
SUICIDE IN CHINA. 

In the preceding article we have given a slight 
sketch of suicide in India. The practice is tolerably 
common, and more common among females than among 
males. Hanging, drowning and poisoning by opium and 

(occasionally) arsenic are the usual methods; and there 

are traditionary prejudices or feelings?the relics of 

former customs?among the people which tend to en- 

courage the idea that there are circumstances in which 

self-murder is permissible, perhaps justifiable, or even 

laudable. It is interesting to compare the case of 

China with that of India. The Rev. Henry Gray, M. A., 
L.L. D., Archdeacon of Hongkong, has lately publish- 
ed a most interesting work "011 China; a history of the 

laws, manners and customs of the people," in which he 
devotes a chapter to the subject of suicide (Chap. 
XIII., p. 329). He states that the Chinese are more 

prone to commit suicide than any other people in the 
world. Though their religions forbid it, and hold out 

the prospects of dire penalties in the future for the self- 

murderer, still on very slight apparent provocation the 
Chinese put an end to their own life. No statistics 

are given, (probably none are available) ; but the practice 
must be very common to attract so prominently the 

notice of an outsider noting and reporting 011 the 

manners and customs of the country. The inherent 

proneness of this strange people to commit self-de- 

struction was strongly developed during the construc- 

tion of the Panama Railway. Captain Bedford Pym, 
r. n., states that a lot of Chinese workmen 

were employed on this undertaking. They, as well 

as others, suffered much from sickness, the 

tract crossed by the railway being very unhealthy. 
The Chinese coolies were found every morning sus- 

pended in half dozens to the boughs of trees. So 

much for the influences of congenital propensity, ex- 

patriation and ill health. The influence of expatriation 
in causing suicide is well illustrated by the statistics 

of the British Army. We have tabulated from the 

departmental blue-books the facts of the five years, 

1869-73, and find that, while the rate of suicides in 

the home army is 271 per million, it is 385 in the 

army serving in the Colonies, and 577 in the army serv- 
ing in India. The greater proneness of coloured races to 
commit suicide has been noticed by authors and alluded 
to by Surgeon-Major W. Curran, in an interest- 

ing paper published in this journal in November 1876. 
No doubt the element of race is a very important one 
in this matter ; but we should hesitate to pronounce 
such a sweeping conclusion without more exact and 

positive evidence. The proportion of suicides in some 

European countries (Denmark and Saxony for example) 
is very high?quite as high wo should think as any- 

thing in the East. The most common method of com- 

mitting suicide in China is by opium, but both hanging 
and drowning are frequently resorted to. Violent 
methods (by gunshot or wound) are very rare. 

There are two descriptions of suicide which may 
be designated as common and honourable. Common 
suicides are the outcome of destitution, dissipation, 
gambling, immorality, jealousy, anger, disappointment 
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and other similar social troubles which embitter life, 
and, if they excite any feeling at all among the com- 

munity, it is a feeling of disapproval or contempt. 
But it is otherwise with " honourable suicides." These 

are the result of outraged or threatened virtue, insult- 

ed or tarnished honor, failure in politics or war, and 

they command the respect and admiration of the 

community. It is curious to find that Sutteeism is 

not infrequent among the Chinese. A young woman 

whose betrothed has died before marriage, wives and 
daughters who have lost their husbands or fathers, 
nay, husbands and fathers who have lost their wives 

and children, esteem it a virtue to follow them 
into the next world, and their conduct in putting 
an end to their own life under the circumstances is pub- 
licly applauded and held up as a pattern for imitation. 

So deliberately is the act of suicide committed in China 
that its perpetrators deck themselves out in grand 
clothes before they destroy themselves, believing that 
they will appear in the new life in the clothes in 

which they die. In any community where suicide 

is a custom tolerated or honoured, it is not strange 
to find the suicidal idea and its practical realization 

common. The only remedy appears to be to eradicate 
this idea, and this has been to some extent successful- 

ly attempted in India by discountenancing and suppress- 
ing the various kinds of justifiable or commendable 

self-murder which used to be resorted to. 


