Suicide in Society

Designed and developed by
Center for Health and Learning for the
Vermont Youth Suicide Prevention Coalition funded by the
Garrett Lee Smith Memorial Suicide Prevention Act.

Purpose: to identify popular norms, attitudes, and myths in the public perception of suicide
Time: 20 — 30 minutes
Participants: Any number, 10 to 25 for the best discussion

Materials:
One Suicide in Society sheet for each participant
Flipchart or newsprint, markers, pens or pencils

Special Note:

Some of the images and description of suicide are explicit. We suggest you carefully consider your
participants and their experience with the subject of suicide when deciding which Suicide in Society
examples to use. Be sensitive to those who may have lost a loved one to suicide and try to be honest
about how suicide is viewed in our culture without giving in to morbid curiosity.

Introduction:

One of the biggest barriers to the prevention of suicide is the difficulty people have in talking about the
subject. Some of this difficulty is a result of people's direct experience with suicide while some is a
result of social norms and attitudes. We all learn various attitudes from our society and culture but
usually the messages are so pervasive we don't stop to recognize their full meaning and impact. The
purpose of this activity is to surface some of the popular ideas about suicide by looking at the art,
literature, and news we encounter on a daily basis. The process described here is designed to not only
name public attitudes about suicide but also teach participants to look for examples of suicide myths
and attitudes after they leave the workshop.

Procedure:

Distribute a Suicide in Society sheet to each person. There are 12 different sheets each giving a
different example of a reference to suicide as portrayed through culture, entertainment, or current
events. Give people a couple minutes to review their example and consider their own reactions to it.

Invite people to stand, move about the room, and find someone to share their Suicide in Society
example with one-on-one. Encourage people to spend three to four minutes discussing their two
examples. They can use the accompanying questions or just share their reactions. Ask people to find a
new partner and repeat the process of sharing and discussion. Give participants the opportunity to have
between three and four similar conversations.

Stop the conversations, invite people to find a seat, and lead a discussion of the whole group.

Facilitator's Note:
Keep the time for one-on-one conversations short. It is better for people to see a variety of Suicide in



Society examples than to flesh out all the details related to just one or two.

Discussion:

In order to maximize the benefits of this activity and enable people to derive as much meaning as
possible, we recommend having a discussion of the whole group. Asking the group to consider
questions such as the following will help them gain new levels of understanding about suicide and also
give you as the facilitator a chance to clarify misconceptions and reinforce other concepts about suicide
awareness and prevention.

Which references to suicide surprised you the most — and the least?

Which of the examples do you have questions about?

Which of the examples concern you the most?

What are other examples of suicide in society or popular culture?

What are some of the different attitudes about suicide that you noticed? (Make a list on
newsprint)

What are some of the myths and misconceptions in popular thinking about suicide? (Make a
list on newsprint)

How pervasive do you think suicide is in our literature, art, popular music, movies, and the
news?

What is something you learned about suicide or popular perceptions of suicide from these
examples?

What is the overall effect of these messages about suicide that we encounter in our daily lives?
With what you now know about suicide, how might you react differently when encountering
suicide in our culture?

What might you do differently in your work, in your family, or in your community with regard
to awareness about suicide?

Variations:

Too few people? Share just a few Suicide in Society sheets and lead a discussion with everyone.
Too many people? Print more Suicide in Society sheets.

Got more time? Add a step. After talking one-on-one, have people meet with others who have
the same Suicide in Society example. Give these small groups a chance to consolidate what
they learned from others and give a brief report to the whole group.

Not enough time? Skip the one-on-one discussions and ask each person to present their Suicide
in Society example followed by a brief discussion to bring out the attitudes and myths.

Use as an opener. Give participants a sheet when they enter the room. Ask them to meet and
talk to other participants until everyone has arrived and the workshop is ready to begin.

Use as a closer. Focus discussion on what people have learned about suicide from your
workshop and what specific concepts or ideas they will use in their work or home life.

For More Information:

Brian Remer

Center for Health and Learning
28 \ernon Street, Suite 319
Brattleboro, VT 05301
802.254.6590
brian@healthandlearning.org



Suicide in Society

Roh Moo Hyun

Roh Moo Hyun, who served as South Korea's president from 2003
to 2008, jumped from a 100-foot cliff on May 23, 2009, while
hiking near his home. The 62-year-old former human rights lawyer
was apparently driven to this drastic step over allegations of
corruption. Prosecutors had grilled Roh for more than 10 hours in
late April over claims that he took $6 million from a businessman
during his presidency. Roh had denied the accusations, and he
hadn't yet been charged with any crime.

In a statement read live on national radio and television, Roh's
former chief of staff, Moon Jae-in, said, "Roh left his house [early
on Saturday morning] and while hiking on the Bonghwa
Mountain, appears to have jumped off a rock," he said.

In a suicide note addressed to his family members, Roh described
his life as "difficult” and apologized for making "too many people
suffer"”, according to local media.

"Don't be too sad. Isn't life and death all part of nature? Don't be
sorry. Please cremate me. And please leave a small tombstone
near home. I've long thought about that."”

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the following
questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

What similarities or differences in attitudes about suicide might you infer between South Korean
culture and North American culture?




Suicide in Society

Shakespeare's
Romeo and Juliet

Juliet visits Friar Laurence for help, and he offers her a drug that
will put her into a death-like coma for "two and forty hours." The
Friar promises to send a messenger to inform Romeo of the plan,
so that he can rejoin her when she awakens. On the night before
the wedding, she takes the drug and, when discovered apparently
dead, she is laid in the family crypt.

The messenger, however, does not reach Romeo and, instead, he
learns of Juliet's apparent death from his servant Balthasar. Grief-
stricken, Romeo buys poison from an apothecary and goes to the
Capulet crypt. Believing Juliet to be dead, he drinks the poison.
Juliet then awakens and, finding Romeo dead, stabs herself with
his dagger. The feuding families and the Prince meet at the tomb
to find the two dead. Friar Laurence recounts the story of the two
"star-cross'd lovers." The families are reconciled by their
children's deaths and agree to end their violent feud. The play
ends with the Prince's elegy for the lovers: "For never was a story
of more woe / Than this of Juliet and her Romeo."

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the following
questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

What similarities or differences in attitudes about suicide might you infer between Elizabethan culture
and contemporary North American culture?




Suicide in Society

Charles Grassley
March 17, 2009

In all the outrage over the bonuses paid to the American
International Group executives who almost buried the company,
the usually mild-mannered Senator Chuck Grassley went the
furthest.

In a radio interview, the lowa Republican called on AIG
executives to follow the Japanese approach toward accepting
responsibility for the near collapse of the insurance giant, which
has already cost taxpayers more than $170 billion in federal aid.

"I would suggest the first thing that would make me feel a little bit
better toward them [is] if they'd follow the Japanese example and
come before the American people and take that deep bow and say,
'I'm sorry," and then either do one of two things: resign or go
commit suicide,” Grassley said.

Asked about the suicide remark on MSNBC, he suggested that it
was more of a rhetorical flourish. "You ought to be able to tell
rhetoric when you hear it," he said.

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the following
questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

What are the possible unintended consequences of using suicide as a type of hyperbole?




Suicide in Society

Shakespeare's
Antony and
Cleopatra

The play, Antony and Cleopatra, ends with five suicides, including
the deaths of both Antony and Cleopatra. Cleopatra resolves to
Kill herself, using the poison of an asp. She dies calmly and
ecstatically, imagining how she will meet Antony again in the
afterlife. Her serving maids, Iras and Charmian, also kill
themselves. Octavius discovers the dead bodies and experiences
conflicting emotions. Antony's and Cleopatra's deaths leave him
free to become the first Roman Emperor, but he also feels some
kind of sympathy for them: "She shall be buried by her Antony. /
No grave upon the earth shall clip in it / A pair so famous..." He
orders a public military funeral.

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the following
questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

How might your view of Antony and Cleopatra change if you knew that many people who die by
suicide have a mental health condition?




Suicide in Society

Teacher escapes

gunfire in Louisiana
USA Today, Tuesday, May
19, 2009

After firing bullet in classroom, boy, 15, botches suicide attempt in
bathroom, police say.

A 15-year-old middle school student in southeast rural Louisiana
fired a gunshot at an English teacher before class began and then
shot himself in the head in an unsuccessful suicide attempt, local
authorities said.

In his backpack, a journal had detailed plans on how the student
planned to commit his crimes, including where to enter the school
and in which bathroom to “gear up,” according to Sgt. Lesley
Peters, a Lafourche Parish Sheriff's spokeswoman.

“Ya'll will die,” the student wrote in the journal, Peters said. “I
will commit suicide after the killings ha ha ha.”

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the
following questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does the language of this story convey about suicide or the young boy?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

What is the difference between the violence that the student directed toward the teacher and the
violence he directed toward himself?




Suicide in Society

iali Democratic strategist Steven Maviglio, on the failure of several
ﬁteven kl\{]l aVI?Iégog ballot measures that would have helped close California's $21
Ewsweexk, June 1, billion budget deficit.

“We've just driven off the budget cliff, Thelma and Louise style.”

Maviglio's Twitter post, 9:19 PM May 19% — “California,
following Thelma and Louise, goes off the budget cliff. Now
what?”

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the following
questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

Why might some people hear Maviglio's remark as clever, witty, or humorous?



Suicide in Society
Thelma and Louise

Directed by Ridley Scott,
1991

After a series of unlawful acts, two friends find themselves
cornered by the police in their car at the edge of a canyon. All of
the troopers and FBI agents draw their weapons and train them on
their Thunderbird. Inside the car, Thelma and Louise have a
discussion. Louise says that she refuses to surrender, and Thelma
once again realizes that she will now lose the freedom that she so
briefly experienced. She tearfully suggests to Louise that they
"keep going," gesturing at the canyon. Louise realizes that Thelma
is suggesting that they die together, and she seems to agree.
Overcome with emotion, she embraces Thelma and kisses her in
friendship, and she slams on the gas pedal, driving full speed
ahead. As Louise and Thelma hold hands in defiance, the car flies
off the edge of the cliff and into the canyon below.

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the following
questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

What does the story of Thelma and Louise say about the alternatives to suicide?




Suicide in Society

51?%“@5,:;[}\‘%“
Mike Luckovich CcE MANY OESTACLES,
Atlanta Journal Constitution | 8ur THERE ARE

May 26, 2009 GLINMERS OF HOPE...

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the following
questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

How might Luckovich have conveyed the same message without referencing suicide?



Suicide in Society

Guido Cagnacci
The Death of Cleopatra, 1658
oil on canvas

Share your example of Suicide in Society with at least three other people and use some of the following
questions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example of suicide?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes about suicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague who showed you this example?

What similarities or differences in attitudes about suicide might you infer between Renaissance culture
and contemporary North American culture?

What elements of this painting make the concept of suicide more palatable or less painful for viewers?



Suicide in Society

Ludovisi Gaul

and his wife.

Marble, Roman copy after an
Hellenistic original from a monument
built by Attalus | of Pergamon after his
victory over Gauls, ca. 220 BC.

(artist unknown)

Share your example of Suicide in Society withadtléhree other people and use some of the folgpwin
guestions to inspire your exchange of ideas.

What is your initial reaction to this example ofcsde?

What popular myths, stereotypes, or attitudes aboicide does this example reinforce?

What subtle messages does it convey about suicide?

How would you respond to a friend or colleague 8howed you this example?

What similarities or differences in attitudes absuicide might you infer between Ancient Roman
culture and contemporary North American culture?



