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Abstract

The dissertation offers an examination of the incidence and significance of ‘farmer
suicides’ in post-reform India. Based on fieldwork conducted in a village in Anantpur
district, Andhra Pradesh, it challenges the notion that the official category of ‘farm-
related’ suicides is always characterized by farm-related etiologies. Instead, it shows
an etiological continuum underlying these suicides. One end of this continuum does
comprise genuine farm-related suicides that are distinguished by high levels of
indebtedness on account of non-fructuous investments in groundwater extraction,
land-leases, expenditure on marriage(s) of daughter(s) and health related difficulties.
But there is also a large sub-category amongst official ‘farm-related’ suicides that
includes many that are not exclusively or principally farm-related. Sometimes called
“fake (farm-related) suicides”, this sub-category is explained locally in terms of a
range of familial or inter-family disputes. It is by systematically creating or inflating
the extent of household indebtedness after a suicide, attributing it to ‘farm-
expenditures’, and then denying non farm- related causes in collusion with the police
during an inquest, that local peasants manage to have such suicides classified
officially as ‘farmers’ suicides’. Such a classification is to their financial or social

advantage.

My analysis of local farming practices confirms the view that the entrenchment of
capital-intensive groundwater-based commercial agriculture in a semi-arid zone has
intensified various production related risks. However, the dissertation also shows
that rural suicides represent significant social and cultural disjunctions. Local inter
and intra-family Kin relationships are increasingly undermined by rising
individualism and its attendant friction. There are also normative tensions that arise

out of an acute desire on the part of local peasants to adopt status-enhancing, refined



lifestyles and consumption practices. A local ideology of masculinity (paurusham)
structures the interaction between these wider economic, social and cultural changes
and emergent notions of self amongst the villagers. Local suicides, whether they are
principally farm-related or not, represent differential possession of masculine
aggression, and one’s capacity and willingness to construe and avenge irreversible
dishonour (avamanam). Insofar as the claim of honour is widely democratized now,
and insofar as there is an expansion in the scope of social space in which it is claimed
now, the possibilities of experiencing dishonour and the need to avenge it by way of

suicide has also increased.
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Statement of ethics

The practice of ethnography necessarily involves confronting and negotiating a range
of ethical concerns in the field (Toit 1980, Cassell 1980, Clifford 1984: Introduction).
At the heart of these concerns has been the requirement of ‘informed consent’, which
is commonly taken to mean that a researcher must, on her part, communicate
adequately to her informants about the purpose(s), potential impacts, and source(s)
of funding of her research [The Code of Ethics, American Anthropological
Association (AAA) 1998: 2-3, Toit 1980: 280]. This communication is thus expected
to form the ethical bases upon which informants may decide autonomously to
participate in a research enterprise to the extent and for the length that they may
wish, or to withdraw from it. Other guiding principles of research, such as using the
information so gathered in a responsible manner, abiding by the requirements of
confidentiality and treating one’s informants with dignity, are also closely associated
with the obligation of obtaining informed consent. There can scarcely be any two
opinions on the ‘categorical imperative’ underlying informed consent (Cassell
1980:35) — that is, informants ought to be always treated as ends in themselves and
not merely means. These principles, however, cannot be applied by rote in fieldworks
where the relationship between a researcher and informants is commonly open-

ended, observation oriented, and controlled by the latter.

In the course of selecting a village as my primary field-site | visited several villages in
Anantpur that had reported farm suicides. | was commonly referred to as a kottappa
(a “new/other fellow”) during my interactions with local peasants, and like Geertz’s
(1973: 413) experience of subjection at the hand of his “all-too-probing” Indonesian
informants, my otherness attracted pointed and unrelenting enquires about my

identity, the purpose of my research and about the size and source of my “salary”
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(jeetam). It thus became my abiding obligation to explain that the purpose of this
research was to produce a PhD dissertation on agrarian conditions and ‘farmers’
suicide’. | reiterated constantly that | was not affiliated in any manner to the
Governments of Andhra Pradesh and of India, neither to any Non-Government
Organization, and that my research offered no such tangible benefits as many of these
institutions had been providing to the family of a suicide. Of course these
explanations did not cut much ice with my informants and they remained
circumspect in discussing the detail of an individual case of suicide beyond making
general statements about peasants’ indebtedness and farming-related difficulties. A
few of them considered my research to be frivolous (“mamuli/udake™), for it offered
no material benefits to a deceased’s family. Torn between my anxiety to be trusted by
my informants and yet, wanting to leave no scope for any misinterpretation of the
purpose of my research, | indeed considered these “conditions of fieldwork” to be

serious “impediments to the task of fieldwork” (Pratt 1984: 41).

This is a reason why | chose to maintain discretion at the time of taking residence in
NRP by professing the object of my fieldwork to be merely an exhaustive
investigation of the local dry land economy. It was only after | had secured
familiarity with the villagers by way of conducting a village census that I expressed
my research interest in local ‘farmers’ suicides’ as well. In hindsight, this discretion
helped me contain any aggravation of the intense feeling of suspicion (anumanam) —
I was dubbed varyingly as a “police informer” or a “government agent” smuggled in to
collect information on Maoist activists or household farming properties - that my
arrival had generated in NRP?. Although a puritanical reading of the principle of
informed consent may show my discretion to be a mild version of
“disguised/deceptive/undercover-agent model of fieldwork” (Toit 1980: 281-82,

Cassell 1980: 35-36), I do not consider my action to ethically dishonest. For one, |

! The pseudonym of the village where the primary fieldwork for this dissertation was conducted.
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did not use this discretion to trick or coerce any informant into yielding information
on suicides within that village (cf. pp. 208-09 below) and secondly, | resumed giving
a full-fledged explanation of my work to the families of the suicides within NRP and
outside of it when | began to interview them systematically. There were indeed
instances in which I duly stopped my investigation and left the houses of the suicides

when asked by a member of the family to do so (pp. 211 below).

The salience of observing confidentiality in fieldwork cannot be overstated, for even a
slight breach in this is liable to cause irreversible distress and harm to informants
and to all subsequent researches in a community (see the “Tearoom” and
“Springdale” controversies in Cassell 1980: 34). To ensure complete anonymity to my
informants as | promised to them, all personal names used in this dissertation are
pseudonyms and so are the names of all those villages. The name and map of the
mandal where | conducted the fieldwork is also not revealed for similar reasons. |
may confess here that | have found maintaining the pledge of loyalty and
confidentiality, as Toit perceptively observes (1980: 276-277), to have been a most
trying and delicate ethical concern of all to me. To elaborate, as a standard technique
of information gathering | would meet with local peasants and officers who were
interested in knowing my views on the “genuineness” (nijam) of another case of
‘farmers’ suicides’ they had intimately known, after they had discussed one case of
suicide with me. In such situations | needed all the tact (including frequent lying)
under my command to keep the window of further information or confirmation from
their sources open without violating my promise of confidentiality to a deceased’s
family (e.g. pp. 252-253 below). The issue of loyalty raises a further dilemma. Whilst
it is straighter for a researcher to valorize her loyalty to the community in which she
has worked over and above other communities or institutions of a state, how does she
act ethically when she is implored to give reciprocal “help” to her informants which

implicates her into colluding in an untruthful and illegal, if not entirely an unjust, act



(cf. pp. 221: footnote 14 below)? | may conclude this statement by mentioning that I
have tried my level best to preserve the autonomy and dignity of my informants, and
to the extent that | have calibrated certain ethical codes given the peculiarities of
situations that | faced, my intention has been to understand the complexity of the

subject of suicide and not hurt and harm any of my informants.



Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 ‘Farmers’ suicides’: The thesis

“This season (i.e. December, 1997 to Mid February, 1998), not a day has passed
without at least one farmer ending his life as a consequence of failure of the cotton,
chilli and Red gram crops in Warangal, Karimnagar, Medak, Rangareddy and
Mahbubnagar districts in Telangana region and Karnool in Rayalseema region.
Death has stalked Guntur too: One farmer committed suicide on January 8 after his

crop failed (emphasis mine).”!

A mounting number of reports about peasants committing suicide, such as the one
superscripted above, have been appearing in the Indian media for over a decade
now?2. Their chronology goes back to 1998 when widespread incidents of suicide -
from amongst cotton cultivators in Andhra Pradesh (AP)? and Vidarbha
(Maharastra) to red gram cultivators in Karnataka - were reported for the first time
in that country. Such reports have continued to appear ever since, albeit with
varying frequency, and they suggest the trend to be not only persistent but also
broad in its geographical scope. Thus, in 2000-01, new districts in Rayalseema (AP)
and Southern Karnataka were reportedly affected, and by 2004-05 news of suicides
by cultivators from Punjab and Kerala began to trickle in. By 2006, as many as 30-
35 districts spread across four states (i.e. AP ,Maharastra, Karnataka, Kerala) of
India were said to have been returning cases of farming related suicides*. As well as

generating keen interest amongst members of the general public in India, the

1 From ‘The Killing Fields’, Frontline, February 7-20, 1998, Chennai.

% For the purpose of this dissertation, | use the term media to refer to print media unless specified
otherwise. Further, amongst the Indian newspapers | have referred mostly to the English daily The
Hindu (pub. Chennai) and its sister publication,Frontline. One is very likely to arrive at different
chronologies and geographies of ‘farmers' suicides' by referring to different newspapers in concerned
vernaculars. My aim here is only to outline a broad picture.

® Telangana consists of the 10 north-western districts of Andhra Pradesh (AP). Rayalseema, the south
eastern and southern parts of the state, has 4 districts to it and the Costa (the coastal strip) comprises
of 9 districts. Vidarbha in western Maharashtra is contiguous to Telangana districts of AP.

* “The Chief Ministers’ Meet’, The Hindu, April 11, 2006, Chennai.
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constant media coverage of suicides has elicited attention in Indian academia. In
2006 the Economic and Political Weekly (EPW) devoted a string of special articles
to explain the phenomenon across these states®. It is this consistent media and
academic attention about what are termed ‘farmers’ suicides'é, and about the
explanations offered for it, to which this dissertation owes its conception and with

which it engages.

Aside from its regularity, the journalistic and academic literature is also
distinguished by a vocabulary that de Certeau would call strategic rhetoric (1984:
xix). As the phrases italicised in the initial superscription suggest, a range of tropes
have been used to make the thesis of ‘farmers’ suicides’ both general and
compelling. “Rash/spate of suicides”, “serial suicides”, “mass-suicides” and “an
epidemic of suicides amongst cultivators” are some of the standard representations
used in media and academic reports’. The image of widespread disorganisation in
contemporary agrarian society thus drawn is also amplified by juxtaposing ‘farmers'
suicides’ with alleged suicides amongst weavers, 'starvation deaths' and 'deepening
hunger' in rural India (Patnaik 20048, Gupta 2005). This bundling of images of
distress is strategic in its illocutionary functions (Austin quoted by Parkinson 1968:
14). Thatis, it has been used by a section of the Indian media and academia to take
polemical positions (i.e., to warn /persuade) in debates around: (a). the nature and

direction of contemporary urban and rural inequalities in India and, (b). the nature

and effect of the processes of liberalisation and globalisation of the Indian economy

> EPW April 22, 2006.

® The phrase ‘farmers’ suicides’ appears under inverted commas throughout this dissertation, my
apologies that the notation makes it rather cumbersome for my readers.

"See “Vidarbha's Trauma’,Frontline, July 31-August 13, 2004, ‘A Farm Crisis and Suicides’,
Frontline, April 14-27, 2001. For a more flourishing and equally confusing vocabulary in usage, see
*17,060 farm suicides in one year', The Hindu, Jan 31% , 2008. 'Spate of suicides' is more commonly
used phrase in non-journalistic accounts (cf. Vasavi 1999, Mishra 2006, Mohanty 2005).

¥See Frontline February 28-March 12, 2004.
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since 1991 on the country's agriculture (EPW 2006).° But | use de Certeau's point of
strategic rhetoric in another sense here. These representations of ‘farmers' suicides'
are institutionally circumscribed in that they come from institutions external to the
immediate environment of suicides. This dissertation describes how these
representations have permeated to the grassroots and have subsumed the
native/local languages and speech-acts (Ryle 1968: 109) concerning suicides (Ch. 5

and 6 below).

The thesis of 'farmers’ suicides' advances three mutually interconnected arguments.
First, it implicitly contends that the phenomenon constitutes an unprecedented
genus of suicides that relates exclusively or, at least primarily, to a set of
occupational (i.e. farming-related) antecedents (Jodhka 2006: 1533-34, Mohanty
2005, Mishra 2006, Rao and Suri 2006). Put differently, the claim is that ‘farmers’
suicides' constitute an aetiologically distinct (in Durkhiem's sense, 2006: 149, see
below) sort of rural suicide which is delimited externally and is homogeneous from
within. The set of primary farm-related antecedents causing deaths that recur in
journalistic reports include “repeated failure of high cash value crops (such as
cotton), the inability of farmers to cope with the changes in the environment
(regularly erratic monsoons since 1998), pest attacks on the crops... frustration at

the failure of pesticides (in controlling them) and above all, debts.”°

Severe indebtedness as a result of production-oriented vulnerabilities remains a
proximate antecedent in the academic literature too, albeit in a more nuanced way.
Thus, Parthsarathy and Shameen (1998), who examined production conditions for
cotton in Telangana, impute severe farm-related indebtedness to, (a). decreased

and unstable farm incomes in the 1990s which came about as a result of poor

® Refer, for instance, to the interview given by a reputed Indian writer, Arundhati Roy, in the US,
available at www.democracynow.org/article.pl (March 03, 2006). This is just one of the many
examples that could be furnished.

19 “Farmers in Distress’, April 4-17, 1998, Frontline, Chennai.
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monsoons and increasing cost of production for commercial crops and, (b). the
predominantly informal nature of outstanding debts. Subsequent empirical studies
by Deshpande (2002) in Karnataka, Mohanty (2005: 254-56) in Maharastra, and
Rao and Suri (2006) in AP, not only confirm the presence of these antecedents, but
arrange them in the same order of significance. This set of distinct occupational
aetiologies is then placed along divergent, although overlapping, social, ecological
and political economic perspectives for understanding ‘farmers’ suicides’ (see
below). Overall, inasmuch as suicides are attributed primarily to production-related
vulnerabilities, an agrarian economic crisis is proposed as the primary causal
context for 'farmers' suicides' in the literature (cf. Assadi 1998, lyer and Manick,

2000 in Jodhka 2006: 1534, Mishra 2006).

Second, the thesis of ‘farmers’ suicides’ argues that this distinct aetiological category
of suicides is statistically significant. The argument here is that the cumulative
number of such suicidal deaths amongst cultivators is conspicuously large for any of
the four concerned states in any single year since 1998. Statistics on farm-related
suicides were first catalogued by local sources (i.e. peasant organisations, local
media groups etc.). Such folk statistics are useful as a cultural artefact, although in
as much as the aggregate statistics of suicide they quote varies from source to
source, they are extremely unreliable (see Excerpt 1.2). However, there are some
who have recently used the official suicide statistics to confirm the argument (of
statistical significance of farm-related suicides). They extend their argument to
claim, as Durkheim would have it (1897/2006: 22), a distinct “statistical unity and
individuality” for the phenomenon. That is, they argue that the incidence of farm-
related suicides has acquired a definitive acceleration in short to medium term, and

that it is higher than that for other occupations.



Excerpt 1.2
1. * Adappa and Reddy (i.e. deceased farmers’ hames) are just two among the 2,500

cases of suicides in Anantpur over the past six years”.11

2. “The state (AP) has seen more than 3,000 recorded cases of suicides in the last five
years (i.e.1997-04). In 2002 alone, according to Police records (The Hindu,
Hyderabad ed. Jan, 06, 2003) as many as 2,580 deeply indebted farmers killed
themselves mainly by ingesting pesticides in three districts — Warangal, Karimnagar

and Nizamabad”. 12

Such a proposition has been advanced by Mishra (2006: 1566) and by Mitra &
Shroff (2007). Computing what he calls the Suicide Mortality Rate (SMR) -the
incidence of suicides per year as given by official statistics / 100,000 farmers
excluding the age group of 0-4 years - for 1995-2001, Mishra claims that the rate
sharply appreciated in AP and Maharashtra (by 88.23% and 200% respectively) in
this period. He then compares this mortality rate with that of non-farmers — which
is presumably the total population of a state minus that of farmers above 0-4
years®3. The ratio of suicide rate for farmers to non-farmers is claimed to have
climbed from 1.25 to 1.52 for AP and from 0.82 to 2.67 for Maharashtra between
1995 and 2001. As | have mentioned above, the facts of a differential suicide rate
for cultivators vis-a-vis other occupations, and a rising suicide rate for cultivators in
the longitudinal sense, are epistemologically similar to the way in which Durkheim

framed the question of suicide research in his Suicide (2006, see below).

Adding to these two contentions is a third proposition; that the incidents of suicides

by cultivators tend to align more with certain periods in the year than others. The

1'p_ Sainath, “‘With Drought in the Drivers’ Seat, July 13, 2003, The Hindu, Chennai.

12 patnaik, U., ‘Rural Indian in Ruins’, Frontline 28-March 12, 2004. Patnaik says “more than 3,000
deaths” took place between1998 and 2003. Out of these deaths, she says, 2580 deaths took place in
2002 alone. If the second figure is correct, it follows that there were only 420 deaths in remaining 4
years, or just 100 per year on an average. In which case, not only the other informal statistics are
plainly incorrect, but the entire argument about the statistical significance of ‘farmers’ suicides’ thesis
is weakened.

B3 Mishra himself seems to understand non-farmers as those who are not employed in agriculture.
The population of 0-4 years is excluded from computation because suicides are supposed not to occur
in this group.
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more suicide-prone periods are purportedly the two agriculturally intensive
seasons, namely the pre-sowing summer months at the beginning of Kharif , and/or
the pre and post- harvest period towards its end when the effects of an erratic
monsoon and/or an inability to procure credit or clear outstanding debts is arguably
most pronounced. Thus one journalistic report finds that between May 14- June 14
2004 as many as “ 279 (officially 194) suicides are reported in AP”. 14 Likewise,
between September and November 2000 “41 cases of suicides” are said to have
taken place in Anantpur district, AP.1> Here is then a suggestion of a wave, that is, of
differential movements of the incidence of suicidal deaths by cultivators intra-
annually. Two objections to this proposition are that it remains patently
unverifiable in official suicide statistics or in other empirical studies, and that, as
Mohanty points out for Vidarbha (2005: 257), there is no prima facie evidence
linking the aggregate performance of Kharif crop in a given year with the incidence
of rural suicide for the respective year. Yet when presented in conjunction with
other alleged attributes of ‘farm-suicides’ - such as, insecticide consumption being
the uniform technology for self-destruction, or a feud with moneylenders being a
common triggering factor for suicides - this proposition complements the points

of statistical and aetiological exceptionalities.

The broad salience of the ‘farmers' suicides' thesis is that it has been explained in
the modal terms of agrarian crisis/distress, although different disciplinary
perspectives organise the nature of this crisis differently by emphasizing different
aspects of it. One perspective understands agrarian crisis as primarily a production-
related crisis in so far as it accords exclusive attention to dwindling farm incomes in
post 1991 period (Parthasarathy and Shameen 1998, Vaidyanathan 2006, Gill and
Singh 2006). It says, correctly ( Ch. 3 below), that just as the real cost of

production for cash crops has consistently been rising since the 1990s on account of

v, Sridhar, ‘An Agrarian Tragedy’, Frontline, July 2, 2004.
P, Menon, ‘A Farm Crisis and Suicides’, Frontline, April 14-27, 2001.
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rising input costs, the yield gains obtained until the 1980s have begun to decline
over time in large swathes of India. Negative fluctuations in (private) groundwater
irrigation, which incidentally was the mainstay of the yield growth obtained in the
1980s (Harriss 2006: 83-84), is also underscored. Although there are some
disagreements about its extent, this perspective also sees the post 1991 period as
one during which the market prices for key cash crops, such as cotton or wheat,
have experienced downward movement as a result of the liberalisation of state

administered import regime and crop pricing mechanisms.

The second group (Reddy 1998, Vasavi 1999, Shiva and Jaffri 1999, 2002)
construes agrarian crises as the ‘globalisation of non-sustainable’ capitalistic
farming practices. The entrenched practice of 'green revolution' technology since
the late 1960s across India, it argues, has entailed high ecological input demands (
on soil, groundwater, genetic variety of plants etc.) which are particularly
disproportionate to the ecological and economic endowments of small peasants in
the rain-fed areas where suicides are mostly concentrated. It views this fundamental
disjunction to be at the root of a range of new production related vulnerabilities,
such as the higher susceptibility of high yield (HYV) cash crops to diseases, pest-
attacks and moisture related distress (and hence the need to invest heavily in
pesticides and groundwater irrigation). It is also this disjunction, Vandana Shiva
and others say, that has rendered small peasants subservient to input markets.
Relative to the economic perspective, the agro-ecological perspective shows a better
appreciation of the salience of spatiality in the practice of agriculture and of the
heterogeneity amongst peasants in terms of their differential production capacities
and calculus. It is also more forceful in incriminating the agency of the state for
exacerbating ecological and economic disjunction by emphasizing reduced

investments by the state in extension services, surface irrigation, in rural credit and



particularly, its de-regulation of Indian seed and pesticide markets for global capital

post 1991.

Given these orientations, much of the agro-ecological understanding of the
agrarian crisis shades into the political-economic perspective on the subject except
for one key point of distinction; in the latter, the crisis facing the Indian peasantry is
traced to the marginality of peasantry in the emergent political-economy of the post
1991 Indian state (Jodhka 2006, Chatterjee 2008). Chatterjee, in particular, sees
the agrarian crisis as being rooted in an inability of the small peasantry to organise
itself and engage with the ‘post-developmetalist’ state - which is increasingly
subservient to corporate capital (pp. 56-57) - even as the peasantry's engagement in
the market economy is ever most entrenched. Although there are multiple reasons
to think that Chatterjee is overstating his case6, one that is particularly relevant
here is that the small peasants in AP, as elsewhere in India, have not so much lacked
(interest-oriented) organisation as they have steadily transacted it for a
caste/identity based politics since the early 1980s. Further, and this applies to all
three perspectives outlined so far, they tend to abstract agrarian crisis and 'farmers'
suicides' from their immediate sociality by paying scant attention to changes in

contemporary agrarian social relations?.

Noting this lacuna in the literature, Mohanty (2005) has instead posited a broad
Durkheimian social realist perspective of egoistic -anomic disequilibrium in
contemporary peasant communities. He reports in his research on ‘farmers’
suicides' in Maharashtra that it is preponderantly small peasants from the middle

and lower castes — especially those who had shifted to commercial agriculture

16 Chatterjee’s basic proposition (p. 52) that ‘the capitalistic industrial growth now under way in India
shall make room for the preservation of the peasantry”, is not novel. The Marxists have a thesis of
‘dualistic functionalism’ in which the peasantry is seen as being ‘allowed’ to self-preserve itself at
subsistence level in order to supply subsidized labour to capitalistic farm and non-farm production.
Kautsky was the first amongst them to propose this in the late 1890s.

"\/asavi (1998, 1999) is an exception here.

8



recently owing to their declining caste based occupations - who were more
susceptible to farming-related distresses and suicides than large and middle
farmers from traditional peasant castes. These lower castes include the Mahar,
Nav-Buddha (NeO-Buddhists) and Chamar (p. 259). He attributes their higher
vulnerability to local “social antagonisms”. Peasants from these castes maintained
high expectations in cotton-farming and, hence, they made investments that were
disproportionate to their assets even though they lacked the requisite technical
expertise for cotton-cultivation. Mohanty finds that whereas the low-caste peasants
were systematically bypassed by the local state farm-extension machinery (p. 260),
they also faced an antagonistic upper-caste peasantry that was patently disinclined
to help them with the expertise of cotton-cultivation (pp. 262-63) since it viewed
them as competitors. Mohanty’s research is an important contribution to the
literature. However, one notes that the empirical lynchpin in Mohanty’s thesis —
that of an occupational shift — does not quite agree with another study of suicides
conducted in the same region of Vidarbha'®8. Also, the point that cotton-cultivation
is a highly knowledge/skill intensive activity does not apply to the cultivation of

more conventional crops such as groundnut or red gram.

1.2 The dissertation: epistemological considerations

This dissertation, which originated from a sense of substantive dissatisfaction with
the literature on ‘farmers' suicides', is an ethnographic investigation of the said
phenomena. Set within an “ineluctably local” space (Geertz 1983:4) - a dry-land
village in southern AP - it seeks to describe the nature of the agrarian present, the
context against which incidents of suicides are enacted and enunciated by local
peasants. Specifically, it wishes to answer the following four questions. What is the

nature of the economic, social and cultural transformations apparent in

8 Mohanty (2005:259) finds that “85% of the lower caste farmers (amongst the 66 cases of suicides
that he studied) has less than 10 years of experience in cultivation”. On the contrary, Mishra (2006:
1541) reports that, “58% (of the 111 suicides that he studied) had more than 10 years experience”.
The proportion of lower caste suicides in Mishra’s sample is, however, rather low.
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contemporary agrarian communities in AP? Do these transformations and their
quotidian experiences relate to the incidence of suicides, especially alleged farm-
related suicides amongst peasants, and, if yes, what it the precise nature of this
relationship? How do such social identities as those concerning caste, class, gender,
age and occupations relate to the ideation and conduct of suicide amongst peasants?
How is the ideology and act of suicide enunciated by the peasants themselves? As an
answer to these questions, my description of the nature of the agrarian present
confirms and reconciles different strands of the four perspectives synoptically
presented above, just as it also extends and questions other strands. | shall return to
these substantive engagements shortly. But where this dissertation categorically
diverges from the literature is in its grounded critique of the presumed
epistemological certitude of the propositions underpinning the common thesis of
‘farmers’ suicides'. Insofar as this certitude is a product of diligent borrowings from,
or in Atkinson's words (1978: 14-15), “unflinching deference” to, Durkheim's
positivist epistemology of suicide research?®, this dissertation is also an

ethnographic engagement with his scholarship in the South Indian context.

Amongst the three contours along which my epistemological critique is the clearest,
the first concerns the presupposition of an aetiological sui generis in the thesis of
‘farmers' suicides'. It is expedient to heed Durkheim’s injunction that “each society
has a particular disposition towards suicides at any moment in its history (2006:
24, emphases mine)”. 20 That suicide has a historicity in rural India - just as
elsewhere in the world (cf. Weaver and Wright, 2009) - is to underline that it has

always been a mode of cathartic social action in multitudinous contexts. Numerous

Y This is so, interestingly, at a time when it has come under renewed scrutiny in western social
sciences. See Weaver and Wright (2009) for a summary of the critique of Durkheim's methods in his
work on suicide.

% From the constructionist end of the epistemological spectrum, Baechler (1979: 38) has also made
the same point.
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stray references (e.g. Trawick 1994: 161, 180, Parry 2001, Hall 2007, also
Durkheim’s own description of “Hindu suicides”, p. 241) and at least one systematic
ethnography of suicide in rural India (Elwin 1943), attest to this. These references
trace the ideation and act of suicide amongst rural Indians to polytheistic
experiences of negated self-hood (Beck 1971 in Ullrich 1987) within intimate family
relationships. Thus, Elwin's pioneering work on suicides amongst the Marias in
Bastar during the 1930s finds the most recurring antecedents of suicides being
conjugal antagonism, terminal diseases, and resentment at a rebuke (1943: 57) from
a close kinsmen/women. Analogously, Ulrich's (1987) Karnataka peasant
housewives and Hall's (2007) dalit women in coastal AP, regularly consider
committing suicide in response to symbolic (Bourdieu 2001: passim) and literal
violence perpetrated against them by the men in their families. Trawick (1994: 161)
refers to suicides amongst men and women in Madurai that are engendered by
conflicts in families around the practices of hierarchical masculine prerogatives.
These conflicts include a husband’s engagement in extra-marital affairs, his bigamy,

or his monopoly over the marriage arrangements of his offspring2.

So, contrary to the position that the contributors to the thesis of ‘farmers' suicides’
wittingly or unwittingly take, a suicide by a farmer or someone from his/her
household is not a priori a case of 'farmer's suicide' in the aetiological sense
outlined above. Given the possibilities of multiple non-farm related causes, the
principles of causality require of the proponents of the ‘farmers' suicides' thesis to
establish, to the degree possible, the causes for the act (of suicide) as belonging
principally to the farming domain, and to falsify the presence of any principle non-

farming antecedents 22 . As Lukes (1973: 202) points out, an aetiological

2YEurther testimonies for this formulation also come from the references to suicides in studies of peri-
urban and urban communities in India (see Parry 2001, Mines 1994, Alan 1988).

22 Reading Wolf (1966), | understand farming reasons as those originating in the economic sphere of
production, and non-farming reasons as those that originate within domestic relations inside the
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classification must be “exhaustive of the explananda” to be acceptable. Itis here
that we find the thesis of ‘farmers’ suicides’ to be ridden by the same logical fallacy
that Levi-Strauss (cited in Lukes, p. 31) found to be typical of Durkheim’s works,
including Suicide. This is the fallacy of petitio principii ; the proponents of ‘farmers’
suicides’ first presuppose the veracity of exclusive farm-related antecedents, which
they then seek to confirm. | show in this dissertation that this epistemological
fallacy entails two serious implications. First, there is a systematic taxonomical
solecism in that such cases of suicides by farmers which expressly lack principle
farming antecedent(s) and/or, rather expectedly, demonstrate too intricate a
synthesis of farm and non-farm antecedent(s) to be categorically defined either way,
are without reason confirmed to be cases of ‘farmers’ suicides'?3. This further results
in a situation in which the possibilities of an aetiological interaction between
farming and non-farming antecedent(s), or an exclusive operation of non-farm
aetiologies, are by default considered to be too insignificant to merit any systematic

analytical attention.

Thus, in Mohanty and Shroff's paper (2004: 5605) , amongst the 8 cases of 'farmers'
suicides', for 3 cases (nos. 1, 6 and 7) the exclusive antecedent reported is familial
discord due to the deceased's extra-marital liaison, alcoholism and gambling
respectively, and all of these arguably appear non-farm related in their contextual
enunciations. Yet, in a fashion that is reminiscent of Durkheim's sociologism —
wherein Durkheim insists on making 'social’ the only independent variable to
explain suicide (Atkinson 1978: 24, Lukes, pp. 21-22) - there is a convoluted
insistence that such antecedents must be understood as economically/farming
related. In another paper (2005: 264), Mohanty describes the suicide of a large

farmer from the dominant Kunabi caste in Vidarbha who had been the incumbent

household or outside of it. In making this distinction, my case is not to rack up the old Dumontian
dualism between the material and cultural/ideal; the point made is analytical, but crucial.

“Note the striking analogy between Durkheim’s formulation about exclusive binary aetiological
distinctions - 'social' and 'extra-social' causes (2006: 29) and that in the ‘farmers’ suicides’ thesis —
‘farm’ and ‘non-farm'.
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Sarpanch of his village and who was seeking re-election. To quote Mohanty, “(he)
lost the election, and despairing of ever being elected, took his life”. Yet Mohanty
confirms this suicide as farm-related, as declared in official statistics; he thinks that
the “the roots (of the suicide) lay in the sphere of economic production”, although
the only justification he is able to offer is a facile observation that there is a “close
connection between politics and agriculture”. Similar instances of crude
economism can be found in other papers by the proponents of the ‘farmers’ suicides’
thesis (such as Mishra 2006:1544). Avoiding this presupposed economism and the
taxonomical coercion that it entails, enables us not only to reach a clearer grasp of
the genus of 'farmers' suicides’, but also to get an understanding of the way in
which it relates to the broader field of rural suicides - aetiologically and

ideologically (Ch. 5 & 6 below).

The fallacy of petitio principi in Durkhiem’s Suicide (2006: 148-149) is reflected in
the way he arbitrarily presupposes his four social suicide states — egoism, altruism,
anomie and fatalism — to cause the suicide rate of a given society to increase?4, and
which he then proceeds to prove in his book. As Lukes helpfully points out (p. 202),
Durkheim fails to furnish any empirical proof about why should one believe him
when he claims there are (only) four social-etiological types (p. 149), or when he
claims that these types must be considered being mutually exclusive in their
attributes. In this respect, his justificatory argument (ibid) that “one antecedent or a
single group of antecedents (such as egoism or anomie) can produce only one
result” is rather dubious, because it discounts the eminent possibility of one
antecedent, or set of antecedents, interacting with another to cause an effect, or a
set of effects. One reason why his explanation must suffer from petitio principi, like
the ‘farmers’ suicides’ thesis, is the way he frames the question of suicide for

sociology. Durkheim believes (pp. 24-28, 150) that it is the differential tendencies of

# A discussion about the substantive aspect of Durkheim’s theory of suicide appears below.
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social groups to commit suicide across time — or, the relative rate of suicide — which
is the exclusive subject-matter of sociological theorisation. This obliged him to look
for large scale time-series data on suicide across societies. But, in as much as he
found it difficult to obtain a credible inductive description of individual suicides on
a sufficiently large scale basis amongst non-official sources, Durkheim had to rely
on official suicide statistics ; hence the problem of petitio principi. Interestingly,
in an effort to make a virtue of this methodological vice, he explicitly insisted that
official suicide statistics are indispensable for the sociological project of explaining
differential suicide rates (2006:148-150). He also believed, although he never stated
it upfront, that the nature of official suicide statistics is unproblematic as compared

to unofficial data on suicides (see p. 148).

These two paradigmatic contentions have attracted both vigorous support and
scathing critique in the western social sciences?s. The constraints of space disable
me from discussing the first of these in much detail. Nonetheless, | wish to briefly
underline my agreement with the criticism that Douglas (1967), Atkinson (1978),
and very recently, Weaver and Wright (2009: 4-5) have made about Durkheim’s
first contention. Each of them historicises Durkheim’s Suicide to show, rather
convincingly, that the emergence of statistical comparison of official suicide data as
the sociological method is indissociable from the gradual rise of data producing
instrumentalities (or, the “governmentality”) of modern western states since the
1850s. The paradigmatic ascension of statistical method, they show, was at the cost
of a long-tradition of inductive, detailed, case-study method in psychology. Further,
the ethnography of suicide (e.g. Firth 1961, in Giddens 1971, Bohannan 1960, Brown
1986) as well phenomenological research into the registration of a death (Garfinkle

1967 in Atkinson 1978:188-189) would suggest that a (Weberian) interpretive

% Douglas (1967) gives an exhaustive account of post-Durkheimian positivistic theories on suicide.
Atkinson (1978: Ch.2) is a more succinct - but less original - appraisal of Durkheimian epistemology.
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theorisation of suicide is not only possible, but also remains relevant as an essential

corrective to Durkheimian positivism (see below).

It is the second proposition of Durkhiem, namely that the nature of official suicide
statistics is objective enough to be unproblematic, which is more germane to this
dissertation because the proponents of ‘farmers’ suicides’ thesis make much the
same assumption. It is certainly curious, as Douglas underlines (1967: 173), that
while Durkheim found the official statistics on the motives of suicides “suspect
enough” to find it misleading (p. 151), he did not make even a single reference to the
general merits/de-merits of using official suicide statistics in Suicide. This is despite
the fact that the opposition to using official suicide statistics had been widespread
and robust in 19t century French sociology (Douglas: ibid). A synopsis of the
charges that have been made against Durkheim’s reliance on official suicide
statistics in particular (Douglas 1967: Ch. 12, Atkinson 1978: 37-38, Pope 1976: 10-
11, Weaver 2009: 53) is that he fails to answer two key questions. They are: (a).
whether his ‘objective’ definition of suicide, in which he seeks to exclude all
subjectivities associated with the act (such as, whether one intends to die or not, or
the motive(s) of a suicide, pp. 18-19), at all corresponded to the way in which those
officials who gathered suicide-data understood the term and, (b). whether the
officials who gathered suicide related data could be considered uniformly efficient
and accurate within and across countries in classifying deaths and their aetiologies
appropriately. These two questions - which give rise to the charges of systematic
bias and dark numbers (see below) against the official suicide statistics (Douglas
1967: 193-94) - can be applied to the thesis of farm suicides as well. But, before we
examine the claims of aetiological and statistical sui generis of 'farmers' suicides' on
these two counts, and see what official statistics might fail to reveal, it is expedient

to see first what these statistics may hypothetically be taken to reveal.
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1.2.1 ‘Farmers’ suicides’: the official suicide statistics in India

In consulting the official suicide statistics of India an important feature that goes
unnoticed is that, unlike in the Anglo-Saxon states (Atkinson 1978: 89, Weaver
2009: introduction), the Indian state lacks the dedicated medico-legal system of
coroners to investigate and collate mortality statistics26. These tasks are, instead,
handled by the Police. Junior officials of the Assistant Sub-Inspector rank conduct
inquests if and when an attempted suicide/death (presumed to be a suicide) is
reported by a concerned village secretary/panchayat secretary/talari/medical
officer of a hospital?’. It also bears mentioning here that unlike in the UK (Atkinson
1978:90), attempted suicide remains a punishable offence in India, where it entails
the punishment of a year’s imprisonment under the Indian Penal Code (section
309). Suicide statistics collected from mandal police posts are collated at the
District Crime Record Bureau (DCRB), then at the State Crime Record Bureau

(SCRB), and finally, at the national level (NCRB).

Scrutiny of the NCRB data for the period 1990-2007 suggests that the number of
suicides per 100,000 people (the suicide rate) for India has increased from 8.94 to
10.8. At a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 1.12%, this is a relatively modest
increase (cf. Durkheim 2006:25-26). Compared to this, however, the rate of

acceleration in suicide rate for AP has indeed been quite sharp; it has doubled from

% As far as | am aware, police officials conducting an inquest in rural India also lack any specific
codified legal handbook, such as the one that the English coroners have been using in the UK
(Atkinson 1978:89). Having said that, as Atkinson’s argument is, even this sort of specialized
institutional arrangement in Anglo-Saxon states is not enough to ensure the production of ‘accurate
and reliable” suicide statistics. Thus, if in spite of elaborately codified precedents and bureaucratic
arrangements, systematic biases continue to plague official suicide statistics in developed nations, one
can reasonably speculate the nature of the difficulties associated with official suicide statistics in the
case of India.

"In the quotidian bureaucracy, the village secretary is the lowest revenue official responsible for a
revenue village. The panchayat se