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Thinking Clearly about Suicide in India
Desperate Housewives, Despairing Farmers

Peter Mayer

The patterns of suicide in India are quite different to 

those observed in industrialised societies. Those 

differences must lead us to question many 

generalisations which almost approach sociological 

“law” such as the protection against suicide afforded by 

marriage. This paper contrasts media coverage of farmer 

suicides in India with the near total neglect of the 

suicides of housewives, though there are more than 

three housewife suicides for every one of a farmer.
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Over the past decade the print media have returned 
again and again to the issue of suicides amongst 
 India’s farmers. Depending on weather  patterns and 

prices, the focus of these reports is sometimes on Andhra 
Pradesh, sometimes on the Vidarbha region of  Maharashtra, at 
other times on Karnataka.

While not in any way wishing to dismiss the seriousness 
of rural distress in central India, in this paper I want to 
suggest that India’s press coverage of farmer suicides is highly 
stereotyped, is unintentionally highly selective in what is 
reported and what is ignored and generally fails to observe 
the ethical guidelines on reporting suicide deaths which are 
now the norm elsewhere. To illustrate the point, in this paper 
I will compare Indian media coverage over farmer suicides 
with a relatively more serious crisis among India’s house-
wives. I will begin by briefl y reviewing what we know about 
how the  media, everywhere, present the news in terms of 
genres and frames.

Framing the News

One of the fundamental tools of media analysis is the impor-
tance of “framing,” According to Robert Entman (1993: 52), 

to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and to make 
them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to 
 promote a particular problem defi nition, causal interpretation, moral 
evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.

Tannen’s work from a linguistic perspective is also relevant 
since it underscores the reciprocal role of frames in transmis-
sion and reception: frames are “structures of expectation, 
based on past experience...which help us process and compre-
hend stories [and] serve to fi lter and shape perception” 
(1993: 53).

Price, Tewksbury and Powers observe that there are two 
major journalistic infl uences which act to shape the selection 
of items for presentation in the news. The fi rst, “agenda 
setting” is the selection of “issues, events, and people deemed 
newsworthy and thus deserving of media attention” (Price 
et al 1997: 482). The second is the way journalists present 
stories through particular frames. Citing William Gamson, 
they note that 

These frames often refl ect broader cultural themes and narratives, 
and they supply citizens with a basic tool kit of ideas they use in thinking 
about and talking about politics. How events and issues are packaged 
and presented by journalists can in this way fundamentally affect how 
readers and viewers understand those events and issues (Price et al 
1997: 482).
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[Theorists of framing argue that] By activating some ideas, feelings 
and values rather than others...the news can encourage particular trains 
of thought about political phenomena and lead audience members to 
arrive at more or less predictable conclusions (p 283).
[Confl ict, human interest and consequence] offer editors and report-
ers a repertoire of story slants or news hooks they can employ in 
 presenting any particular issue or event to readers or viewers (p 485).

Gamson and Modigliani identify fi ve framing devices used 
by the media to suggest to readers how to think about an issue: 
metaphors, examplars, catchphrases, depictions and visual 
images (1989: 3).

Campbell argued that framing is involved at every stage of 
the news process:

Journalists approach an event and using their news sense, i e, know-
ledge or instinct of what is newsworthy, evaluate a potential story. 
Operational rules are then used to gather the relevant facts and back-
ground information from sources like personal contacts and 
libraries. Reporters construct the news by interpreting the gathered 
information and targeting the issue for the appropriate readership or 
audience. Editorial rules refer to the knowledge of the organizational 
requirements. These rules are applied throughout the process in con-
junction with the other rules categories (1997: 61).

In an examination of UK media coverage of disasters, 
Bennett and Daniel note that the media is often charged with 
using distorting stereotypes to frame stories.

The western media has been accused of covering Third World disasters in 
an excessively emotional fashion, focusing on their sensational 
aspects rather than the serious side of local relief efforts (2002: 35).

Framing Media Coverage of Suicide in India

In this paper I look briefl y at the ways in which the media in 
India frame and report on two major categories of suicides, 
those of farmers and those of housewives, developing the 
 argument that there are signifi cant policy consequences which 
arise from the ways each is framed in the media. By way of 
 introduction, let us consider the major genres of suicide which 
make their way into Indian newspapers.1

‘Ordinary’ Suicides: We can distinguish a number of broad 
categories of suicides which are reported in the English
language in India. First there are what may be termed “ordinary 
suicides.” On any given day, over 300 Indians choose to end 
their lives. Of these only a small fraction receives even cursory 
mention in the daily press. Whether one reads newspapers 
from the 1960s or the 2000s, there is a depressing similarity to 
most of these brief vignettes lifted from the police records 
which tell of economic failure, family friction, despair over 
disease or reaction to humiliation.

Gururaj and Isaac note some recurrent features of how suicides 
in this category are framed in media coverage: (i) “a tendency 
to ‘sensationalise’ the act with catchy and attractive captions”; 
(ii) a focus on poverty related issues; (iii) disproportionate 
coverage of suicides of a number of individuals at one time; 
(iv) greater coverage of unusual events; and (v) greater coverage 
of mysterious deaths (2001: 45).

Celebrity Suicides: At the other end of the spectrum is media 
coverage of the suicide deaths of celebrities (see for example, 

anon 2013; Sridhar 2014). Because of the prominence of the 
dead person, these reports are placed, not amongst the mu-
nicipal and police items, but on or near the front of the  paper 
or magazine. Some examples of the relatively more prominent 
coverage of celebrity suicides are: the death of  contemporary 
dancer Ranjabati Chaki Sircar in Kolkata in 1999 (Kalidas 
1999), the death by jumping from the fi fth story of a fi ve-star 
hotel in New Delhi of media personality and news reader 
Bhaskar Bhattacharya in 2000 (Kant 2000), the death of Ban-
galore model Rakhee Choudhari in Mumbai in 2002 (Deccan 
Herald 2002), the death of Tamil fi lmstar Revathisree in 
Chennai in 2003 (Times of India 2003), that of Mumbai model 
 Archana Pandey in 2014 (IANS 2014) and recently the death of 
BA Pass actor Shikha Joshi (Express News Service 2015).

Student Suicides: Another signifi cant category, especially 
prominent between March and June when examinations are 
in progress, is of stories of students taking their own lives 
(for example, Das 2001; Rao R 2014; Srivastava 2014; Gowhar 
2015). These “student suicide” stories often give only the bare 
details of a child unable to bear the stress of educational 
competition. Occasionally an article, such as the one by Leela 
Menon (2002), surveys student suicides in a state, in this 
case Kerala.

Indian student suicides occasionally feature in the inter-
national press as happened in 2002 when the Saudi press 
picked up a story, then reprinted in the United States, of the 
suicide of a student who had actually passed the second-year 
exam but who took his life before it was found that his name 
was inadvertently left off the university list (Washington 
 Report on Middle East Affairs 2002).

There are two other major categories on which I wish to 
 focus for the remainder of this paper: “economic—especially 
farmer—suicides” and “female suicides.”

Economic—Especially Farmer—Suicides: Without question 
the largest, and in many respects the most complex category 
is that which reports on the suicides attributed to economic 
 distress, particularly among weavers and farmers. What 
 distinguishes the articles in this category is the way in which 
 stories are framed in terms of broad economic issues which 
in most cases are linked to policy changes which have taken 
place in the post-1991 era of economic reforms. In almost 
all the articles, individual suicides are treated, not as the prin-
cipal subject of the article, but as exemplars, that is, a routine 
journalistic device, at times almost a cliché, used to highlight 
the hardships experienced by a broader class of workers. In this 
genre, vignettes of worker suicides—frequently framed with a 
photo of surviving relatives—are an almost  obligatory feature, 
used in much the same way that pictures of severely malnour-
ished children are in articles on famine in Africa (for general 
discussions of the selective attention of the media to develop-
ment issues, see Bennett and Daniel 2002; Sainath 2002).

Weaver Suicides: In 2001 and 2002, a number of articles 
appeared which highlighted the plight of power loom weavers 
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in Andhra Pradesh (see for example, Our Staff Reporter 2001; 
Farooq 2001; Dayashankar 2001a, 2001b; Reddy 2002). For more 
recent media coverage of weaver suicides (see, for example, 
Acharya 2012; Krishnan 2011; Naidu 2013; Salvadore 2013).

The most extensive and in-depth examination of the condition 
of weavers in Andhra that we have seen is the series of articles 
written by Asha Krishnakumar in 2001 (2001h, 2001g, 2001b, 
2001f, 2001e, 2001a, 2001c, 2001d). Krishnakumar outlined a se-
ries of policy changes since 1985 as well as changes in the na-
tional and international market which have led to an economic 
crisis for both handloom and powerloom weavers in the state 
(see especially Krishnakumar 2001e, 2001d). These changes 
include the emergence of competing powerloom  centres in 
Maharashtra which have lower costs of production and higher 
productivity and which more recently have introduced jet 
looms,2 liberalisation policies which promoted the export of 
cotton and yarn, increased electricity charges and excise on 
yarn, and the removal of import restrictions which has led to 
dumping of cloth by Thailand and China. More  recent articles 
make it clear that little has changed in the intervening decade 
(Galab and Revathi 2009; Kumar 2013; Naidu 2013; Salvadore 
2013; Nemana and Rao 2014).

At the end of several of Krishnakumar’s articles are poignant 
case studies of weaver suicides which trace a common, 
 distressing history of loss of income, lack of alternative work, 
mounting debt and family distress and fi nally a decision to end 
life (Krishnakumar 2001h, 2001b, 2001f). One further feature 
set Krishnakumar’s articles on weaver suicides apart from 
almost all other discussions of suicides arising from economic 
causes in the Indian media: a relatively informed discussion 
about the causal factors which lead a tiny minority of affected 
individuals to choose death (Krishnakumar 2001g).

Farmer Suicides: The largest body of reports on suicides 
with economic causes are those which cover farmer suicides. 
As with weavers, coverage of farmer suicides tends to attri-
bute the cause of suicide to the economic distress of the 
individual. Some accounts are brief and relatively factual, 
much like the coverage of “ordinary” suicides (for example, 
Hindu 1998; Our Principal Correspondent 1998; Siddiq 2000; 
Sharma 2002; PTI 2015). The greatest number of stories, how-
ever, use farmer  suicides as a stock journalistic device for 
highlighting agricultural distress in a district or region (for 
example, David 1998; Nautiyal 2002; Deshpande 2003). In 
these reports the vulnerable rain-fed agricultural regions of 
the Deccan feature prominently.

A number of articles locate the causes for farmer distress in 
the intersection of adverse weather, government policy fail-
ures and inappropriate crop choices. In 2004 Vivek Deshpande 
reported on the distress experienced by cotton farmers in 
Maharashtra’s Vidarbha region arising in part from failures in 
offi cial procurement mechanisms. Samar Harlankar surveyed 
the situation in Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra, 
concluding that the agricultural crisis could be traced to a 
headlong rush by farmers to embrace cash crops (Harlankar 
1998; a similar assessment was made by Iyer 1998).

The media also occasionally covers the politics of farmer 
suicides, for example, speculation on the impact of farmer 
suicides on impending elections (Reddy 1998; Datta 2003) or 
reports of offi cial investigations into the causes of farmer 
 suicides (Hindu 2001). A spectacular example was the death by 
hanging of a farmer who attended a rally of the Aam Aadmi 
Party in New Delhi in 2015 (Sriram and Anand 2015).

Stories about agrarian distress and farmer suicides in India 
are occasionally picked up by the international media who 
report matters in much the same terms as appear in the Indian 
press, (for example, anon 1998; Waldman 2004).

As with weaver suicides, a few journalists have probed the 
issues in greater depth or with greater persistence. In a com-
panion piece to Khrishnakumar’s articles on weaver suicides, 
Parvathi Menon wrote an in-depth study of suicides by 
groundnut (peanut) farmers in Andhra Pradesh’s Anantapur 
District. Menon found that drought, as well as market changes 
brought about by economic liberalisation—higher costs for 
electricity, fertilisers, seeds and low prices because of 
cheap imported edible oil—had all pushed families into debt 
(2001a, 2001b).

Among those who have reported for many years on all aspects 
of Indian rural life, including farmer suicides, perhaps none is 
more distinguished than the former Rural Affairs Editor of 
the Hindu P Sainath. His investigations of rural poverty in the 
1990s were summarised in Sainath (1999). For other 
reports on farmer suicides, see, for example, Sainath (2001b, 
2001a, 2005c, 2005d, 2005b, 2005a, 2005e, 2009).3 In many of 
Sainath’s articles a farmer suicide (often accentuated by a 
poignant photograph taken by the journalist) was used to 
frame an acute investigation of the broader issues facing farmers. 
An article on the situation in Maharashtra’s Vidarbha region in 
2005, for example, found that drought, lack of access to credit, 
failures of cotton cooperatives to pay farmers, rising input 
costs and falling prices have plunged farmers into mounting 
debt. In short: “[T]he state has turned its back on the farmer” 
(Sainath 2005c).

Politics of Farmer Suicides: Economic commentators have 
also used farmer suicides to highlight policy changes which 
they feel are necessary. In 1998, Jairam Ramesh noted that 
differing explanations had been offered for the suicides of 
cotton farmers in Andhra Pradesh in that year: media exag-
geration, imitation and the risks of farming in arid and semi-
arid regions. He went on to argue that cotton farmers had 
been hurt less by economic reforms than by policy failures. 
In addition to the collapse of state-supported credit and the 
provision of agricultural extension, the failure to give cotton 
farmers consistent access to world markets had also hurt 
them (Ramesh 1998).

More commonly, though, suicide deaths among weavers 
and farmers have also been utilised by activists as a means 
of dramatising their opposition to economic liberalisation, 
globalism and intellectual property regimes promoted by 
the international bodies such as the World Trade Organiza-
tion. In her 2000 Reith Lecture for the BBC, the prominent 
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 environmentalist Vandana Shiva introduced her argument 
that “industrialisation and genetic engineering of food and 
globalisation of trade in agriculture are recipes for creating 
hunger, not for feeding the poor” by a reference to farmer 
 suicides:

Recently, I was visiting Bhatinda in Punjab because of an epidemic of 
farmers suicides. Punjab used to be the most prosperous agricultural 
region in India. Today every farmer is in debt and despair. Vast stretches 
of land have become water-logged desert. And as an old farmer pointed 
out, even the trees have stopped bearing fruit because heavy use of 
 pesticides have killed the pollinators—the bees and bu  t terfl ies (2000).

It is essential to note here that a rigorous academic study 
of farmer suicides investigated the situation in the Punjab 
(Bhalla et al 1998). It concluded that, on the whole, Punjab has 
a very low rate of suicides, and “that politicians and the main-
stream media misrepresented the scale and causes of what 
they claimed were debt-driven suicides by farmers in the 
 Punjab.” Rather, “[dowry] and expenditure on narcotics and 
alcohol” were the major causes of debt (Swami 1998). Despite 
this strong evidence, Vandana Shiva has continued to high-
light farmer suicides in other parts of India to validate her 
arguments about the harm being done to small farmers by 
trade liberalisation and the entry into India of giant inter-
national seed corporations (see for example, Shiva 2004a, 
2004b;  Shiva and Jafri nd).

Another prominent environmental activist who has high-
lighted farmer suicides to criticise harmful aspects of globali-
sation is the journalist Devinder Sharma. Commenting on the 
agricultural situation after the defeat of the Chandrababu 
Naidu government in Andhra Pradesh in 2004, Sharma ob-
served that the core cause was industrial farming (2004).

The most sweeping linkage of Indian farmer suicides with 
economic liberalisation has been the report issued by Christian 
Aid “The Damage Done: Aid, Death and Dogma.” The report 
argued that the real origins of the agrarian crisis in Andhra 
Pradesh lie in international pressures for liberalisation in India 
(2005: 14). (An Indian NGO introduced the report with the 
headline “Britain Blamed for Indian Suicides.”)

The Christian Aid report concluded:

The number of farmers taking their own lives in Andhra Pradesh is 
shocking and indicates that something has gone terribly wrong with 
the agricultural sector. These are not deaths from just one area or 
from just one type of farming. This is suicide on a scale that is surely 
unique in modern times.
The immediate cause of these deaths is debt. This debt was brought on 
by a number of factors, all of which, except for the weather, can be as-
cribed to liberalisation. These liberalising factors at both national and 
state level were the results of policies made by India’s central government, 
the Andhra Pradesh state government of Chandrababu Naidu, the IMF, 
the World Bank and [UK development agency] DFID….[H]ow many 
more years will it take for the world to wake up to the fact that wholesale 
liberalisation of agriculture and the privatisation of the support mech-
anisms that sustain it are killing farmers? (2005: 29–30).

One response to the intense media interest in farmer 
suicides has been the publication of a number of academic 
studies. In addition to the study of Punjab farmer suicides by 
Bhalla cited earlier, the Tata Institute of Social Sciences has 
produced a study of the situation in Maharashtra (Dandekar 

et al 2005), and the National Institute of Rural Development 
has produced a study of farmer suicides in Andhra Pradesh 
and Karnataka (Vidyasagar and Suman Chandra 2003). Others 
who have studied different aspects of farmer suicides include 
Gill and Singh (2006); Mishra (2006a, 2006b); Mohanakumar 
and Sharma (2006); Sridhar (2006); Vaidyanathan (2006); 
 Jeromi (2007); Mitra and Shroff (2007); Behere and Behere 
(2008); Gruère et al (2008); Mishra (2008); Nagaraj (2008); 
Choudhary (2009); Padhi (2009); Sheridan (2009); Deshpande 
and Arora (2010); Das (2011); Gruère and Sengupta (2011); 
Dongre and Deshmukh (2012); Münster (2012); Kennedy and 
King (2014); Nagaraj et al (2014).

Housewife Suicides and Suicides by Women: In contrast to 
the frequent appearance of stories in the media about farmer 
suicides, the references to them by social activists and the 
detailed research work on agrarian conditions by academic 
institutions, there is little distinctive media coverage of the 
 suicides of married women—or of women generally.4

The suicides of housewives are most commonly treated with 
brevity, as “ordinary” suicides. On the relatively rare occasions 
when the Indian media do cover the suicides of married women it 
is almost always framed in terms of mistreatment by in-laws 
and harassment for dowry. An article by Prabhjot Singh, for 
 example, reported that “harassment by in-laws for various 
 reasons, including insuffi cient dowry, accounts for 80% of 
suicides by women in Punjab, where the incidence of ending 
one’s own life has been alarmingly on the rise in recent years” 
(2000). An earlier example by Navneet Sethi and K Anand 
(1988) which looked at the impact of the compulsion for 
women to be married and the consequences of demands for 
dowry is presented in terms of the examples of the deaths of 
two sisters. A second but less common framing device arises 
when the very rare cases of sati occur. Though extremely 
infrequent these are relatively more common in articles about 
India which appear overseas. A BBC article, for example, 
reported on a sati in Madhya Pradesh in 2002, without obvious 
framing (anon 2002).

Realities of Indian Suicide Rates: At the risk of labouring 
the point, I hope that the contrast in extent and focus of 
 media coverage has made clear the very different ways in 
which the media in India report the suicides of farmers and 
housewives. By way of introducing the next section of the 
 paper let me summarise a few of the key points which emerge 
from that contrast:
• First, farmer suicides receive far more coverage than those 
of housewives. One could be quite forgiven for assuming that 
suicides of the former are correspondingly more frequent than 
the latter. 
• Second, on the basis of the location of media reports, we 
would logically infer that the highest rate of farmer suicides 
occur in central India, that is, in Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra, 
Karnataka and Madhya Pradesh. 
• Third, despite everything we learned from Esther Boserup, 
on the basis of media coverage, we would conclude that all 
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farmers are male, or at least that all farmers who take their 
own lives are male. 
• Fourth, media coverage would lead us to conclude that the 
aetiology of most farmer suicides is economic distress.

In what follows I want to suggest that each of these very 
reasonable inferences is wrong.

A methodological preface is in order. The only way in which 
we can compare the incidence of suicides is by comparing 
rates, conventionally the rate per 1,00,000 (that is, per lakh). 
In almost all media reports of farmer suicides, rates are almost 
never cited. Instead raw numbers are used. Because India is 
still a largely rural society in which agriculture is the occupa-
tion of the majority, the raw numbers are large and alarming. 
But as I will indicate in a moment, large raw numbers in a 
large population do not necessarily translate into high rates.

The suicide rates reported in this paper rely upon the offi cial 
data compiled by the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) 
and it is reasonable to ask how accurate they are, given that in 
other countries and at other times there have been major 
 in adequacies in reporting suicides. It is quite common in the 
Indian literature to assert that the NCRB fi gures greatly under-
state the actual number of suicides in India. Paripuranand 
Varma in his pioneering study of Indian suicide, for example, 
estimated that perhaps only one-third of suicides are captured 
in offi cial fi gures (1976: 127). The one systematic study of 
the overall accuracy of Indian suicide data is that of Patel 
and colleagues  (2012) who have recently published data based 
on psychological autopsies of deaths between 2001 and 2003. 
The data used in the Patel study were drawn from a sample 
collected by the Registrar General—conducted up to three 
years after the fact which were subsequently evaluated by in-
dependent assessors. They estimate the all-Indian suicide rate, 
when applied to the age-adjusted 2010 population, at 22 per 
lakh, well above the 11.4 per lakh recorded offi cially by the 
NCRB (which are not adjusted for age)  (Patel et al 2012: 2345).5 
This discrepancy is signifi cant and should be the subject of in-
dependent investigation. A number of factors which may ex-
plain the differences are (i) NCRB data are  collected on the spot 
by the police while the Registrar General’s sample relies upon 
recall several years after the fact. (ii) Until Section 309 is 
 fi nally deleted, attempted suicide remains a crime under the 
Indian Penal Code. It seems probable that the police, in asses-
sing the intention of a deceased person, have  applied the 
 criminal law test of “beyond reasonable doubt,” while Patel’s 
team may have made their assessments on something ap-
proaching the civil law test of “on the balance of probabilities.” 
Since the intention of the deceased is critical in determining 
whether a death is a suicide, these differences may  explain the 
divergent results.

My colleagues and I have conducted an extended discussion 
of the accuracy of the offi cial suicide data (Mayer et al 2011). 
To summarise broadly: we did not fi nd any evidence of system-
atic distortion in the data caused, for example, by classifying 
drowning suicides as accidents. One straightforward test is to 
compare the national rates reported for India with the reported 
rates for Indians in the diaspora; these are virtually identical.

Farmer suicide data are subject to similar scepticism. In a 
recent study of farmer suicides, K Nagaraj and colleagues, who 
also utilise NCRB fi gures, argue that the offi cial designation of 
occupation may undercount farmers because of the “rather 
strict and stringent defi nition[s]” of who is a farmer used by 
the police, at least in Andhra Pradesh (Nagaraj et al 2014: 55). 
In a recent newspaper report which notes the puzzling reduc-
tion of farmer suicides reported for 2014, the authors dismiss 
the at-least-theoretical-possibility of an actual decline by 
 stating that “No one really believes NCRB data as credible 
when it comes to farmer suicides, not even the NCRB” 
 (IndiaSpend and Saha 2015).

The possibility that offi cial statistics may over-represent the 
correct numbers of farmer suicides is much less frequently 
considered. Kumar Nilotpal’s important anthropological study 
of farmer suicides in Andhra Pradesh’s Anantapur District ex-
plores the impact government compensation schemes, such as 
Andhra Pradesh’s “interim special package for relief, economic 
support and rehabilitation, 2004,” have on the identifi cation of 
the causes of suicide deaths in farming communities (2011). 
Nilotpal provides granular detail of the process by which sui-
cides, which clearly had nothing to do with adverse agricul-
tural conditions, were, nevertheless, converted by community 
 collusion with agents of the state from personal tragedies 
Table 1: World Suicide Rates (per 1,00,000), c 2001 
Country Year Total Country Year Total

Lithuania 1999 38.4

Russian Federation 1998 32.1

Estonia 1999 28.1

Kazakhstan 1999 27.9

Hungary 1999 26.9

Ukraine 1999 25.2

Slovenia 1999 24.6

Sri Lanka 1995 21.5

Finland 1998 21.1

Croatia 1999 18.5

Belgium 1995 17.9

Cuba 1996 17.1

Switzerland 1996 16.7

Austria 1999 15.5

Yugoslavia 1990 15.3

New Zealand 1998 15

France 1997 14.8

Japan 1997 14.5

Kyrgyzstan 1999 14

China (selected areas) 1998 13.7

Denmark 1996 13.6

Poland 1996 13.4

Australia 1997 13.3

Czech Republic 1999 13

Republic of Korea 1997 12.8

Ireland 1996 12.5

Bulgaria 1999 12.3

Sweden 1996 11.8

Slovakia 1999 11.5

Bosnia/Herzegovina 1991 11.3

Canada 1997 11.3

India 1999 11.2

Norway 1997 10.9

Romania 1999 10.8

Germany 1998 10.6

Iceland 1996 10.4

United States 1998 10.4

Uruguay 1990 9.6

El Salvador 1993 8.5

Netherlands 1997 8.3

Puerto Rico 1992 8.1

Zimbabwe 1990 7.9

United Kingdom 1998 6.8

Costa Rica 1995 6.6

Argentina 1996 6.5

Israel 1997 6.5

Spain 1997 6.5

Italy 1997 6.2

Chile 1994 6.1

Venezuela 1994 6.1

Ecuador 1995 5.5

Albania 1998 5.3

Brazil 1995 4.7

Thailand 1994 4.1

Portugal 1998 4

Georgia 1992 3.9

Mexico 1995 3.9

Colombia 1994 3.4

Greece 1998 3.1

Kuwait 1999 1.5

Philippines 1993 1.5

Peru 1989 0.6

Iran 1991 0.2

Syrian Arab Republic 1985 0.1
Source: Adapted from Krug et al (2002).
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into “farmer suicides” entitled to 
monetary compensation from gov-
ernment (2011: 224). Community 
collusion involved such things as 
creating false credit notes as “evi-
dence: of indebtedness (Nilotpal 
2011: 251). Of 29 cases offi cially 
recognised as farmer suicides 
which Nilotpal investigated in 
depth, 45% were understood by 
fellow villagers to be “fake farm-
ing suicides” (2011: 231). Münster 
in a study of farmer suicides in 
Kerala’s Wynad District has also 
noted that the existence of state 
payments creates strong incen-
tives: “Understand ably all families 
affected by suicide cases tried to 
get them acknowledged as farm-
ers’ suicides” (2012: 202). Offi cials 
in Wynad became concerned that 
state  payments might “actually 
encourage further suicides” 
(Münster 2012: 203).

Let us begin by considering the 
overall pattern of suicides in 
In   dia. As can be seen from the map 
(Figure 1), there is a distinct 
 regional pattern to suicide inci-
dence: suicide rates are highest in 
the south and, broadly speaking, 
lowest in the Hindi heartland in 
the north.

Indian Suicide in the Global 
Context

Let us begin by placing the overall level of suicides in India, as 
offi cially recorded, into the global context.6 In Table 1 (p 48) it 
is evident that the Indian national suicide rate around 2001 
was neither one of the world’s highest nor lowest. Rates in 
 India are far lower than in the former Soviet bloc. Equally they 
are  considerably higher than in some other developing econo-
mies and countries with Muslim majority populations.

A Brief Comment on Occupation

We have suicide information for only a few occupations which 
allow us to relate them to corresponding categories reported 
by the Census of India.7 Data do allow us to investigate suicide 
rates for farmers and housewives. Here data available from the 
1991, 2001 and 2011 Census of India have been adjusted to let 
us calculate rates for subsequent years.

Farmer Suicide Rates Compared to Other Occupational 
Groups: Next let us place farmer suicides in the broader  context 
of the relative handful of occupational groups for which we 
can compute suicide rates.8 As we can see from Table 2, in 1997 

the unemployed had relatively high suicide rates: 27.2 per 
1,00,000; those rates have declined since then, falling to 22.7 
in 2001 and 9.0 in 2011. In 1991 both civil servants and the 
 retired had higher rates than 
did farmers; by 2011 the rates 
of both occupations had fallen 
below those of farmers. Stu-
dents have a rate lower than 
those of other occupations, 
though it must be of concern 
that the rate is rising when 
others appear to be declining. 
Those employed in agriculture 
had suicide rates below the national average of 11.2 in 2011.9

Let us now examine farmer suicides, by gender. As can be 
seen in Table 3, male farmer suicide rates in 1997 were only 

Figure 1: Geographic Distribution of Suicide Rates per lakh (1,00,000) in India, 2014

Suicide rate means number of suicides per one lakh population.
Source: Adapted from Accidental Deaths and Suicides in India, 2014, p 197.
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Delhi  10.3
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Gujarat  11.7

Daman and Diu  8.7

Maharashtra  13.9

Telangana  26.5

Chhattisgarh  22.4

Odisha  9.9

West Bengal  15.5

Jharkhand  4.0

Bihar  0.7

Arunachal Pradesh  12.1

Assam 11.1

Meghalaya  3.6

Mizoram
Tripura  20.3

Manipur  2.0

Nagaland
0.6

Sikkim  38.4

Karnataka  17.8

Goa  15.1
Andhra Pradesh  12.0

Tamil Nadu  23.4

Kerala  23.9

Lakshadweep  3.8 Andaman & Nicobar Islands

Puducherry  40.4

Rajasthan  6.3

Dadra and Nagar Haveli  18.7

Table 3: Self-employed (Agriculture) Suicides (1997, 2011, 2014 by Gender, 
per 1,00,000)

 1997 2011 2014

 M F M F M F

Suicide rate 13.2 11.2 14.6 5.4 6.3 1.4

Table 2: Suicide Rates by 
Occupation (1997, 2001, 2011, per 
1,00,000)
Occupation  Suicide Rate 
 1991 2001 2011

Unemployed 27.2 22.7 9.0

Civil servant 22.3 21.2 12.7

Retired 14.0 14.5 12.2

Self-employed 
(farming/
agriculture) 12.98 15.7 14.5

Student 2.1 2.5 5.8
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slightly higher than those for the relatively smaller group of 
women farmers, something one never fi nds in any media 
reporting of farmer suicide. By 2011, the rates had signifi cantly 
diverged; male rates had risen to 14.6 while rates for female 
agriculturalists had fallen to 5.4. Three years later, male farmer 
suicide rates had fallen to 6.3 per lakh, women  far mers to 1.4.

The 2014 volume of Accidental Deaths and Suicides in India 
devoted for the fi rst time a separate chapter to farmer suicides 
which presented disaggregate fi gures for different classes of 
workers in agriculture (NCRB 2015). The chapter makes explicit 
that for statistical purposes “Farmers include those who own 
and work on fi eld[s] (namely, cultivators) as well as those who 
 employ/hire workers for fi eld work/farming activities. It 
 excludes agricultural labourers” (NCRB 2015: 266). As Figure 2 
illustrates, the raw numbers of farmer suicides have fallen 
 dramatically since 2009. Between 2013 and 2014, numbers fell 
precipitously but puzzlingly from 11,772 to 5,650. 

The detailed breakdown of fi gures provided in the 2014 
Report is to be welcomed; it allows us to examine the rates 
for different categories of participants in agriculture.10 In 
Table 4 we can see that the rate 
for all cultivators and agricul-
tural labourers is 4.3 per lakh. 
For all farmers, the rate is 4.9 
per lakh; for tenants the over-
all rate is 3.1 per lakh and for 
agricultural labour 4.0 per 
lakh. The suicide rates for 
males are virtually the same 
across categories: 6.4 per lakh 
for owners, 6.0 per lakh for 
tenants and 6.0 per lakh for la-
bourers. Female suicide rates 
are also quite comparable for all categories of agriculturalist.

The 2014 Report allows us to see, for the fi rst time, the hitherto 
invisible suicides of agricultural labourers. Not only are the 
rates for agricultural labourers, male and female, comparable 
to those of farm owners, but the absolute number of labourer 
suicides (6,710) is noticeably higher than that for farm owners 
(4,949) (NCRB 2015: 237). It hardly needs emphasising that 
any approach to rural suicides must include equal emphasis 
on agricultural labour.

Desperate Housewives
Now let us extend the comparison to include housewives. In 
2014, 5,650 farmer suicides were recorded in India; in the 
same year, 20,148 housewives took their own lives, over 250% 
more in raw numbers. If we were to form our assessment from 
media coverage it might be 1/10th or less.

As can be seen in Table 5, 
suicide rates for housewives 
in 2014 were slightly more 
than twice those for farmers. 
If we consider the long-term 
trend (Figure 3) we can see 
that while housewife suicide 
rates have fallen somewhat from their peak in 2011, farmer 
suicide rates have fallen precipitously from a peak in 2009. 
The reasons for the decline, especially the sharp drop between 
2013 and 2014 are not clear.

When we look at the pattern in individual states and territo-
ries there are striking differences (Table 6).11 In 1997, in the 
small union territory of Pondicherry/Puducherry, the male 
farmer suicide rate was 239 per 1,00,000. The rate for female 
farmers in Pondy in that year was an astronomical 480 per 
1,00,000. In 2011, by contrast, there were no recorded farmer 
suicides in Puducherry.

Figure 2: Number of Farmer Suicides, 1997–2014
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Table 4: Suicides in Agriculture 
(2014, per 1,00,000)
Category Sex Suicide Rate

All agriculture  4.3

All farmers  4.9

Farmers who  Total 5.3

own their  Male 6.4

own land Female 1.8

Farmers on Total 3.1 

contract/lease Male 6.0

 Female 0.6

Agricultural  Total 4.0

labour Male 6.0

 Female 1.4

Figure 3: Farmer, Housewife and All-India Suicide Rates, 1997–2014
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Table 5: Suicide Rates, Farmers v 
Housewives (2014, per 1,00,000)
 Suicide Rate

Self-employed (agriculture) 
 Male 6.3

 Female 1.4

 Total 5.3

Housewives  13.3

Table 6: Farmer v Housewife Suicide Rates, by State, 1997, 2011
 Self-employed Housewives Self-employed Housewives
  (Agriculture) 1997  1997  (Agriculture) 2011 2011
 Males Females  Males Females 

Pondicherry 238.8 480.4 54.1 0.0 0.0 63.6

Kerala 132.3 52.6 22.1 85.3 21.1 21.7

Karnataka 34.1 26.3 27.0 51.6 10.5 28.2

Maharashtra 26.9 8.4 31.0 45.7 3.6 46.9

West Bengal 24.8 63.7 16.6 14.7 23.5 26.1

Goa 20.8 0.0 21.0 6.7 0.0 26.8

Madhya Pradesh 19.2 19.1 20.4 17.2 6.0 33.3

Tamil Nadu 18.4 13.9 17.6 10.0 3.0 34.5

Andhra Pradesh 17.6 6.7 24.5 22.4 4.3 27.8

Gujarat 11.8 16.4 18.5 13.0 3.3 23.2

Rajasthan 9.5 4.9 10.7 3.0 0.7 14.1

Assam 7.7 2.0 6.5 9.7 1.2 14.5

Punjab 6.1 0 2.2 5.4 2.2 3.8

Odisha 5.7 6.2 12.2 4.1 0.8 16.8

Haryana 2.9 0 9.5 19.6 4.9 16.6

Himachal Pradesh 2.9 1.0 7.2 2.5 0.5 16.1

Uttar Pradesh 2.4 4.9 2.9 3.6 2.6 5.2

Bihar 0.9 1.0 1.4 1.1 1.4 1.1

Jharkhand – – – 3.9 0.3 6.6

Chhattisgarh – – – 0.0 0.0 49.5
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Similar comments apply to Kerala, where the male rate in 
1997 was 132 and that for female farmers was 53. In 2011 the 
respective fi gures were 85 and 21. 

Another state which once had a high but largely invisible 
farmer suicide rate especially among female farmers is West 
Bengal. In 1997 male farmer suicides were at virtually the 
same rate as in Maharashtra (25 vs 27), but female suicides 
were at the high rate of 64 (the overall rate for women in 
Maharashtra was 8). In 2011, the respective rates had fallen to 
15 and 24.

The other summary conclusion to emerge from Table 6 is 
that in many states farmer suicide rates were far lower in 2011 
than they were in 1997. Chhattisgarh is a noticeable exception.

If we now consider housewives, we may note that in general, 
their suicide rates were higher in 2011 than in 1997 (Pondicherry, 
Kerala and Karnataka are exceptions). In 2011 in Pondicherry, 
Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Madhya Pradesh, Kerala Karnataka, 
Andhra, Goa, West Bengal and Gujarat housewife suicide rates 
were at or above 20 per 1,00,000. Indeed, in only Punjab, UP 
and Bihar was the rate less than 10 per lakh.

The states in bold under the Housewives column are those 
where their suicide rates were higher than those for farmers, 
male or female. It can be seen that this was the case in all but 
seven states in 1997 and in fi ve states/territories in 2011. In 
Pondicherry in 1997 and in West Bengal in 2011 the suicide 
rates of female farmers were higher than those for males. Of 
the major Indian states, in 2011 it was only in Kerala, Karnataka, 
Haryana and Punjab that male farmer suicide rates were higher 
than those for women—either farmers or housewives..

Suicide and Social Change

Why are the suicide rates of housewives in some Indian states 
so high? It is, after all, one of the commonplaces of suicide 
 research in Western societies that marriage confers protection 
from suicide to married women.12 The very brief answer which 
I propose is that it refl ects the confl icted roles in which women 
fi nd themselves as Indian society undergoes social change. 
This is a theme which I examine in greater detail in another 
paper. For the moment, let me simply state my argument that 
as Indian marriages change from those arranged by parents 
and based on more formalised relationships between husband 
and wife, to those which are increasingly like what students of 
marriage in 18th century Europe have termed “companionate 
marriage,” a small fraction of married women fi nd themselves 
unable to cope with the stresses which arise.13

Conclusions

I began this paper by surveying commonplace understandings 
of the media studies literature which highlight the ways in 
which the media rely on a relatively narrow repertoire of 
frames to select and present news items. What I have tried to 
show in this paper is that media framing of suicide in India 
gives highly disproportionate emphasis to the suicides of male 
farmers. At the same time, housewife suicides, which are both 
greater in number, and often occur at a higher rate than those of 
male farmers pass largely without either emphasis or comment.

How may we explain the great difference in coverage? In my 
opinion the answer is to be found in a higher level frame which 
is common in both the Indian media and in much scholarly 
writing: a ideological preference for the agricultural policies 
of subsidies and price-supports which were in force before the 
1990s. I believe that the way in which farmer suicides are 
framed validates this interpretation. Almost without exception, 
the aetiology of farmer suicides is attributed to economic 
 distress arising from one or another aspect of economic liber-
alisation, whether it is the use of BT cotton, higher input prices 
or competition from cheaper imports (for example, Patel et al 
2012: 81). Cases in which depression, mental illness or drug 
 addiction were proximate causes of suicide—causes which 
emerged, for example, from Bhalla’s close scholarly study of 
farmer suicides in the Punjab and in the 2014 edition of 
 Accidental Deaths and Suicides14—are almost never highlighted 
by the Indian media. They are excluded, I believe, because they 
do not fi t into the anti-globalisation frame which dominates 
much of India’s media.

Irrespective of one’s personal perspective on the evils or 
otherwise of greater global economic interdependence, I 
 believe we can recognise the destructive consequences of this 
framing of Indian suicides. When the aetiology of suicide is 
cast in terms of resistance to globalisation, the clearly implied 
remedy is to undo globalisation. What is utterly absent is 
 recognition of the evidence indicating, for example, the sign-
ifi cant role of psychiatric factors in many suicides (see for 
 example, Brent 1989; Clark and Horton-Deustch 1992; Gautami 
et al 2001; Bhalla et al 1998; Vijayakumar and Rajkumar 1999; 
Raguram et al 1996; Venkoba Rao et al 1989; Chynoweth et al 
1980). As Patel et al  (2012: 2350) observe: 

Most Indians do not have community or support services for the 
prevention of suicide and have restricted access to care for mental 
 illnesses associated with suicide, especially access to treatment for 
depression, which has been shown to reduce suicidal behaviours.

If psychiatric problems such as depression are crucial in 
forming suicidal actions, then an essential aspect of the public 
policy response must be on the provision of better mental 
health services, especially in rural areas.

In addition to disproportionate coverage to farmer suicides, 
much of the India media appear to be unaware of journalistic 
best-practice in the reporting of suicide which has emerged in 
the rest of the world. A recent WHO report characterisation 
aptly applies to much of what appears in the Indian press:

Inappropriate media reporting practices can sensationalize and glam-
orise suicide and increase the risk of ‘copycat’ suicides (imitation of 
suicides) among vulnerable people. Media practices are inappropriate 
when they gratuitously cover celebrity suicides, report unusual meth-
ods of suicide or suicide clusters, show pictures or information about 
the method used, or normalize suicide as an acceptable response to 
crisis or adversity (World Health Organization 2014a: 32).

What should be done? Again, it is diffi cult to improve on the 
pithy observations in the WHO’s Preventing Suicide report:

Responsible reporting of suicide in the media has been shown to decrease 
suicide rates. Important aspects of responsible reporting include: 
avoiding detailed descriptions of suicidal acts, avoiding sen   s a tionalism 
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Notes

 1 Earlier examples of media coverage of suicides 
can be found in (Varma 1976; Gururaj and 
Isaac 2001, 2003).

 2 Each power loom leaves a dozen handloom 
weavers unemployed while each jetloom does 
the work of 40 power looms, rendering hun-
dreds out of work.

 3 Sainath has won many awards for his journal-
ism, including the European Commission’s 
Lorenzo Natali Prize and in 2007 the Ramon 
Magsaysay Award.

 4 I will consider these in greater detail in the sec-
ond paper in this series.

 5 Their estimates appear to have been accepted 
by the World Health Organization in a recent 
report (2014a). 

 6 The selection of countries is idiosyncratic. 
Countries at the extremes of the distribution, 
those with which India might normally be com-
pared and those from industrialised economies 
have been included.

 7 The fi rst year for which we have consistent 
information about occupations is 1997. For that 
reason it appears at several points in this paper 
as a nominal “base year.”

 8 Because of the unavailability of relevant data 
from 2011, I have estimated rates for occupa-
tions other than Agriculture and Unemployed 
from the 2001 Census. For an extended discus-
sion of the suicide rates of different occupa-
tional groups in India, see Mayer et al (2011).

 9 Patel et al note that when cultivators and agri-
cultural labourers are treated as a single occu-
pational category, as they are here, “suicide 
deaths in unemployed individuals and individ-
uals in professions other than agricultural 
work were, collectively, about three times 
greater than they were in agricultural workers” 
(Patel et al 2012: 2346).

 10 I have used census fi gures for Main Cultivators 
to compute rates for farmers who own their 
own land and Marginal Cultivators for those 
who cultivate on lease.

 11 Patel and colleagues have also presented a 
computation of state-level suicide rates for 
all farmers in 2011 (Patel et al 2012, Table 6, 

  pp 66–67). Although my own calculations agree 
with theirs for a number of states, they diverge 
for others. The differences are most p r o n o u n c-
e d for Chhattisgarh and Puducherry where 
they calculate the respective rates for all 
cultivators at 39.1 and 479.4 respectively; on 
my ca l c u l a tions the rate was 0.0 in both.

 12 The elision of housewives with married women 
is based on an uncontroversial assumption. 
According to the 1991 Census, 94.9% of all 
women over the age of 14 were married and 
97.8% of those engaged in Household Duties 
were women.

 13 The suicide rates of unmarried and married 
women and men are discussed in Mayer and 
Ziaian (2002) and Mayer et al (2011, Chapter 12).

 14 In 2014 virtually identical percentages of farmer 
deaths were attributed to personal issues and 
relationships (41.8%) as to economic or farm-
ing-related issues (41.8%) (NCRB 2015: 266).

References

Acharya, Amitangshu (2012): “Dark Side of the 
Loom,” Tehelka Magazine, 9 (29), 21 July.

anon (1998): “Death in the Countryside: Poverty and 
Poor Harvests Cause Some Indian Farmers to 
Commit Suicide,” Time International, 22 June, 
p 30.

— (2002): “Indian Woman Dies on Husband’s 
Pyre,” BBC News World Edition 2002, accessed 
on 7 August 2002, available from http://news.
bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/2176885.stm.

— (2013): “Top 10 Celebrities Who Committed 
Suicide,” Times of India, 5 June, available from 
http://timesofi ndia.indiatimes.com/entertain-
ment/top-lists/Top-10-celebrities-who-commi-
tted-suicide/videols/20425475.cms, accessed o n 
3 June 2015.

Behere, P B and A P Behere (2008): “Farmers’ Sui-
cide in Vidarbha Region of Maharashtra State: 
A Myth or Reality?,” Indian Journal of Psychiatry, 
50 (2): 124.

Bennett, Roger and Martin Daniel (2002): “The 
Reporting of Third World Disasters: The 
Journalist’s Perspective,” Disaster Prevention 
and Management, 11 (1): 33–42.

Bhalla, G S, S L Sharma, N N Wig, Swaranjit Mehta 
and Pramod Kumar (1998): Suicides in Rural 
Punjab, Chandigarh: Institute for Development 
and Communication.

Brent, David A (1989): “The Psychological Autopsy: 
Methodological Considerations for the Study of 
Adolescent Suicide,” Suicide & Life-Threatening 
Behavior, 19 (1): 43–57.

Campbell, F (1997): “Journalistic Construction of 
News: Information Gathering,” New Library 
World, 98 (2): 60–64.

Choudhary, Shubhranshu (2009): “The Truth 
About Farmer Suicides in Chhattisgarh,” 
 Infochange India, accessed on 7 February 2010, 
available from http://infochangeindia.o  rg / 2   0-
  0901057558/Agriculture/Features/The-truth-
about-farmer-suicides-in-Chhattisgarh.html.

Christian Aid (2005): “The Damage Done: Aid 
Death and Dogma,” London: Christian Aid, avail-
able from http://www.christian-aid.org.uk/ 
in depth/505caweek/index.htm accessed on 18 
May 2005.

Chynoweth, R, J I Tonge and J Armstrong (1980): 
“Suicide in Brisbane—A Retrospective Psycho-
social Study,” Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Psychiatry, 14 (1): 37–45.

Clark, David C and Sara L Horton-Deustch (1992): 
“Assessment in Absentia: The Value of the Psy-
chological Autopsy Method for Studying Ante-
cedents of Suicide and Predicting Future 
 Suicides,” Assessment and Prediction of Suicide, 
R W Maris, A L Berman, J T Maltsberger and 
   R I Yufi t (eds), New York: The Guildford Press.

Dandekar, Ajay, Shahaji Narawade, Ram Rathod, 
Rajesh Ingle, Vijay Kulkarni and Y D Sateppa 
(2005): Causes of Farmer Suicides in Maharash-
tra: An Equiry—Final Report Submitted to the 
Mumbai High Court, Tuljapur, Dist Osmanabad: 
Tata Institute of Social Sciences.

Das, Anindya (2011): “Farmers’ Suicide in India: 
Implications for Public Mental Healt,” Inter-
national Journal of Social Psychiatry, 57 (1): 
21–29.

Das, Ashok (2001): “After Farmers: Andhra Stu-
dents on Suicide Spree,” Hindustan Times, 12 
February, available from http://www.hindu-
stantimes.com/nonfram/120201/detNAT17.asp.

and glamorization, using responsible language, minimizing the promi-
nence of suicide reports, avoiding oversimplifi cations, educating the 
public about suicide and available treatments, and providing informa-
tion on where to seek help (World Health Organization 2014a: 35).

The international suicide-prevention NGO, The Samaritans—
with which several Indian NGOs are affi liated—offers similarly 
pointed advice on how suicide deaths should be reported. 
 Almost none of these rules is observed in Indian newspapers 
(The Samaritans 2014; see also Gururaj and Isaac 2003; Media-
Wise 2014). Some of the Samaritan injunctions are:
• Leave out technical details about the method of suicide.
• Language matters. Avoid dramatic headlines and terms such 
as “suicide epidemic” or “hot spot.”
• Avoid dramatic or sensationalist pictures or video.
• Try not to give a story undue prominence, for example, with 
a front cover splash.
• Don’t brush over the complex realities of suicide and its 
impact on those left behind. 
• Speculation about the “trigger” for a suicide—even if from 
close family members—should be avoided.

The most glaring neglect of all in Indian news coverage is 
the requirement to:

• Include references to support groups and places where 
suicidal people can fi nd help—it really does make a difference.

Indian news reports virtually never make reference to 
 Indian suicide-prevention NGOs, nor do they print telephone 
helpline numbers or provide links to online support available 
for those with suicidal thoughts. Nor am I aware of editorial 
support for increased availability of counselling services, or 
funding for investigations into effective prevention strategies.

Media shortcomings are refl ected in Indian public policy. 
Despite long-standing calls by Indian psychiatrists and NGOs 
working in the area of suicide prevention (see for example, 
 Vijaykumar 2007), India still does not have a national suicide 
prevention strategy (World Health Organization 2014b). 

In this paper I have contrasted media coverage of farmer and 
housewife suicides in India. In many parts of Southern  India, 
suicide rates for females, married and unmarried, are twice, 
even three times higher than the young male rates which evoked 
a crisis response in industrialised countries two decades ago. Let 
me conclude this paper by reiterating that what is urgently need-
ed is for India’s journalists to learn to  reframe the issues so that 
more appropriate responses are  given to the suicide crisis among 
India’s despairing farmers and desperate housewives.



SPECIAL ARTICLE

Economic & Political Weekly EPW  april 2, 2016 vol lI no 14 53

Datta, Shantanu (2003): “How Many Votes for a Sui-
cide?,” Indian Express, 16 September, available 
from http://www.indianexpress.com/f  u l l   _st ory.
php?content_id=31565, accessed on 29 / 7 / 2004.

David, Stephen (1998): “Karnataka: Seeds of Sor-
row: A Pest Attack and Unseasonal Rains Dam-
age Tur Dal Crops in Bidar District Forcing 
Farmers to End Their Lives,” India Today on the 
Net, 9 March.

Dayashankar, K M (2001a): “Weavers—Woes Loom 
Still: The Suicides May Have Stopped for the 
Moment But the Plight of Andhra Pradesh’s 
Powerloom Weavers Has Not Improved,” Hindu.

 — (2001b): “Weavers Resort to Suicide in Sircilla,” 
Hindu, 7 March.

Deccan Herald (2002): “B’lore Model Found Dead in 
Mumbai,” Deccan Herald, 11 December, available 
from http://www.deccanherald.com/deccanh-
erald/dec11/imodel.asp, accessed on  1/ 2 9 / 0 3.

Deshpande, R S and Saroj Arora (eds) (2010): 
Agrarian Crisis and Farmer Suicides, Vol 12, 
New Delhi: SAGE India.

Deshpande, Vivek (2003): “When Debts Add Up, 
Death Is Still the Only Way Out,” Indian Ex-
press, 17 October, available from http://www.
indianexpress.com/full_story.ph p ?cont e nti  d  -
+  33587, accessed on 20 July 2004.

 — (2004): “Pick-up Delay Triggers Farmer Sui-
cide: Death Underlies Cotton Procurement Tur-
moil After A Dismal Season in Vidarbha,” Indi-
an Express, 2 December, available from http://
www.indianexpress.com/archive_full_story.p -
hp?, accessed on 8 December 2004.

Dongre, Amol R and Pradeep R Deshmukh (2012): 
“Farmers’ Suicides in the Vidarbha Region of 
Maharashtra, India: A Qualitative Exploration 
of Their Causes,” Journal of Injury and Violence 
Research, 4 (1), Jan, 2–6.

Entman, Robert M (1993): “Framing: Toward Clari-
fi cation of a Fractured Paradigm,” Journal of 
Communication, 43 (4), December: 51–58.

Express News Service (2015): “BA Pass Actor Shikha 
Joshi Commits Suicide,” Indian Express, 
18/5/2015 available from http://indianexpress.
com/article/entertainment/entertainment-ot h  -
e rs/ba-pass-actor-shikha-joshi-fou n d -dead-i  n-h-
e r-mumbai-residence/, accessed on 1/ 6 / 2015.

Farooq, Omer (2001): “Indian Weavers Driven to 
Suicide,” BBC, accessed on 22 August 2001, 
available from http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/
wo  rld/south_asia/newsid_1281000/1281408.stm.

Galab, S and E Revathi (2009): “Understanding 
Powerloom Weavers’ Suicides in Sircilla,” Eco-
nomic & Political Weekly, 44 (08), 21–27 Febru-
ary, 12–18.

Gamson, William A and Andre Modigliani (1989): 
“Media Discourse and Public Opinion on Nu-
clear Power: A Constructionist Approach,” 
American Journal of Sociology, 95 (1): 1–37.

Gautami, S, R V Sudershan, R V Bhat, G Suhasini, 
M Bharati and K P C Gandhi (2001): “Chemical 
Poisoning in Three Telengana Districts of 
Andhra Pradesh,” Forensic Science Internation-
al, 122: 167–71.

Gill, Anitha and Lakhwinder Singh (2006): “Farm-
ers’ Suicides and Response of Public Policy,” 
Economic & Political Weekly, 41 (26), 30 June–7 
July.

Gowhar, Imran (2015): “Girl Commits Suicide After 
Poor Performance in II PU Exams,” Hindu, 3 
June, available from http://www.thehindu.
com/news/cities/bangalore/girl-commits-sui-
cide-after-poor-performance-in-ii-pu-exams/a -
r ticle7278475.ece?w=city, accessed on 5 June 
2015.

Gruère, Guillaume, Purvi Mehta-Bhatt and Deb-
datta Sengupta (2008): “Bt Cotton and Farmer 
Suicides in India: Reviewing the Evidence,” 
 IFPRI Discussion Paper 00808, Washington DC: 
International Food Policy Research Institute.

Gruèrea, Guillaume and Debdatta Sengupta (2011): 
“Bt Cotton and Farmer Suicides in India: An 
Evidence-based Assessment,” Journal of Devel-
opment Studies, 47 ( 2): 316–37.

Gururaj, G and Mohan K Isaac (2001): Epidemiology 
of Suicides in Bangalore, Bangalore: National 
Institute of Mental Health & Neuro Sciences.

—  (2003): Suicide Prevention: Information for Me-
dia Professionals, Bangalore: National Institute 
of Mental Health and Neuro Sciences, accessed 
on 30 October 2014, available from http://iasp.
info/pdf/task_forces/India_Information_Med-
ia_Professionals.pdf.

Harlankar, Samar (1998): “Agriculture: Harvest of 
Death: Impoverished Farmers Switch to Lucra-
tive Cash Crops, Little Realising That It will 
Trap Them in a Cycle of Crop-Failure and 
Debt,” India Today on the Net, 8 June, accessed 
on 31 January 2003, available from http://
www.indiatoday.com/itoday/itoday /0 8 0 6 1  9 8-
  8/agri.html.

Hindu (1998): “One More Farmer Commits Suicide 
in Karnataka,” Hindu, 12 April, available from 
http://www.indiaserver.com/th e h i n d u /19    9   8   /       0-
  4/12/thb04.htm#Story2, accessed  on 10/ 1 1 / 
1999.

—  (2001): “India: Farmers’ Suicide: Panel to Study 
Reasons,” Hindu, available from LexisNexis, 
accessed on 13/9/2001.

IANS (2014): “Model Archana Pandey Commits 
Suicide,” Deccan Herald, 29 September, ac-
cessed on 30 September 2014, available from 
http://www.deccanherald.com/conte n  t   /4   3   3   3-
  69/model-archana-pandey-commits-suicide.h -
tml. Bangalore.

IndiaSpend and Devanik Saha (2015): “Farmer Sui-
cides Drop by 67%? Reports Say So,” SIFY, Tue, 
21 July, accessed on 21 July 2015, available 
from http://www.sify.com/news/farmer-sui-
cides-drop-by-67-reports-say-so-news-national-
phvnDddcfbdfh.html.

Iyer, Lalita (1998): “Killing Men, Not Pests,” Week, 
18 January.

Jeromi, P D (2007): “Farmers’ Indebtedness and 
Suicides,” Economic & Political Weekly, 42 (31), 
4–10 August.

Kalidas, S (1999): “Death of a Dancer,” India Today 
on the Net, 15 November.

Kant, Aditya (2000): “Stress and Suicide: Identify-
ing Distress-Signals,” Times of India, available 
from reprinted in http://www.healthlibrary.com/
news/23-29jan/stress.htm, accessed on 1/29/03.

Kennedy, Jonathan and Lawrence King (2014): 
“The Political Economy of Farmers’ Suicides in 
India: Indebted Cash-Crop Farmers with Mar-
ginal Landholdings Explain State-level Varia-
tion in Suicide Rates,” Globalization and 
Health, 10 (16), 26 March.

Krishnakumar, Asha (2001a): “The Collapse of 
APCO,” Frontline, 14–17 April.

—  (2001b): “The Crisis in Sircilla,” Frontline, 14–
17 April.

—  (2001c): “For the Weavers,” Frontline, 23 June–
6 July.

—  (2001d): “A Multi-dimensional Malaise.” Front-
line, 14–17 April.

—  (2001e): “Perilous Policies,” Frontline, 14–17 
April.

—  (2001f): “Silence of the Looms,” Frontline, 14–
17 April.

—  (2001g): “Warped Policies,” Frontline, 14–17 
April.

—  (2001h): “Weavers in Distress,” Frontline, 14–17 
April.

Krishnan, Murali (2015): “The Art of Weaving Dies 
a Slow Death in India,” Deutsche Welle, 22 De-
cember 2011, accessed on 1 June 2015, available 
from http://www.dw.de/the-art-of-weaving-
dies-a-slow-death-in-india/a-6686399.

Krug, Etienne G, Linda L Dahlberg, James A Mercy, 

Anthony B Zwi and Rafael Lozano (eds) (2002): 
World Report on Violence and Health, Geneva: 
World Health Organization.

Kumar, S Babu Praveen (2013): “Marketing Prob-
lems and Suicides of the Handloom Weavers—
A Study in Kadapa District of Andhra Pradesh,” 
Cognitive Discourses: International Multidisci-
plinary Journal, 1 (1), July: 102–07.

Mayer, Peter, with Della Steen, Clare Bradley and 
Tahereh Ziaian (2011): Suicide and Society in 
India, London and New Delhi: Routledge.

Mayer, Peter and Tahereh Ziaian (2002): “Indian 
Suicide and Marriage: A Research Note,” Jour-
nal of Comparative Family Studies, 23 (2): 297–
305.

MediaWise (2014): “Suicide,” accessed on 30 Octo-
ber 2014, available from http://www.media-
wise.org.uk/suicide/.

Menon, Leela (2002): “Ending Lives the Easy Way,” 
Hindu, 10 June, available from http://www.
hinduonnet.com/thehindu/m   p /20  0 2  / 0 6 /10/
stories/2002061000890200.htm, acce s s e        d on 
1 August 2002.

Menon, Parvathi (2001a): “A Farm Crisis and Sui-
cides,” Frontline, 14–17 April.

—  (2001b): “Little Evidence of Relief,” Frontline, 
14–17 April.

Mishra, Srijit (2006a): “Farmers’ Suicides in Maha-
rashtra,” Economic & Political Weekly, 41 (16), 
22–28 April, 1538–45.

—  (2006b): Suicide of Farmers in Maharashtra, 
Mumbai: Indira Gandhi Institute of Develop-
ment Research.

—  (2008): “Risks, Farmers’ Suicides and Agrarian 
Crisis in India: Is There a Way Out?,” Indian 
Journal of Agricultural Economics, 63 (1): 38–54.

Mitra, Siddhartha and Sangeeta Shroff (2007): 
“Farmers’ Suicides in Maharashtra,” Economic 
& Political Weekly, 42 (49), 8–14 December.

Mohanakumar, S and R K Sharma (2006): “Analy-
sis of Farmer Suicides in Kerala,” Economic & 
Political Weekly, 41 (16), 22–28 April.

Münster, Daniel (2012): “Farmers’ Suicides and the 
State in India: Conceptual and Ethnographic 
Notes from Wayanad, Kerala,” Contributions to 
Indian Sociology, 46 (1&2 ): 181–208.

Nagaraj, K (2008): Farmers’ Suicide in India: Mag-
nitudes, Trends and Spatial Patterns: Prelimi-
nary Report, Madras: Madras Institute of De-
velopment Studies, available from http://
www.macroscan.com/anl/mar08/pdf/Farm-
ers_Suicides.pdf, accessed on 7/2/2010.

Nagaraj, K, P Sainath, R Rukmani and R Gopinath 
(2014): “Farmers’ Suicides in India: Magni-
tudes, Trends, and Spatial Patterns, 1997-
2012,” Review of Agrarian Studies, 4 (2) July–
December, pp 53–83.

Naidu, T Appala (2013): “12 Weavers Commit Sui-
cide in Krishna Dt,” Hindu, 21 August.

National Crime Records Bureau (2015): Accidental 
Deaths and Suicides, 2014, New Delhi: National 
Crime Records Bureau.

Nautiyal, Shefali (2002): “Drought Means Death,” 
Sunday Express, 18 August.

Nemana, Vivekananda and Ankita Rao (2014): “In 
India, Handloom Weavers Feel the Mecha-
nized Punch of a Global Economy,” al Jazeera, 
27 May 2014, accessed on 1 June 2015, available 
from http://america.aljazeera.com/art i c l e  s   /   2-
  014/5/27/weavers-in-indiahitsnagwithgloba l i-
zedeconomybutcoopsbringhope.html.

Nilotpal, Kumar (2011): “Egoism, Anomie and 
Masculinity: Suicide in Rural South India 
(Andhra Pradesh),” Development Studies Insti-
tute, London School of Economics, London.

Our Principal Correspondent (1998): “110 AP Cot-
ton Farmers ‘Commit Suicide’,” Hindu Business 
Line (OnLine Edition), 5 February, http://
ww   w.indiaserver.com/busines s l  i n  e   /199    8/19  -
0                   2/1905/stories/1405003u.htm accessed 140 5-
010/1405011/1401999. Chennai.



SPECIAL ARTICLE

april 2, 2016 vol lI no 14 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly54

Our Staff Reporter (2001): “Suicide by Weavers Con-
tinues,” Hindu, 8 April, available from Dow 
Jones Interactive accessed on 7/2/2002.

Padhi, Ranjana (2009): “On Women Surviving 
Farmer Suicides in Punjab,” Economic & Politi-
cal Weekly, 44 (19), 9–15 May.

Patel, Vikram, Chinthanie Ramasundarahettige, 
Lakshmi Vijayakumar, J S Thakur, Vendhan 
Gajalakshmi, Gopalkrishna Gururaj, Wilson 
Suraweera and Prabhat Jha for the Million 
Death Study Collaborators (2012): “Suicide 
Mortality in India: A Nationally Representative 
Survey,” Lancet, 379, 23 June, 2343–51.

Price, Vincent D, David Tewksbury and Elizabeth 
Powers (1997): “Switching Trains of Thought: 
The Impact of News Frames on Readers’ Cogni-
tive Responses,” Communication Research, 
24 (5), October, pp 481–506.

PTI (2015): “Punjab Farmer Commits Suicide,” The 
Hindu, 11 June, accessed on 14 June 2015, avail-
able from http://www.thehindu.com/news/
national/other-states/punjab-farmer-commits-
suicide/article7302632.ece.

Raguram, R, Mitchell G Weiss, S M Channabasa-
vanna and Gerald M Devins (1996): “Stigma, 
Depression, and Somatization in South India,” 
American Journal of Psychiatry, 15 (8), August, 
pp 1043–49.

Ramesh, Jairam (1998): “Killer Cotton: Reform Cot-
ton Policy and Rural Credit-or Face More Farmer 
Suicides,” India Today on the Net, 18 May, availa-
ble from www.indiatoday.com/itod  ay/18    0519 -
  98/jairam.html, accessed on 1/31 / 2 0 0 3.

Rao, R, Sunitha (2014): “Stressed-out Students At-
tempting Suicide,” Times of India, 10 Septem-
ber, available from http://timesofi ndia.india-
times.com/city/bengaluru/Stressed-out-stud-
e   nts-attempting-suicide/articleshow/42119357.
cms accessed on 1/6/2015. Bengaluru.

Reddy, Ch Prashanth (1998): “Cotton Farmers’ Sui-
cide May Be Major Poll Issue,” Business Line, 18 
January, available from http://www.indiaserv-
er.com/businessline/1998/01/18/stor i e  s/14   1   8-
  0229.htm, accessed 10/11/1999.

Reddy, S Gopinath (2002): “AP Weavers’ Misery 
Spins Out of Control,” Indian Express, 29 April, 
available from http://www.indianexpress.
co  m/full_story.php?content (accessed on 8/1 2 / 
          2004).

Sainath, P (1999): Everybody Loves a Good Drought: 
Studies from India’s Poorest Districts, London: 
Review.

—  (2001a): “Where Stomach Aches Are Terminal-I,” 
Hindu, 29 April, available from LexisNexis, 
accessed on 12/9/2001.

—  (2001b): “Where Stomach Aches Are Terminal-II,” 
Hindu, 6 May, available from LexisNexis, 
accessed on 12/9/2001.

—  (2002): “‘Have Tornado, Will Travel’,” Hindu, 18 
August, available from http://www.hinduon-
net.com/thehindu/thscrip/print.pl?fi  le   =-
  20020818, accessed on 12/8/2005. Chennai.

—  (2005a): “As You Sow, So Shall You Weep,” 
Hindu, 30 June, available from http://www.
hinduonnet.com/thehindu/thscrip/print.p   l?fi  -
le=20050630... accessed on 12/8/2005.

— (2005b): “Health as Someone Else’s Wealth,” 
Hindu, 1 July, available from http://www.hin-
duonnet.com/thehindu/thscrip/print.pl?fi    le   =-
  20050701, accessed on 12/8/2005.

—  (2005c): “No Free Power Link to Farmers’ Sui-
cides,” Hindu, 28 June, available from http://
www.hinduonnet.com/thehindu/thscrip/pr  i-
n  t.pl.?fi le=2005062, accessed on 8/7/2005, 
Chennai.

—  (2005d): “Rural Russian Roulette in Vidharba,” 
Hindu, 23 June, available from http://www.
hinduonnet.com/thehindu/thscrip/p                           r                                               i nt.p.?fi - 
le=20050623, accessed on 12 / 8 / 2005.

—  (2005e): “Vidarbha: Whose Suicide Is It, 
Anyway?,” Hindu, 25 June, available from 

http://www.hinduonnet.com/thehindu/thscrip/
pr i n  t.pl?fi le=20050625, accessed on 12/8/2005.

—  (2009): “Maharashtra Polls: Act II, Scene I,” 
Hindu, 7 September, available from http://w      ww.
thehindu.com/opinion/columns/sainath/mah-
a      rashtra-polls-act-ii-scene-i/article16095.ece 
accessed on 12/10/2012. Chennai.

Salvadore, Sarah (2015): “What Is Killing Our 
Weavers?.” Times of India, 14 May 2013, ac-
cessed on 1 June 2015, available from http://
timesofi ndia.indiatimes.com/life-style/fashi o-
 n/designers/What-is-killing-our-weavers/arti-
cleshow/18953520.cms.

Sethi, N and K Anand (1988): “A Life Of Humilia-
tion,” Manushi, 45:19–20.

Sharma, Ashwani (2002): “Farmer Commits Sui-
cide on Jogi Turf,” Indian Express, 11 November, 
available from http://www.indianexpress.c       om/
print.php?content+id=12845, accessed on      8/     12-
   / 2          004.

Sharma, Devinder (2005): “Indian Farmer’s Final 
Solution,” zmag, 28 June 2004, accessed on 
26/05/2005, available from http://www.coun-
tercurrents.org/gl-sharma290604.htm.

Sheridan, Cormac (2009): “Doubts Surround Link 
Between Bt Cotton Failure and Farmer Sui-
cide,” Nature Biotechnology, 27 (9–10 ).

Shiva, Vandana (2000): “Respect for the Earth,” 
BBC, accessed on 17 July 2000, available from 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/ev e n-
t s/reith_2000/lecture5.stm.

—  (2004a): “The Suicide Economy of Corporate 
Globalisation,” zmag, 19 February, available from 
http://www.zmag.org/sustainers/con t e nt/2004-
02/19shiva.cfm, accessed on 15/8/2005.

—  (2004b): “To India’s Finance Minister: An Open 
Letter,” accessed on 15/8/2005, available from 
http://www.countercurrents.org/eco-shiva0   1-
  0204.htm.

Shiva, Vandana and Afsar H Jafri (nd): “Seeds of 
Suicide: The Ecological and Human Costs of 
Globalisation of Agriculture,” Research Foun-
dation for Science, Technology and Ecology, 
available from http://www.vshiva.net/arti-
cles/seeds_suicide.htm, accessed on 8 Decem-
ber 2004.

Siddiq, M (2000): “Crop Failures Drive Andhra 
Farmers to Suicide Again,” India Abroad News 
Service, 4 October.

Singh, Prabhjot (2000): “In-Laws behind 80 Per-
cent of Suicides,” Indian Network News Digest, 
9 August, available from http://www.indnet.
org/demog/0039.html, accessed on 1/29/2003.

Sridhar, V (2006): “Why Do Farmers Commit 
Suicide?,” Economic & Political Weekly, 41 (16), 
22–28 April.

Sridhar, Vijayalakshmi (2015): “Star Suicides: Grim 
Reality of Indian Cinema,” Al Jazeera English, 
3 February 2014, accessed on 3 June 2015, avail-
able from http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/
features/2014/01/star-suicides-grim-reality-in-
dian-cinema-201412381118929217.html.

Sriram, Jayant and Jatin Anand (2015): “Horror of 
Farm Suicide Visits Delhi,” Hindu, 23 April, 
accessed on 23 April 2015, available from 

http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/horror 
-of-farm-suicide-visits-delhi/article7131065.ec e ? h   -
omepage=true&utm_sourc e =Mo stPo pu lar & u t -
m   _medium=Home&utm_ca mp ai gn =Tre n d ing.

Srivastava, Kanchan (2014): “Maharashtra Tops 
Student-Suicide List,” DNA, 16 July 2014, ac-
cessed on 1 June 2015, available from http://
www.dnaindia.com/mumbai/report-mahara s-
htra-tops-student-suicide-list-2002506.

Swami, Praveen (1998): “Tales of Life and Death,” 
Frontline (Online Edition), 21 November–  
4 December.

Tannen, D (1993): “What’s in a Frame? Surface Evi-
dence for Underlying Expectations,” Framing 
in Discourse, D Tannen (ed), Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

The Samaritans (2014): “Ten Things to Remember 
When Reporting Suicide,” accessed on 1 Octo-
ber 2014, available from http://www.samari-
tans.org/sites/default/fi les/kcfi nder/fi les/p  r e-
ss/10%20things%20to%20remember%20
w                        h                                                  en%20reporting%20suicide.pdf.

Times of India (2003): “TV Artist Revathisree Com-
mits Suicide,” Times of India, 17 January, available 
from http://timesofi ndia.com/cms.dll/html/
uncomp/articles ho w ? a r tid=3 4 6 8 4 4 47&sT, ac-
cessed on 1/29/03.

Vaidyanathan, A (2006): “Farmers’ Suicides and 
the Agrarian Crisis,” Economic & Political 
Weekly, 41 (38): 4009–13.

Varma, Paripurnanand (1976): Suicide in India and 
Abroad, Agra: Sahitya Bhawan.

Venkoba Rao, A, N Mahendran, C Gopalakrishnan, 
T Kota Reddy, E R Prabhakar, R Swaminathnan, 
C Belinda, G Andal, S Baskaran, Pragee Rashme, 
N Kumar, Usha K Luthra, J R Aynkaran and 
I Catherine (1989): “One Hundred Female Burns 
Cases: A Study in Suicidology,” Indian Journal of 
Psychiatry, 31 (1): 43–50.

Vidyasagar, R M and K Suman Chandra (2003): 
Farmers’ Suicides in Andhra Pradesh and 
Karnataka, Hyderabad: National Institute of 
Rural Development.

Vijayakumar, L and S Rajkumar (1999): “Are Risk 
Factors for Suicide Universal? A Case-control 
Study in India,” Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 
99: 407–11.

Vijaykumar, Lakshmi (2007 ): “Suicide and Its Pre-
vention: The Urgent Need in India,” Indian 
Journal of Psychiatry, 49 (2), April–June, 81–84.

Waldman, Amy (2004): “Heavy Debt and Drought 
Drive India’s Farmers to Desperation,” New 
York Times, 6 June, available from http://
www.nytimes.com/2004/06/06/internation-
al/asia/, accessed on 7/6/2004.

Washington Report on Middle East Affairs (2002): 
“Academic Pressure Leads Indian Students to 
Suicide,” Washington Report on Middle East 
Affairs, 21 (7), September–October, p 41.

World Health Organization (2014a): Preventing 
Suicide: A Global Imperative, Geneva: World 
Health Organization.

—  (2014b): “Suicide Prevention,” accessed on 
30 October 2014, available from http://www.
mindbank.info/collection/topic/suici d  e   _pre-
vention_.

EPW Index

An author-title index for EPW has been prepared for the years from 1968 to 2012. The PDFs of the 
Index have been uploaded, year-wise, on the EPW website. Visitors can download the Index for 
all the years from the site. (The Index for a few years is yet to be prepared and will be uploaded 
when ready.)

EPW would like to acknowledge the help of the staff of the library of the Indira Gandhi Institute 
of Development Research, Mumbai, in preparing the index under a project supported by the 
RD Tata Trust.


