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Scholars of the Civil War and post-Civil War
South know of the suffering experienced by the
southern people during those periods: the stress
of war, the loss of loved ones, the sting of defeat,
the difficulties in recovering from the destruction
of war. In Aberration of Mind, Diane Miller Som‐
merville  seeks  to  understand  the  impact  of  the
war  on the  South  through suicide,  the  effect  of
that suffering turned inwards. As she says in her
introduction, historians of the South often look at
the violence endemic in that society, but usually
in outward expressions. Suicide is an expression
of  violence, but  inwards  onto  oneself,  and  an
analysis of this form of violence can tell us about
the political, social, and economic pressures expe‐
rienced by southerners,  social  responses to  per‐
sonal suffering, the changes wrought by emanci‐
pation  (for  both  black  and  white  southerners),
concepts of gender, and changes in medical care
and the perception of mental illness. Sommerville
breaks her analysis into three sections: first she
looks at Confederate men and women during the
war, then suicide and suffering for African Ameri‐
cans in slavery and after emancipation, and final‐
ly southern men and women dealing with the af‐
termath of the Civil War. 

Sommerville jumps boldly into a methodolog‐
ical debate circling the field in recent years. Look‐
ing at a topic that many would label part of the

“dark turn,” she is also looking at the mental ef‐
fects  of  the  war,  research  that  poses  many
methodological  challenges  and  has  been  ques‐
tioned by other  scholars  in  the field who claim
that attaching modern understandings of PTSD on
the  past  is  anachronistic.  Sommerville  acknowl‐
edges that the study of mental health in the nine‐
teenth  century  is  imperfect  and  that  historians
must be willing to rely on conjecture, but she ar‐
gues that the benefits outweigh the challenges. A
study  of  southern  suicide,  she  argues,  tells  us
about the pressures on southerners during and af‐
ter the war, how the society reacted to suicides,
and how the war itself changed the South. While
historians can never say with 100 percent certain‐
ty that Civil War soldiers experienced PTSD as it is
currently  understood,  there  is  certainly  enough
evidence to show that soldiers and civilians expe‐
rienced strains on their mental health, and study‐
ing that can tell us much about nineteenth-centu‐
ry America. Sommerville states that her research
is  grounded  in  modern  theory,  but  that  is  not
heavy within the body of her work; her analysis is
grounded deeply in the primary source material.
She is, however, willing to make that strong leap
of conjecture to connect the actions of southern
men and women to  trauma caused by the Civil
War. 



One of the strengths of Sommerville’s work is
how comprehensive it is. She tried to look at sui‐
cide in the South through the broadest lens possi‐
ble, looking at white and black, men and women,
during and after the war. Instead of focusing on
just one part of the southern population, she looks
at as many factors as possible to analyze why peo‐
ple committed suicide and how that fit into the so‐
ciety  of  the  South.  She  was  also  able  to  show
change  over  time  and  examine  how  the  war
changed southern culture and society, through the
lens  of  mental  illness  and  suicide.  Another
strength  of  this  work  is  that  it  is  supported  by
thorough  primary  source  research,  utilizing  di‐
aries  and  letters,  pension  and  military  records,
asylum and medical  records,  and periodicals  to
examine the experience of  suicide in the South.
This allowed her work to be rich in descriptions
of suicides and the words and reactions of those
who ideated or committed suicide and those in so‐
ciety  who  commented  on  it.  It  is  a  well-re‐
searched, thoughtful monograph in which the his‐
torical actors take center stage. 

The only criticism I have of this work, and re‐
ally this is just a major challenge in this field of re‐
search, is a question of how representative these
experiences  are.  Because  of  the  lack  of  sources
and  how  suicides/trauma/mental  illness  was  re‐
ported in the nineteenth century, there is no good
way for historians to quantify this experience. It
is likely that we will never be able to give accu‐
rate statistics on how many soldiers experienced
trauma or how many people committed suicide.
Sommerville acknowledges this challenge within
her discussion of methodology but does not talk
about  how  representative  these  experiences
might be. If suicide was a minority experience in
the South, a discussion about why that research is
still valuable to understanding nineteenth-centu‐
ry  society  would  be  helpful  to  support  the
methodology.  In  addition,  Sommerville  makes
some claims about numbers or the rise of suicides
without these statistics. In my opinion, this criti‐
cism is minor in comparison to the strengths of

the work. However, it is a part of the methodology
of this type of research that scholars must contin‐
ue to discuss. 

In  conclusion,  Sommerville  gives  a  well-re‐
searched,  powerful  monograph  that  paves  the
way  for  other  historians  doing  research  in  this
field. She presents the experience of suicide from
many angles and grounds that examination in the
words  and  experiences  of  southerners  them‐
selves. The resulting analysis is a valuable contri‐
bution to our understanding of nineteenth-centu‐
ry American society, the impact of the Civil War
on the  South,  and the  understanding and treat‐
ment of mental illness in the Civil War era. 
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