by suicide is preferable for women occurs in the context of a debate between the members of the
fictional Society of Ladies that serves as the magazine’s collective eidolon. The matter is first discussed
in the fable of the Milesian virgins. William Fleetwood used the tale to show how the Virgins' horror at
the shame of an ignominious burial could be incorporated into a law that would act as a deterrent to
suicide. In The Female Tatler. the fable is used to underline the importance of modesty in the catalogue
of eighteenth-century female virtues. Here. the consequences of the Virgins' transgression are distanced
by the history and quaintmess of the fable. However. the context for The Female Tatler's discussion of
female honour is typically more violent. more persuasive. and more in keeping with a serious aspect of
London life that was familiar to the Society of Ladies and female readers -- rape.

Agreeing that the greatest virtue for maids. wives. and widows is chastity. the Society debates the
relative merits of Lucretia. who killed herself after she was raped by Tarquin. and Susanna. "the Virtuous
Marchioness of Oizzi." who Killed herself before she was raped. The Society eventually reaches
consensus when it agrees with the lines allegedly engraved on a Paduan monument:

The Fam'd Lucretia dar'd. undone.
Die for her Honour when ‘twas gone:

But chaster Susan did much more.
Who dar'd. to Save it. Die before. 134
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The Society's debate. which is more about female chastity than about suicide. nevertheless contains an
intellectual assessment of Stoic and Christian attitudes toward self-murder. in a discussion that presumed
its readers’ knowledge of both sides of the argument. In the classical interpretation of the story.
Lucretia's possession by Tarquin resulted in the loss of another possession. her honour. which was
implicitly considered to be worth dying for. Lucretia's violence against herself canceled out the violence
of Tarquin. acting as a quasi-religious sacrifice that seemed "to cleanse the effects of pollution. and to
restore lost purity and innocence.”!35 The later Christian view condemned Lucretia's suicide because. in
Augustine’s view. purity is essentially a matter of the will. not the body. and chastity is not a possession
and therefore cannot be stolen. The focus of Augustine’s condemnation is the error in Lucretia's
thinking. But in The Female Tatler. there is nothing wrong with Lucretia’s thinking, which. along with
her suicide. is unambiguously approved.'3% Self-murder in the defense of virtue is an acceptable notion:
the willingness to commit suicide is the yardstick by which all forms of virtue and honour. female and
male. are measured: “...the highest Degrees of virtues are all the same. When we so firmly adhere to any
one as to chuse Death rather than forfeit it. we are advanc'd to the top of it. and our Virtue is Heroick.
She that is kill'd in Defence of her Chastity. is as Brave as he that Dies in fighting for his Country..."13"
Female chastity. then. is considered to be a matter of life and death. a catse as desperate as any
for which a loyal solder goes to bamle.!38 No one argued against the morality of a soldier going into
battle to defend his country. just as. The Female Tatler suggests. no one can argue against the morality of
a woman defending her chastity or reclaiming her virtue through suicide. By manipulating the terms of
the larger suicide debate. The Female Tatler removes female chastity from any association with pride and
associates it rather with self-sacrifice in a just cause. which. in a society in which reputation was all. was
not altogether spurious.!39 The choice of death over the real or anticipated loss of chastity was not an
empty gesture but one that reflected the insupportable situation of a “ruined” woman of the period.
Predictably. The Female Tatler is taken to task for promoting suicide instead of virtue and
morality and for "flying in the Face of Religion. and subverting the Laws of all Christian Countries. 140
The Female Tatler replies that it is not the magazine's business to "meddle with Religious Matters." and
as to suicide. the issue must be reckoned differently for Christians and the pagan exemplars. "that far
from being bless'd with any reveal'd Knowledge of the Sinfulness of it. were encourag'd to and taught
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it. both by the Precepts and Examples of their most Venerable Philosophers."141 And. indeed. The
Female Tatler continues. the courage of these women surpasses the courage of men on the battlefield.
who are too distracted by the noise. confusion. and action on the field to think consciously about death.
Women who commit suicide in the grip of passion and impulse are comparable to war heroes. but women
who are familiar with death. who "entertain it. taste and relish it with presence of mind and serenity "
show "an entire Victory over every thing dreadful in it. and require at least the utmost stretch of Strength
that Humane Nature can be capable of."42 The magazine's defense of suicide that is the result of cool.
rational deliberation is quintessentially Stoic -- action that is contemplated and carried out without passion
or emotion of any sort. But in deference to its critic. The Female Tatler's closing discussion on the
subject avoids the topic of suicide -- narrowly -- by presenting as exemplars a series of women who.
variously. murder their would-be ravishers. die of grief over having been ravished. and die in the field
with their husbands rather than be killed by them out of jealousy in the case of ravishing Turks.!43 The
discussion ends when an old gentleman writes to the magazine to declare that what citizens want are not
exemplars but good housewives and mothers. who obey their husbands and are discreet.! 4 This
conclusion is doubly effective. because it articulates conventional male expectations of women's roles in a
self-parodying manner and because it calls attention to the conditions of women’s lives that underlie the
foregoing very serious discussion of female chastty.

In The Female Tatler. male and female honour are discussed in the context of the meaning of
honour generally. Honour and its relation to suicide is also a factor in a story in Eliza Haywood's The
Parrot. 145 Set within a discussion of female obstinacy. the anecdote concerns Amarantha. the widow of
a young man made miserable by her tendency to flirt. Amarantha is eventually betrothed to Honorius.
who. as keeper of a state secret. must often visit the house of a beautiful woman. A rival for
Amarantha’s affections plays on her Jealousy so she will persuade Honorius to disclose the state secret to
her. Amarantha inadvertently betrays the secret to a detractor of Hononus. who. disgraced. resolves to
commit suicide. taking his leave of Amarantha by letter. Haywood's story pits public interests against
private ones. with the shame of having betrayved a state secret presented as an unquestioningly honourable
motive for suicide. Honorius' noble action is set against Aramantha’s seemingly incurable lack of
Judgment and prudence. (When the suitors resume following the suicide. Aramantha forgets both
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Honorius and her own culpability in his death. and eventually marries. choosing ambiguously and
arbitrarily from among her suitors.) The alliance of suicide not only with noble action but also public
interest reflects how closely the suicide debate was bound up with questions of duty. The anecdote also
underscores Haywood's injunction to women readers. apparent in all her work. to be mindful of their
connection with a world beyond female vanity.

Ina Lady's Monthly Afuseun story. "The Fatal Effects of C uriosity.” an overly inquisitive
young wife who habitually opens her husband's letters opens one delivered by mistake and subsequently
(and wrongly) accuses him of a secret "amour." "Oppressed by the most excruciating mental agony. the
ill-fated Fitzallen. in a paroxysm of phrenzy. formed the dreadful and impious resolution of abridging the
term of his existence. and effected his terific purpose almost instantaneously. [sic] The report of a pistol
brought the unfortunate wife to witness the voluntary dissolution of her husband'"!46 Here. the suicide
of the husband is configured as almost murder by the wife. whose misinformation regarding Fitzallen's
honour comes as a result of her own willful breach of honour in opening his letters. Here. again. virtue
-- or the lack of it -- allies ideal conjugal relations with classical notions of honour. However. the stony's
emphasis. as demonstrated by its title. is on the wife's indulgence of her curiosity. Her lack of
temperance and self-restraint. and only secondarily suicide. are the causes of death.

Horror against shame. then. remains a justifiable motive for suicide, whatever the nature of the
shame. However. as is evident from these instances in the magazines. even if the suicide is committed by
a man. the impact of the incident is usually of importance primarily to women. and some degree of shame
usually belongs to them. The shame is retained (though occasionally shared with a seducer) when
women commit suicide (or contemplate it) for explicitly sexual reasons ranging from rape. to seduction
and abandonment. to the birth of a bastard child. Sixteen-year-old Emmina is abducted and raped when
she mistakes a stranger for her brother at a masquerade. Her ravisher refuses to kill her. despite her
pleas. and she is set down. blindfolded and alone. near the waterside. where. as in Pamela. “the sight of
the water...tempted her more than once...to throw herself into it."1*" Like Pamela. she is restrained from
self-murder by the “precepts of religion." Though her former lover wishes to mammy her. she refuses
(anticipating Clarissa) ever to marry.'48 Like Pamela's. the Yyoung woman's rejection of suicide signifies
the retention of her virtue. and her resolution to remain single suggests, as in Clarissa. that. even though
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the rape was not her fault. the loss of her chastity is bevond repair within the framework of normal
expectations for a woman.

But later in the century. horror against shame as a motive for suicide -- one that implies an active
response to an insupportable situation - is increasingly subordinated to more passive and sentiment.d
motivations. with the result that the link between suicide and honour is attenuated and suicide as a didactic
focus is drained of much of its moral impact. Though female suicide is frequently linked to seduction.
the focus is either on the folly of yielding to temptation or on the attitude society should take toward a
“ruined” woman while she is still alive. rather than on challenging the association of suicide and
seduction. The opposing views in the following two anecdotes show that the same conflict between
leniency and prescriptive enforcement inherent in the suicide debate occurs in the context of attitudes
toward conventional noms of female behaviour. A 1787 essay in The Pharos asks "How far ought we
to be kind to the vicious?"!#% Noting that it is "remarkable that the loudest clamors are ever excited by
Kindness shewn to such wretched females as have forfeited their character of chastity."150 The Pharos
suggests that contamination is subject to a double standard based on wealth and gender. and that an
innocent and well-meaning friend shows public sympathy at her peril. The Pharos questions not the
logic but the ethics of this double condemnation. “That this strictness is proper and necessary. I readily
admit--much of the happiness of society depends on the virtue and reputation of the female part of it: but I
cannot think it ought to supersede the duty of charity. nor that it is in any degree justifiable to oblige our
wives and daughters to act in direct opposition to our Saviour's doctrines. which always inculcate the
discharge of out [sic] duty towards God and our neighbor. without regard to the censure of the
world."151 This statement is followed by an anecdote of Clara. whose favourite servant has become
pregnant. “the dupe of specious promises and illicit love." The servant is sincerely repentant. and Clara is
sympathetic. wanting to help by sending the servant to her aunt for her confinement. But Aunt Penelope.
whose control over Clara's conduct derives from Clara's obedience to the “injunction of a dying parent.”
opposes Clara’'s scheme to shelter the servant or even to assist her with money. Clara hands the situation
over to Aunt Penelope. who tumns the servant. penniless. out of doors. But Clara soon regrets her action.
“for. in the ensuing day. the object of her pity and compelled severity. after declaring in indelible
characters that the unexpected cruelty of her mistress had sunk her to despondency. finished her temporal
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miseries by poison."32 Here. it is not the shame of pregnancy but despair resulting from the perceived
betrayal of her mistress that is given as a motive for suicide: the shame is Clara’s. and the moral of the
story is subte. Contained within the censure of Clara's behaviour is an implicit challenge to another facet
of female experience. obedience. We might assume that Clara’s uncritical obedience to her Aunt.
reinforced by obedience to her dead parents. would be applauded by the conservative Pharos. Instead.
the magazine implicitly and explicitly advocates a more disciminating response to individual objects of
compassion (as well as obedience to a higher law) even in a domestic context.

A similar situation provokes much harsher treatment in a letter regarding seduction. written to The
Ladv's NMonthly \fuseum in 1799. Here. the doctrine of loving thy neighbour gives place to the
inflexible Pauline doctrine that “the wages of sin is death."!53 The writer of the letter tells the story of a
young village woman who has been seduced and abandoned: “She... wandered from parish to parish in
search of [the seducer]: without home. without friends. and without money: insulted by some. and
unfeelingly turmed away by others: till. at last. oppressed with want. and her heart broken with
misfortune. she sought a refuge from trouble. by a crime at which human nature shudders — suicide' "5+
Predictably. the story's moral is the evil of sexual temptation and transgression. and it concludes with an
unsurprising apostrophe to female virtue. but the writer's emphasis on the culpability of the young
woman. rather than on the seducer or "unfeeling” others. is surprisingly harsh: "Such an instance as this
ought not to go unimproved: it should teach us to be on our guard against the first inducement to evil:
knowing that one imprudent step will cost us a life of misery. and force us to drink of the cup of gall. till
Death dashes it from our lips."!55 The motive for suicide is. again. seemingly not shame but
despondency cver the betrayal and abandonment. of the seducer and also of f riends and family and
society at large. In matters of shame. the emphasis on the individual experience of the transgressor. here
and elsewhere. is pitted squarely against punishment meted out impartially against all offenders. Thus.
female shame is associated not only with death. but with the social alienation that results from sexual
transgression.

Suicide seems also to be considered an appropriate conclusion to the life of the libertine in the nest
number of The Ladv's Monthiv XMuseum. In "The Suicide: or. Traits of \odem Life.” Henry' Davenant
seduces and betray's the virtuous Mariette, his father's ward and the woman Henry actually loves. though
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he has been tricked into marrying another.!5% In an extended suicide note entitled " femoir of Henry
Davenant.” he recalls finding M ariette on her deathbed. "The premature birth of an infant. that might
have called me father. took her from a world that could to her have afforded nothing but misery."5” He
concludes that he is damned -- “the just punishment of the guilty libertine!!"” -- but the cause of damnation
is ambiguous. being attributable to either the seduction and betrayal or the suicide. In this instance. the
act of suicide is almost incidental. configured as the just dessents of seducers. Sexual transgression is the
capital offense (Mariette dies in childbirth): suicide is not a moral or philosophical dilemma. but the
occasion for the seducer to document and underwrite the recognition of his guilt and fruitess repentance.
While stories of seduction and betrayal may implicitly interrogate the double sexual standard. the logic of
considering suicide as an appropriate response to sexual transgression is unchallenged. Davenant's
story. apart from the sentimental reference to the paternity of his unbomn child, is the stuff of pure
(censurable) romance fiction. and there is far too much moral justice in the voung man's suicide for his
self-murder to be considered anything but inevitable. The unquestioned fates of the two women. however
basely seduced and abandoned. reinforce the notion that. even when classical notions of honour are no
longer invoked. the loss of female chastity can only be expiated by death.

A final examination of another Ladv's Monthk: Museum story reveals even more clearly the ways
that attitudes toward the narrative effect of suicide have shifted. "The Fatal Effects of Gaming: or. The
History of Miss Braddock" is based on the actual suicide of nineteen-year-old heiress Fanny Braddock in
1731. which was retold several times in diverse forms throughout the century.158 The A fuseum story is
largely based on Oliver Goldsmith's version. included in The Life of Richard Nash (1762). Fanny
Braddock was an orphan whose late father had been a respected general. According to the A fuserim. she
had the usual advantages of wit. beauty. good-nature. and wealth. but she was imprudent. First. she
developed an affection for an undeserving young man (a late addition to the story) whose own
imprudence caused him to be jailed for unpaid debts. Miss Braddock's fortune was substantially reduced
when she paid off his debts (he was later reimprisoned and died in debtors prison). and the rest was lost
in gambling at Bath. Without arousing any particular suspicion. Fanny Braddock began to enquire as to

the casiest and least painful means of suicide.
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Fanny Braddock lived for some time with the family of Bath architect John Wood and was left
with the younger children while the rest of the family went to London. Here. she meditated “over her
past misconduct. and her approaching misery: she saw that even affluence gave her no real happiness.
and from indigence she thought nothing could be hoped but lingering calamity. She at length conceived
the fatal resolution of leaving a life. in which she could see no comer for comfort. and terminating a scene
of imprudence in suicide.”5? With "cool intrepidity.” she wrote this verse on the dining room window:

O death! thou pleasing end of human woe'

Thou cure for life! Thou greatest good below*

Still may'st thou fly the coward and the knave.

And thy soft slumbers only bless the brave.
Later. she ate alone in the library and there “she spent the remaining hours, preceding bed time. in
dandling two of Mr. Wood's children on her knees. In retiring from thence to her chamber. she went
into the nursery. to take her leave of another child. as it lay sleeping in the cradle. Struck with the
innocence of the little babe's looks. and the consciousness of her meditated guilt. she could not avoid
bursting into tears. and hugging it in her arms: she then bid her servant good night, for the first time she
had ever done so. and went to bed as usual."160

Miss Braddock did not. however. go to sleep. Instead she made preparations for suicide: "She
dressed herself in clean linen. and white garments of every kind. like a bride-maid. Her gown was
pinned over her breast. just as a nurse pins the swaddling clothes of an infant. A pink silk girdle was the
instrument with which she resolved to terminate her misery. and this was lengthened by another made of
gold thread. The end of the former was tied with a noose. and the latter with three knots. at a small
distance from one another."181 Her first attempt failed when the girdle broke, but a second attempt was
successful. Miss Braddock's body was discovered the next day. the coroner's jury was impaneled. and a
verdict of Lunacy brought in. She was buried. at the expense of a female companion. in her father's
grave. A post-script to the account relates details from Wood's account: “"she was Kept just suspended.
till the natural struggles for life tortured her to death: and. in dying. made her bite her own tongue through
in several places. He adds. that when life had left her body. it stretched to such a degree. that her ancle
bones touched the floor of the room: and her hand was so strongly clinched about the key of the door.
that the strength of her arm must have operated against her neck during the whole time of her dving."162
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Unlike earlier accounts, emphasis on the association of gambling and suicide is played down: a
verse responsive to Miss Braddock's. which had been printed in earlier accounts. is in The \ fuseum
relegated to a footnote at the bottom of the page.'53  \oreover. details that in Goldsmith's account
mitigate against a sympathetic reading of Miss Braddock's character are omitted. leaving her
uncompromised as an object of sympathy. The “cool intrepedity” with which she writes the verse on the
window suggests her courage. and her "good-nights” to Wood's children recall her own disappointed
hopes for marriage. As well. the care she takes to dress herself for death. and the clothes she chooses
recollect the bride. wife. and mother she will never be. She is also dressed as for a sacrifice. not only to
her lost hopes. but in expiation of her past transgressions. Miss Braddock's perseverance in the face of
her failed attempt renders her one of the brave to which she refers in her verse. and her burial with her
father restores her to her family.

Like the condemnation of gambling foregrounded in earlier accounts, condemnation of suicide
and the didactic association of suicide and gambling are subordinated to the narrative properties of Fanny
Braddock's story. Likewise. the link between honour and suicide is tenuous at best. since, despite
classical references sprinkled through the story. the motive for suicide is despair. In earlier versions. the
motive was more explicitly loss of reputation. a particularly eighteenth-century kind of horror against
shame. But such horror and action do not square with this sentimentalized Fanny Braddock. who. while
capable of grotesque attention to the details of her suicide. is a heroine who anticipates later versions of

passive femininity with exceptional accuracy-.
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and/or guilt. and the belief that the ghost of the suicide might have the power to enact revenge
against superiors (Murphy'. pp. 269 - 70).

102 This point was noted by Donald Taylor in Chatterton's Complete Works. Vol. II. p. 992.
103\ facDonald and Murphy. p. 247.

- 104 There is enough evidence of their occurrence. however. to show that Hume was mistaken in
his assertion that the horror of death was such that one failed or foiled suicide attempt seldom
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common method for rural suicides was by hanging. However. Moore also claimed that men in the

city preferred the more gentlemanly methods of sword or pistol. a statement that seems not to take

into account that most urban suicides were not committed by gentlefolk (Moore. Vol. 1. p. 356).

106 Chatterton. Vol. L. p- H6. Not all who killed themselves were indifferent to subsequent

reactions to or perceptions of their suicide. however. Horace Walpole wrote of Lord Mountford's

suicide for reasons of financial ruin: "If he had despised money. he could not have shot himself

with more deliberate resolution. The only points he seems to have considered in so mean an
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himself. It is strange that the passage from life to death should be an object. when one is unhappy

enough to be determined to change one for ‘other'"” (Horace Walpole. Correspondence. Vol. XX.

p. 461).

107 \facDonald and Murphy. p. 143. These authors have drawn extensively on the eighteenth-
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108 The Ladies Aercury. Vol. 1. i (February 28. 1693). p. 2. Though a parody. the letter

includes the information that the suicide left a considerable fortune. all of which was seized as a

result of his being judged felo de se.

109 This observation was not absent from the magazines themselves. In one essay. a writer

laments the rash of suicides reported in the newspapers. "I know not how to account for the great

increase of Self-Murders amongst us. Is it that there is more calamity in our nation than formerly?

Are the means of comfort more difficult to be arrived at? Are men become less merciful to the

indigent of their species: or are our passions become less governable than they were?" (The Ladies

agazine, Vol. III. xxv (October 28 - November 11. 1752). p- 388).

110 This proportion is interesting in light of the fact that. statistically. men were twice as likely to

commit suicide as women.

LI The naming of lunacy in these cases seems to refer to actual insanity as a cause. rather than

the verdict of a coroner’s jury. since most of the cases mentioned would receive a lunacy verdict.

regardless of the cause.

2 The Ladies ) lagazine. Vol. IIl. i (November 16 - 30. L751). p. 14,

V13 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. II. xvi (June I - 15, 1751). Pp- 252 - 53: The Ladies \lagazine.

Vol I. xxii (August 25 - September 8. 1750). p. 345: The Ladies Magazine, Vol. IV ix (April 28.

1753). p. 143.

U4 The Ladv's W eckly Magazine (1747).

VIS The Ladies Magazine. Vol. III. xv (May 30 - June 13. 17

L6 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. TL xv (May 30 - June 13, 17

U7 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. IV. x (May 12. 1753).

VI8 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. 1. iii (December 2 - 16, 1749), p. 45.

19 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. IL. xxv (October 5 - 19. 1751). p. 395.

120 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. IIL ix (March 7 - 21. 1752). p- 141.

21 7he Ladies A lagazine. Vol. IL. xxii (August 24 - September 7. 1751). p. 346.

122 The Ladies \ fagazine. Vol. IL. xxii (August 24 - September 7. 1751). p- 346.

123 The Ladies \ fagazine. Vol II. sxvii (November 2 - 16. 1751). p- 420.

124 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. HI. xxv (October 28 - November 11, 1752). p. 388.
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125 The Ladies Aagazine. Vol. IIl. xxv (October 28 - November 11. 1752). p- 389.

126 This observation seems to be confirmed by the appearance of a 1796 essav on suicide in 7#e
Farental A fonttor. The essay. which condemns suicide on rational. religious. and moral grounds. is
addressed to young people who might contemplate suicide. calling on them to "reflect one moment.
on the danger and guilt of your design!" (The Parental AMonitor. Vol. IV [1796]. p. 228). The
essay repeats many of the arguments of Draco and earlier religious writers. contrasting the dubious
gain of a cowardly eary release from temporary pain with the certainty of damnation. Draco's
journey metaphor is repeated. but. significantly, the call for endurance contained in Draco’s
straightforward Providential reasoning is replaced here by a peniphrastic call for readers to
remember that God will judge their actions and that they should act accordingly.

[27 The Ladies A tagazine. Vol. I. iii (December 1 - 15, 1750). pp- 39 - 40.

128 The Ladies A lagazine, Vol. II. iii (December 1 - 15. 1750), p- 40.

129 The Ladies Mlagazine. Vol. IL. iii (December 1 - 15. 1750), pp. 39 - 40.

130 The Ladies Magazine. Vol. . iii (December 1 - 15. 1750). p- 40.

131 To some extent. this story illustrates Shawn Lisa Maurer's claim that the construction of
“sentimental masculinity” was integral to the project of the periodicals. However. insofar as such
gender construction was for most of the century a fairly unintentional by-product of the magazines'
desire to affirm readers’ configuration of themselves as moral beings in changing economic and
social conditions. the overdeteremined moral basis for the merchant's action here can as easily
reflect virtue that is ungendered.

132 The Lady's Monthiv Afuseum. Vol. I (July 1799). p. 47.

133 7he Ladv's Month Museum. Vol. TII (December 1799). p- 450. In this and the previous
instances. conventional norms of conjugal behaviour and virtue are not challenged. They are.
however. presented in extreme violent contexts -- in two examples. armed aggression serves as a
backdrop. and in the Eastern tale. the threat of rape provides the motive for indirect suicide . These
contexts not only implicitly authorize extreme action. but also appease the seemingly ongoing
demand by the magazines' readers for sensationalism.

134 The Female Tatler. 86 (January 20-23. 1710).

135 Donaldson. p- 25. The description of the economics of suicide following rape is
Donaldson's. Its application to Lucretia is mine.

136 The Female Tatler is not content that chastity should be celebrated as the only female virtue.
Throughout the issues attributed to the Society of Ladies, an ongoing discussion focuses on the
establishment of the Table of Fame for Women. which consists of seating at an imaginary table
historical examples of female fortitude. virtue. ingenuity, and courage. Although the ultimate
expression of chastity is repeatedly represented as the choice of suicide over dishonour. there are
dissenters who would eschew a strictly sexual reading of virtue and seat at the Table women who
have demonstrated "Consummate Wisdom. Fortitude. and Clemancy [sic].” such as Queen
Elizabeth. One member of the Society defends female virtues such as patience. chastity. and
conjugal [ove on different grounds. comparing them with masculine virtues such as magnanimity
and courage and finds that. though different. masculine and feminine virtues are of equal value.
[37 The Female Tatler. 88 (January 25-27. 1710).

138 The comparison is not accidental. In answering Goldsmith's question about the moral right
of asoldier to hazard his life in battle. Johnson replied that the just defense of one's country was
“"the universal opinion of mankind” (Boswell. p- 339).

139 Not spurious. but curious. perhaps. in light of the opinion of M fandeville. thought by many to
be a contributor to the magazine. who condemned Lucretia for her pride.

140 7he Female Tatler. 90 (February 3-6. 1710).

13U The Female Tatler. 90 (February 3-6. 1710).

142 7he Female Tatler. 90 (February 3-6. 1710).

I3 The Female Tatler, 92 (February 8-10. 1710),

I The Female Tailer. 95 (February 17-20. 1710),
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145 The Parros vii (1746).

146 The Ladv's Monthiv Afuseum. Vol. I (October. 1798). p. 304.

147 The Female Spectator. Vol. L. i. p.41. Nany of The Female Spectator's readers would have
also read Pamela. published in 1740 - 41. Pamela's contemplation of suicide is. of course. far
more elaborate and more precisely reflects the terms of the suicide debate.

1438 Interestingly. the reasoning of Ermina’s suitor closely echoes Augustine’s pronouncement on
Lucretia’s suicide: “...as his love for Ermina was chiefly founded on her virtue. an act of force
could not be esteemed any breach of it..." (p. 45).
49 7he Pharos. Vol. II. xxix (February 13. 1787). p. 38.
130 The Pharos. Vol. II. xxix (February 13. 1787). p. 42.
51 The Pharos. Vol. I1. xsix (February 13. 1787). pp. 42-43.
I52 The Pharos. Vol. IL xxix (February 13. 1787). p. 46.
153 Romans 6:23.
154 7he Ladyv's Monthly Museum, Vol. III (November 1799). p- 307.
1§5 The Lady's Monthly Museum. Vol. Il (November 1799). p- 307.
[36 The Ladv's Monthly Museum, Vol. III (December. 1799). pp- H3 - 49. This story actually
has a double moral. In the frame story. those who witness the drowning are charged with avarice
and insensibility in their failure to respond properly. and the suicide note condemns seduction and
libertinism.
157 The Lady's A lonthly Museum. Vol. III (December 1799). p. 448 - 49.
158 Ap analysis of the story’s retelling provides a fascinating glimpse of the ways in which “true”
stories were turned to different ends in the eighteenth century.
1S9 The Ladv's Monthly Museum. Vol. I (July 1798). p. 15.
160 The Ladv's Monthly Auseum. Vol. I (July 1798). p. 16.
161 7he Ladv's A lonthly Auseum, Vol. I (July 1798). p. 16
162 The Ladv's Monthiv Museum. Vol. I (July 1798). p. 17.
163 O dice! ye false diverters of our woe'
Y e waste of life. ve greatest curse below!
M ay ne'er good sense again become vour slave:
Nor your false charms allure and cheat the brave! - C.D.
By downplaying the association between suicide and gambling. the magazine effectively nullifies
the moral that the wages of sin are death.

[ 9]
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CONCLUSION

Set within the context of the emergent print establishment of eighteenth-century England.
women's magazines contribute significantly to research in diverse areas of the period. The present
study on death in women's magazines demonstrates their energetic engagement with and
participation in the life of their times. It provides a starting point for study of the magazines in
relation to other. not necessarily gendered., discourses relevant to the upwardly mobile middle
classes. particularly those related to issues of class and class boundaries. It raises questions about
the alleged passivity and unimportance (or restricted importance) of middlie-class women in the
emergent social order. and it challenges the fixed notion of the female reader as consistently more
interested in imaginative than lived experience. Finally. the study’s historical scope enables the
apprehension of an important shift from the widespread early eighteenth-century acknowledgment
of women as potential participants in the new social order to their subsequent configuration as
passive. "domesticated” onlookers at the end of the century.

The summary account in the first two chapters clearly demonstrates that women's
magazines cannot be considered outside the context of the emergent print establishment. Like other
publications intended for popular consumption. women's magazines were business enterprises
whose primary objective was profit. and like other publications. women's magazines had to
compete for a share of the available market by appealing to a largely unknown but growing reading
public. The appeal of virtually all early magazines to a mixed readership and the very existence of
women's magazines testify to the importance of women readers as consumers in the emergent
industry. Because all magazines and periodicals were dependent on circulation rather than
advertising. they had to anticipate and deliver subject matter that reflected the interests and desires
of their readers. Consequently. it was not editors and writers but readers who determined the

content of the magazines. thus rendering the magazines uniquely reliable indicators of readers’
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interests. This is a crucial point in the case of women's magazines because it undermines a reading
of the magazines as primarily dedicated to the purposes of gender construction and directly
challenges the notion of the passive. intellectually apathetic. and uncritical eighteenth-century
female reader.

Women's magazines. like their counterparts intended for a predominantly male or mixed
readership. were fundamentally a creation of and for the emergent middle classes. As business
enterprises. they enabled and forwarded the entrepreneurship of individuals and groups of
individuals in the increasingly capitalistic economic climate. fostering the growth not only of
popular literature intended for mass consumption, but also contributing substantially to the
emergence of writing as a profession. The magazines also served as vehicles whereby the
concerns of the middle classes might be publicly expressed and widely disseminated. offering an
efficient. available. and accessible means of unifying disparate groups whose common identifyving
feature was upward mobility. By no means limited to their important function as popular
entertainment. periodicals and magazines appealed to readers’ desire for concrete news and
information about the world in which they lived (news that was also seldom entirely free from
class connotations). and to readers’ intelligence. assuming both high levels of literacy and
knowledge of the major issues of the period. Above all. they appealed to the desire for
improvement -- with all its complicated meanings -- through consumption of the magazines
themselves.

From this perspective. women's magazines of the eighteenth century are important for their
ability to reveal the engagement of women in the establishment of the emergent social order. an
engagement that was not primarily inflected by gender. but by class concems. The content of
women's magazines reveals that their readers were interested in the cultural. intellectual. and actual
life of their times. As obsessed with improvement and upward mobility as their male counterparts.
women readers were interested in a world demarcated by class boundaries that could be as

convenienty flexible in the case of readers on the way up as they were conveniently fixed to limit
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the aspirations of those from the lower stations. The representation of death in the magazines
provides a particularly suitable site for examination of these claims.

Death is a subject that is universal and. at least initially. gender-neutral. The subject
provides a unique context in which to show the breadth of women's magazines' participation in the
life of their times: by extension it demonstrates that the readers of those magazines ventured far
beyvond concems with gender construction, and pursued instead their genuine interest in the
cultural. social. and intellectual world around them. A century-wide survey of the representation
of death in the magazines reflects its intersections with an exceptionally broad spectrum of
eighteenth-century life and thought. Furthermore. death operated within the culture in important
ways that were consistent with other epistemological shifts attendant on the establishment of
middle-class hegemony. First. while death was not completely disconnected from its religious
significance. religion itself had lost ground in terms of authority and centrality. giving rise to
widespread anxiety about death and the afterlife. Second. the gradual rise in the importance of
individual over collective experience tended to privatize death. depriving the experiences of death
and dying of their capacity for mutual comfort. consolation. and support. transactions that re-
affirmed the relationship between life and death and between the living and the dying. Third. the
rapid development of the free-market economy was bound up with the increasing importance and
availability of material goods and services necessary to the emergent consumer society. a trend
reflected in the commodification of death. While these religious. social. and economic shifts had
significant gender implications. all were primarily and fundamentally related to class. The
examination of death's representation in women's magazines throughout the century not only
permits a view of these shifts within a particularly revealing and wide-ranging context. but also
cnables a view of gender -- when it appears -- within a context whose parameters are not self-
limited.

The representation of death over the course of the century reveals, sometimes directly and
sometimes obliquely. the subtle and dramatic shifts in contemporary attitudes toward death. dying.

and the dead. The gradual redefinition of the good death. as examined in the relation of the dying
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to the living. reveals how long-held notions of the continuity of life and death (and the central place
of religion in maintaining that continuity) alter over the course of the century. In the status-
conscious eighteenth century. this epistemological shift was also registered in more material wayvs
involving both goods and behaviours. The commodification of death can be seen not only in the
increasing use of undertakers to manage funeral and burial arrangements. but also in the
magazines' reporting of the deaths and funerals of the great. offered up for public consumption and
emulation. In a society in which death is no longer seen as a part of life itself. strategies of
commemoration and memorialization become way's of ameliorating the loss of the dead. and of
registering the status of the living. Mourning ceases to be a personal matter and involves instead
formal public display inextricably linked to class interests.

These interests had first of all to do with the emergent social order. particularly with regard
to class boundaries. but they also. often. have gender implications that are secondary. tertiary. or
marginal. Both class and gender implications are evident in the diverse representations of death in
eighteenth-century women's magazines. and an examination of these representations permits the
stmultaneous demonstration of the claims I am making for the interests of women readers. and also
for the claims I am making about their engagement with the emergent social order. The different
approaches of the last three chapters work together to present not only a more comprehensive view
of the representation of death in the magazines. but also to demonstrate the diversity of the complex
social and intellectual termin offered by women's magazines. a diversity that attests to the
intelligence. curiosity. and ambition of the magazines' readers. Through letters. commentary..
periodical essays. poetry. and fiction. the magazines speak to a wide range of subjects concerning
death and convey specific information about attitudes. behaviours. and practices that readers might
appropriate as status signifiers of their own. Publications like The Ladies A lagazine not only
entertained and enlightened but also kept readers informed of the dangerous and violent city in
which they lived. information that permitted the consolidation of a critical mass of opinion --
including the opinions of women -- that eventually enabled social change. Finally. the chapter on

suicide reveals readers’ high level of engagement with one important philosophical and religious



discourse of the period. Together. the different approaches of the last three chapters argue not for
a monolithic view of the eighteenth-century female magazine reader concerned only with matters
relating to gender. but. on the contrary. for a complicated. aspiring social being capable of diverse

and sophisticated interests that were often remarkably similar to those we have tended to ascribe

only to men.
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