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Intention to Commit Suicide

Forensic medicine is a specialized lield concerned with the
rclationship between medicine and the law or application of
science to law. Catcgorically speaking, forensic medicine is the
scientific use of medical and paramedical specialties and also cer-
tain procedures from dental, psychological, biological, chemical,
and mechanical techniques in investigating the causes of a per-
son’s death, disability, injury, or discase. Forensic medicine is
used in the pursuit of justice in court proceedings and to protect
the public from cnvironmental hazards. The earliest usc of foren-
sic medicine was to determine whether the death was a suicide or
not. Autopsy was thc first truly scientific procedure for determin-
ing the cause of death and modern forensic medicine grew int o
an established scientific area in 1807 with the cstablishment of a

Department of Legal Medicine at the University of Edinburgh.

Since its inceplion, forensic medicine has sought to promote
evidentiary investigation to corroborate cye witness account in o

rder to satisfy the best evidence rule. The best evidence rule re-
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quires that all heresy statements be verified by independent and
reproducible scientific investigation in order to reach a scientifi-

cally sound conclusion.

In most modern societies, suicide ranks as one of top ten
leading causes of death. Until recently, there were no explicit cri-
teria existing to assist in determining whether a death is a sui-
cide. Therefore, several factors, e.g., uncertainty about what
evidence is necessary and pressures from families or commu-
nities, have influenced a medical examiner not to certify a speci-
fic death as a suicide. Because the extent to which suicides are
underreported or misclassified is unknown, it has not been possi-
ble to estimate precisely the number of suicides, identify risk fac-

tors, or plan and evaluate preventive interventions.

To address these problems, a working group representing
coroners, medical examiners, statisticians, and public healtl}
agencies in the United States developed operational crit eria to
assist medical examiners in determining suicide (MMWR
37(50);773-774,779-780, Dec. 1988). Operation criteria require
that the medical examiner must demonstrate that the injury sus-
tained by a decedent is self-inflicted and that at the time injury,
the decedent intended to kill himself or herself or wished to die
and furthermore that the decedent understood the probable con-

sequences of his or her actions.

Demonstration of self-inflicted injury may be established by

autopsy, toxicologic, investigator y, and psychologic evidence,
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and by statements of the decedent or unbiased witnesses. When a
firearm is used to cause death, it becomes imperative that the
fatal injury be carefully examined and certain questions an-
swered: Where is the location of the fat a | wound? How far
away was the weapon when it was discharged? What is the tra-
jectory of the bullet in the body? Is there visible gunpowder resi-
due on shooting hand or steadying hand or both? Is there high
velocity blood back spatter on hands, wrists or forearm? etc. All
these may assist the medical examiner in predicting whether or
not the injury is self-inflicted. Recent observations indicate that
handedness or the location of weapon at the scene of death can-
not be used as predictive values. A right-handed person may very
well use his or her left hand to pull the trigger. And only in a
small percentage of cases is the decedent noted holding a weap-
on; in vast majority of cases, the weapon may be near the body

or as much as several meters away from the body.

For most medical examiners, establishing intentionality is
the most difficult criterion. Intent may be explicit verbal or non-
verbal expression or indirect evidence such as preparations for
death inappropriate to or unexpected in the context of the dece-
dent’s life, expression of farewell or the desire to die, expression
of great emotional or physical pain or distress, serious depression
or mental disorder, and previous threatened or attempted sui-
cide. Of course presence of a suicide note expressing intent is in-

deed very helpful. A suicide note is of particular forensic interest
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. and importance. It is often prima facie evidence. From a forensic
perspective, we are interested in qucstions such as: Can we con-
clude from a note that an equivocal case is a suicide? How can
we distinguish between a person who intcnded to commit suicide
from a person who did not intcnd to commit suicide but left a
notc? Is it an accuratc perception that the content in a note is
truthful? Was it written by the decedent? These and other ques-
tions combined with the fact that suicide notes arc discovered in
less than 20% of cases makes it impcrative that the medical ex-
aminer should not solcly rely on suicide notes to make a determi-

nation of a suicide.

This current publication is a finc attempt to address these
and similar issucs in the adjudication of deaths in Lebanon. I am
positive that the rcaders will find a wealth of information from
an expericnced medical examiner in Lebanon which will be of as-
sistance in making a ruling of suicidec.

Nizam Peerwani, M.D.
Chief Medical Examiner
Fort Worth, Texas

June 2004
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. Flameless Atomic Absorption Spectrometry (FAAS)
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