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703. This was not the end of attempts to rid hanging as far as possible
of its repulsive features. The anthorities had already ceased to give literal
effect to the sentence to hang by the neck “till dead”, and tried to make
death instantaneous by the shock of a long drop. But public opinion was
disturbed by evidence that the task was sometimes bungled. In 1885 a
condemned murderer was reprieved after three unsuccessful attempts had been
made to hang him. There were other untoward occurrences: occasionally
a man might be given too short a drop, and die slowly of strangulation,
or too long a drop and be decapitated. In 1886 a committee was
appointed to report on the best way of ensuring “that all executions
may be carried out in a becoming manner without risk of failure or mis-
carriage in any respect”. This committee made recommendations about the
length of drop, improvements in the apparatus, and preliminary tests and
precautions. They were designed to ensure speedy and painless death by
dislocation of the vertebrae without decapitation. The present practice,
which we shall describe later, is based on these recommendations. We
were told by the Home Office that “ there is no record during the present
century of any failure or mishap in connection with an execution, and, as
now ca},rried out, execution by hanging can be regarded as speedy and
certain ”.

704, It was indeed on the score of humanity that execution by hanging
was defended by witness after witness. The Prison Officers held the present
system to be “‘as humane as circumstances permit”. The Prison Medical
Officers said, “We cannot conceive any other method which would be
more humane, efficient or expeditious than judicial hanging ”. The Prison
Chaplains called it “ simple, humane and expeditious ”. The British Medical
Association said that “ hanging is probably as speedy and certain as any
other method that could be adopted”. The Royal Medico-Psychological
Association, after remarking that the method of execution ought to be
¢ certain, humane, simple, instantaneous and expeditious ”, said: “on the
information available to the Association the method of hanging fulfils these
criteria more satisfactorily than any other so far proposed or in practice ™.
Sir Norwood East said that “hanging is certain, painless, simple, humane
and expeditious ”. No British witness advocated a change of method, with
the doubtful exception referred to in paragraph 745.

705. Thus a method of execution whose special merit was formerly
thought to be that it was peculiarly degrading is now defended on the
ground that it is uniquely humane. This surprising inversion is mot only
a result of the change we have described in the way the operation is
performed, by which “a method originally barbarous . . . has been success-
fully humanised ”.* It also implies a change in public opinion—as expressed
by our witnesses—which no longer attaches importance to the ereafer
deterrent value attributed to a form of execution suppose
exceptional dread.

706. Some witnesses did not wholly accept this last infere
argued that, even though hanging had, rightly, been converted in
form of execution, it still carried with it a stigma that h
deterrent value. This was the view of the Prison Chaplains, |
and Scottish. The English Chaplains elaborated it in reply to a question:®

“TIt [the deterrent effect] is rather subsidiary to the idea of its being a
public act rather than a hole-in-the-corner act of private vengeance. It
is the public nature of the act—the law solemnly executing the man. . . .

4. A former prison chaplain, quoted by Howard League, p. 284 (8).
5. Smith, Q. 1517,
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