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ABSTRACT

In response to the high rates of suicide instances among the people of Malaysian Indian
ethnicity, a mixed-methods approach was employed to examine the relationship between
alienation and suicide ideation among this segment of Malaysian society. A total of 234
Malaysian Indians aged 20 — 40 were recruited for this study. Dean’s alienation scale was
used and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 participants. The qualitative
data was thematically analysed and was used for explanatory purposes. A correlation
analysis showed that powerlessness and normlessness had a significant positive correlation
to suicide ideation. A hierarchical multiple regression analysis, however, showed that
powerlessness appeared to be the strongest predictor in explaining suicide ideation,
followed by age and income level. From a social perspective, the qualitative data revealed
financial hardship and interpersonal comparison and from a cultural perspective; coping
with pride, mental health and horoscope belief, contributed to a feeling of powerlessness. It
is recommended that in future studies, researchers take into account the social and cultural
dimensions when considering suicide prevention strategies.
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with South Korea ranking first in 2004 and
2005 (Kim et al., 2010). Several countries in
Asia including Sri Lanka, China, Japan and
South Korea have accounted for the greater
part of the world’s suicides, which have
amounted to an epidemic in Asia (Kwok et
al., 2015). The World Health Organization
(WHO) estimates that approximately 1.53
million individuals worldwide will die
due to suicide by the year 2020; which
means in every twenty seconds at least one
person will die due to suicide (Sinniah et
al., 2014b).

There has been an exponential increase
in the rate of suicides in Malaysia over the
past 45 years (Ibrahim et al., 2014). This
recent significant increase including suicidal
behaviour is being considered a major health
issue. Sinniah and colleagues (2014b) who
had conducted a systemic review on suicidal
attempts in Malaysia, over the period from
1969 to 2011, reported that the suicide rate
had increased by 60% over the past 45
years. This is approximately 12 persons
per 100,000 of the population. However,
the actual figure could be higher, because
most of the attempted suicide cases being
reviewed were only those that were provided
in formal reports from government hospital
charts and pathological records (Sinniah et
al., 2014b). This suicide rate has increased
since then and appears to be an emerging
social problem in Malaysia. Here, the
suicide rate is highest among young adults.
The Malaysian Psychiatric Association
estimated that approximately seven people,
mostly youths and young adults killed
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themselves every day (Ibrahim et al., 2014).
These are indeed worrying statistics.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Contributing Factors to the Prevalence
of Suicide among Malaysian Indians

Personal characteristics such as cognition,
emotional and behavioural dimensions are
increasingly being studied as contributory
factors to suicidal ideation (Khan et al.,
2014; Kwok & Shek, 2010). In Malaysia,
stress experienced by individuals when faced
with academic pressures and relationship
issues (Khan et al., 2014) are found to have
associations with suicide. Many researchers
have also investigated the correlations
between psychological factors and suicide.
A sense of helplessness, deep depression,
negative effects (Khan et al., 2014); suicidal
ideas and the enormity of solving social
problems (Kok et al., 2015) are some of the
examples.

Based on the narrative synthesis of 39
reviewed empirical studies, Armitage et al.
(2015) concluded that suicidal behaviour
in Malaysia was mainly associated with
interpersonal conflict. The relationship and
interpersonal difficulties were found to have
caused most incidents of suicide and self-
harm among Malaysian youths. However,
for instances of suicide among older adults,
following a review of all recorded suicide
related cases from the National Suicide
Registry Malaysia (NSRM) in 2009, a report
was made listing the contributory factors to
suicide among them as due to social factors
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such as isolation, life events or stressors
like the death of loved ones, mounting
debt, physical illness and health issues, and
neurological disorders (Rahimi et al., 2015).

Besides attributing factors to a
psychological and interpersonal perspective,
Shamsuddin and his associates (2013),
found that older students from lower-
income families in the rural areas were
significantly more prone to suicide ideation
as compared to those from cities and
middle-income families. These findings
highlight the influences from the macro
living environment including the socio-
economic background and geographic
location that have added distress to these
individuals.

Many studies specifically mention that
Malaysian Indians have a higher risk of
suicide (Khan et al., 2014; Rathakrishnan
et al., 2012). Studies by Armitage et al.
(2015) reported that one of the core reasons
was the transition from a rural agrarian to
an urban-industrial economy that caused
people with low incomes, especially those
who live in the rural parts of the country
to feel marginalized due to the lack of
resources. This finding is echoed by Sinniah
and her team (2014a) who provided the main
explanations for suicide which included
poverty. Sinniah et al. (2014a) explained that
the majority of Malaysian Indians were from
the lower social class and were entrenched
in alcoholism, psychical morbidity, caste
issues, social stress and several cultural and
religious factors which make them more
vulnerable to suicide.
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Although a minority ethnic group — only
7% of the total population, (Department
of Statistics Malaysia, 2019), Malaysian
Indians registered the highest number of
suicide attempts (Sinniah et al., 2014a) and
completions (Bahar et al., 2015) among the
three major ethnicities in Malaysia. The
suicide rate amongst them was more than
two times (more than 20 per 100,000) as
compared to the national average suicide
rate which is 10-12 suicides per 100,000
people (Ministry of Health Malaysia,
2011). As such, ethnic Indians in Malaysia
have been over-represented in the suicide
statistics for over 2 decades since 1990
(Bahar et al., 2015; Habil et al., 1992;
Vijayakumar, 2004).

The socio-economic background
and the wider environments in which
these individuals had been entrenched
and embedded in, apparently has a strong
influence towards suicidal tendencies and
behaviours (Armitage et al., 2015, Khan et
al., 2016). It is suggested that culture has a
strong influence on suicidal behaviour as
different religious and socio-cultural values
provide worldviews and interpretations
of life experiences (as cited in Bahar
et al., 2015). Chen and his associates’
study (2005) reported that the significantly
high suicide rates among Indians could
be due to certain beliefs in Hinduism,
for example, reincarnation, where some
religious interpretations may see suicide as
“aroute to a better life” (Khan et al., 2016).
Studies of suicide in Malaysia, therefore,
need to understand the macro environment
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and the cultural contexts of the target groups
(Milner & Diego, 2010).

Background of Malaysian Indians

Rapid industrialization and urbanization had
changed the lives of Malaysian Indians. Most
Indian families, predominantly Tamils from
India and Sri Lanka, are descendants of the
migrants to Malaysia after the 1890s, when
the then British rulers expanded the number
of Chinese and Indian immigrants; creating
an artificial occupational segregation along
ethnic lines (Malays in agriculture, Chinese
in commerce, and Indians in the plantation
sector) (Oorjitham, 2006; Sandhu, 2006).
This had reinforced a sense of inter-ethnic
divisions; and, thus, prevented any kind of
solidarity among these major ethnic groups.
The British colonial administration initially
settled these Malaysian Indians in rubber
estates and plantations. They were also
employed in road and railway construction.
While many saw economic growth in
Malaysia in the late 1980s, these Malaysian
Indians were trapped working as plantation
labourers and were left behind. Nagarajan
(2008) held that the Indian community in
Malaysia felt they had been marginalized
as the majority of them were trapped in the
exploitative plantation economy.

The socio-economic information
on Malaysian Indians appears to be
contradictory. Official statistics report that
the Indian community is quite well off and
it has a disproportionately high number of
doctors, lawyers and veterinary surgeons
given its small population. Malaysia’s
richest man, Anantha Krishnan, is an
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Indian. However, the disparity of inequality
across and within their ethnic groups
would be undermined if we only look at
the few richest Indians or being misled
by the overall picture of the Malaysian
Indian’s household incomes. The income
inequality among Malaysians was found
to have widened between 1957 and 1976
across all ethnic groups. It was found that
the income of the top 10% of Malays had
increased by 9.9% while the income of the
poor at the bottom 40%, had declined by
6.9%, while among the Indians, those at
the top 10% had increased their income by
10.5%, whereas those at the bottom 40%
found their income had decreased by 6%
(Grove, 1986). Tikamdas (2006) reported
the stark reality of many Indians living in
poverty due to unemployment, which further
had led to alcoholism and other social
crimes. More than 300,000 Indians were
uprooted from their plantation settlements
between 1950 and 1967 when the British
sold the plantations (Sandhu, 2006). Due
to urbanization and industrialization, many
of them had to accept low wage jobs such
as security guards, drivers, gardeners
or cleaners. Furthermore, many Indians
were reported to have become involved in
gangsterism (Baxstrom, 2005). Many may
view themselves as being victimized as
the majority found themselves serving as
unskilled workers in the low wage sector.

Alienation and Suicide

As mentioned earlier, both psycho-social
and macro socio-economic and cultural
environments have contributed to suicidal
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behaviours. Given the high suicide rates
among Malaysian Indians and the mentioned
socio-economic environment, the traditional
sociological theory on suicide initiated by
Durkheim’s (1897/1951), was adopted.
Durkheim proposed that the core issue
of suicide is a lack of social integration.
Over the years, it has been shown that
integration was inversely associated with
the suicide rates in European countries
and the United States. It was proposed that
poverty, educational failure and disruption
of relationships are important indicators of
the lack of integration. Kubrin (2003), who
investigated young black males, held that
some environmental factors, associated with
externalized violence, will apply to violence
against the self, which is suicide. Sampson
and Wilson (1995) suggested that social
isolation will create a sense of hopelessness.

Alienation. Alienation, a term adopted
from a sociological perspective with its
sociological root in Durkheim’s, and used
by Seeman; and which identifies three
components: powerlessness, social isolation
and normlessness (Seeman, 1959). Dean
(1961) developed an “alienation scale”
to measure the levels of social isolation,
powerlessness and normlessness. Powell
(1994) and Wenz (1979) suggested that
social alienation was one of the factors that
correlate with suicide.

Seeman (1975) defined powerlessness
as an individual perception that one’s
behaviour could not predict the results,
which means there was no control over
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his/her own destiny. There is a strong
helpless feeling of being manipulated for
purposes benefiting others than one’s own
self. “Normlessness” is a class terminology
from Durkheim’s concept of “anomie.”
It also refers to the absence of values or
clear guidelines to the purpose of life
and the strong feeling of uncertainty due
to conflicting norms. The concept of
“isolation” used by Dean (1961) refers to
low social participation. This term is very
close to Durkheim’s sociological concept
of integration, as low social integration will
result in isolation and withdrawal from the
situation (community or society) in which
the individuals are embedded in (Graeff &
Mehlkop, 2007).

In this study, the concept of “alienation”
initiated by Seeman and employed by
Dean in his “Dean’s alienation scale”, was
adopted to investigate the relationship
between alienation and suicide ideation
among young Malaysian Indians (Refer
to Figure 1). Indian youths aged 20 — 40
years, according to the definition adopted
by National Youth Development Policy
(Ministry of Youth and Sports, 2015) are
also included. We aim to investigate and
unravel the relationship between alienation
(isolation, powerlessness, normlessness)
(Dean, 1961) and suicide ideation.

METHODS

It is difficult to find a single method approach
to adequately capture this very pressing
social phenomenon of suicide. A mixed-
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Isolation

Powerlessness

Normlessness

»> Suicide Ideation

Figure 1. The framework of the relationship of alienation and suicide ideation among Indian adults in Malaysia

mode method was used for data collection.
This approach triangulates ecological and
individual data from multiple sources of data
collection to investigate the extent to which
what happened in the environment affects
the individuals. A survey questionnaire
was used to collect quantitative data and
semi-structured interviews were used to
collect qualitative data for explanation
and triangulation purposes. Durkheim’s
original theory was frequently criticized as
it lacked social and cultural meanings (Wray
et al., 2011). This mixed-method design
is sequential explanatory in nature. Two
student research assistants of Malaysian
Indian ethnicity involved in the interview
process approached Malaysian Indian
people in various restaurants in a town in
the state of Perak and Kuala Lumpur to
recruit participants. After completing the
quantitative survey, they would invite the
participants who were available for a half-
hour interview. Using Tamil, the common
spoken language by Malaysian Indians,
they attempted to build a better rapport
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with the research participants to be able to
capture and solicit for their perceptions on
the issue of suicide. Initially, it was planned
to have 12 participants for the interview
session, however, due to the emergence of
new themes, the interviews were continued
until data saturation (Creswell & Creswell,
2018) and when the number had reached
15 participants (6 males and 9 females).
Seven (7) of them were from a town in
Perak and eight (8) from Kuala Lumpur. It
was hoped that the qualitative data collected
through the interviews could provide in-
depth explanations for the data collected in
the quantitative phase to provide possible
explanations for the findings.

Quantitative Study

Samples. The respondents of the study were
234 Malaysian Indian adults aged 20 to 40
years old (see Table 1). The respondents
were recruited using a convenience sampling
method using a paper and pencil survey
questionnaire. The gender distribution was
50% for each gender. The respondents
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reported incomes of more than RM 2,000
per month (estimated USD491) were
53.8% while 46.2% of them had monthly
incomes below RM 2,000. More than half
of the respondents had a university degree
qualification (59.4%), followed by Diploma
(23.1%) and a secondary education (17.5%).

Procedure. The targeted respondents were
briefed on the objectives of the study, their
rights as respondents, the benefits and risks
of participation, as well as the privacy and
confidentiality issues. The respondents
were requested to sign the consent form
as an agreement of participation. All the
procedures were reviewed and approved
by the Institutional Scientific and Ethnical
Review committee.

Table 1
Demographic information of respondents (N=234)

Questionnaire. Dean’s alienation scale
(Dean, 1961) was used to measure the
individual’s alienation. This scale, which
consists of 24 self-rated items with a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), also
comprises three subscales namely, social
isolation (9 items), powerlessness (9 items)
and normlessness (6 items). The total score
was computed; with high scores indicating
high alienation on that specific subscale. The
Cronbach alpha coefficient of the sub-scales
ranged from 0.666 to 0.843.

The Scale for Suicide Ideation (SSI;
Beck et al., 1979) was used to measure
the current intensity of specific attitudes,
behaviours and plans to commit suicide.
Having a reliability score of 0.866, this 19-
item scale was measured using a 3-point

n %
Age (year old)
20-29 169 72.2
30-39 65 27.8
Gender
Male 117 50.0
Female 117 50.0
Education Level
Secondary 41 17.5
Diploma 54 23.1
Degree 139 59.4
Family Income
< RM2000 108 46.2
> RM2000 126 53.8
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scale ranging from 0 to 2 (no ideation to
strong ideation) to rate the respondents’
suicidality and tendencies. The total score
was computed; with high scores indicating
high suicide ideation.

Qualitative Study

Semi-structured Interview. Fifteen Indian
participants aged between 27 and 40 years
were recruited for this study. Respondents
from the quantitative study who were
willing to share narrative of suicide cases
they knew were invited for an interview
session. The interview questions included:

1. Do you have a friend or a relative

who has committed suicide?

(For those who did not have, the

interview would be: “Do you know

someone from your community

who has committed suicide?”

If you can, tell me more what

happened?

3. Can you think of some of the
reasons why the suicide rate among
the Indian community is quite high?

Table 2

The aforesaid semi-structured
questions aim to serve as a guide to invite
participants to share their thoughts and
feelings on the possible events or reasons
that could have triggered and have given
rise to the increasing suicide ideation
and incidence among Malaysian Indians.
With the permission of the participants,
all the interview sessions were audio-
recorded. After transcribing the audio-
recordings, the transcripts were discussed
and analysed using the thematic approach
whilst complying with the procedures
suggested by Braun and Clarke (2019).

RESULTS
Quantitative Data Analysis

The correlation analysis of the variables is
presented in Table 2. Both powerlessness
and normlessness showed a significant
positive correlation with suicide ideation.
Malaysian Indians with high powerlessness
and normlessness tend to harbour and
display high suicide ideation. Interestingly,
social isolation also appears to have an

Correlation analysis among social isolation, powerlessness, normlessness, and suicide ideation

Variables Mean Standard 1 2 3 4
Deviation

1. Social 27.07 4.797 1.00

isolation

2. Powerlessness 31.42 6.228 A416%*** 1.00

3. Normlessness 20.36 3.805 269%** TS5 1FE* 1.00

4. Suicide 9.35 6.638 11 31 7HE* 253%%* 1.00

ideation

Note: *** p < 0.001. n =234.
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insignificant relationship with suicide
ideation.

Hierarchical Multiple Regression
Analysis. A hierarchical multiple regression
analysis was performed to assess the ability
of powerlessness and normlessness in
predicting suicide ideation, after controlling
the effect of age, gender and income level
(refer to Table 3). Preliminary analyses
were conducted to rule out the assumptions
of normality and multicolinearity, and the
predictors were tested at bivariate levels to
ensure the relationship. The respondents’
demographic information was included in
the first model to explain the 4.8% of the
variance in suicide ideation.

Table 3

The inclusion of both powerlessness and
normlessness in the second model, where
the total variance explained by the model
as a whole was 15.1%. F(5, 228) = 9.289,
p <0.001. The two predictors explained an
addition of 10.9% of the variance in suicide
ideation, after controlling the effect of age,
gender and income level, R? change =0.111,
F change (2, 228)=14.963, p<0.001. In the
final model, powerlessness (p = 0.318, p=
0.001) appeared to be the strongest predictor
in explaining suicide ideation, followed by
age (p=0.242, p <0.001) and income level
(B=0.144, p=0.021). According to Cohen’s
(1988) effect size calculation, effect size
of 0.13 indicated a small to medium effect
for the predictors in explaining the suicide

Summary of hierarchical multiple regression analysis for variables predicting suicide ideation

Variables b a SEB b a SEB
Model 1

Age 3.074  0.208%** 0973  3.578  0.242%** 0.925
(0= 20-29 years old;

1= 30-39 years old)

Gender 1.800 0.136* 0.857 1.369 0.103 0.836
(0=Male; 1=Female)

Income Level 1.836  0.138* 0.869 1916 0.144* 0.823
(0=Less than RM 2,000;

1=More than RM 2,000)

Model 2

Powerlessness 0.339 0.318%** 0.098
Normlessness 0.037 0.021 0.165
Adjusted R? 0.048 0.151

F 4.910%* 9.289%***

f? 0.13

Notes: n = 233. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. f*= effect size.

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 28 (3): 2129 - 2147 (2020)
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ideation among the Malaysian Indian
population (refer to Table 3).

Qualitative Data Analysis

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018),
qualitative data helps to provide insights
for better understanding of the results of
the quantitative data. Almost all of the
participants interviewed knew someone from
their family, neighbourhood or community
who had committed suicide. They described
those who committed suicide as ‘coward’,
‘selfish’, ‘dumb’, ‘irrational’, ‘do not think
of others especially their family members.
“He could have taken a moment to think
about his wife and 3 children, nope, he
didn’t. All he did was to die.”

Most participants shared that suicide
ideation and behaviours might have been
pushed forced onto them by the environment.
They believed that when people feel trapped
and are not able to find a way out, it can
lead to feelings of powerlessness and
hopelessness and consequently towards
committing suicide. In the data analysis
process, religious beliefs which provide
a worldview for an interpretation of life
events was classified under the theme of
culture. The intergeneration gap was also
classified as a cultural dilemma as it is a
part of Malaysian Indian hierarchy culture
to believe there should be honour and
respect for older family members. However,
the younger members could have been
influenced by the values of a modern society.
Therefore, as it is quite obvious that the two
prominent themes were related to the social
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and cultural aspects these themes were
grouped under social and cultural aspects.
In order to elaborate on these aspects better,
their income details are included together
with their directly quoted verbatim.

Social Aspect.

Financial Hardship. The hardships faced
in their lives included financial burdens
and hidden debt. Participants shared that
Indian families very often incur debts to
support their children’s education and for
funding their children’s marriages. Most of
the time, only the parents know about the
family debt. Suddenly, when the parents
commit suicide, only then do the children
come to know of the parent’s debts to other
people. Sometimes, parents are known to
take loans from loan sharks at ridiculous
interest rates just to fund a grand wedding
for their children.

My aunty took her EPF money for her
son to get married. For girls’ family it
is even worse. The normal practice is
for girls to give not less than 10 pounds
of gold. It will be about RM 14000, not
inclusive workmanship. The traditional
practice is, since your girl is coming
to our house, so what does she bring.
Besides, comparing of consume, saree
during engagement ceremony...50
to 80 thousands changing rings etc...
The stress could make parents suicidal.
(Male, a policeman, aged 40, earning
RM2000 per month, from Puchong,
KL).
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Interpersonal Comparison. A few
participants volunteered examples
of interpersonal comparisons, such as
comparing lifestyles and their ability to
pursue their desires and dreams. They
felt that their life was not as good, has
been underrated or unappreciated. It was
observed that the participant felt powerless,
hopeless and useless due to so many
restrictions set on them from outside, be
it by family members and relatives, the
community, society, and from religious and

cultural taboos.

Suicide is an option when someone
feels powerless to act and couldn’t
accomplish what he/she desires in life.
This is like they are always losing the
battle...this makes them feel they might
just quit fighting. .. so taking own life is
one of the ways to escape. (Male, aged
30, cafeteria helper, earning RM600
per month).

Cultural Aspects.

Coping with Pride. 1t is a cultural tradition
in Malaysian Indian families that the oldest
male child in the family has to take up the
responsibility to provide for the family.
This first-born has to bring up the family,
take care of the aging parents and younger
siblings. One participant knew of an Indian
man, a chef, who borrowed money to
support his family. Only when he committed
suicide, his family members knew that he

Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 28 (3): 2129 - 2147 (2020)

was deep in debt. She explained that Indian
people are very concerned about what
other people would think about them — this
is cultural pride. They need to look good
and feel proud in front of others, in the
community and in society.

Honour and shame are very important
for Indian families. The family will feel
shameful in cases of a broken relationship.
Parents feel worried if their daughter is in
a relationship. Like what if the guy leaves
their daughter then later the daughter will
feel ashamed as the Indian community is
very small, everyone will know about it.
(Female, age 32, a lecturer in a university
in Perak)

Mental Health Issues. Culturally, Malaysian
Indians see poor mental health as taboo and
there is a strong stigma attached to those
afflicted by mental health issues (Tuti et
al., 2009). This belief is a cultural belief,
peculiar to the Malaysian Indian ethnic
group and is therefore classified under
the cultural dimension. High stress causes
incapacity to cope, resulting in stress/
anxiety/ depression-related disorders. The
shame of being stigmatized, aggravates the
situation and leads to acute mental health
issues.

An Indian female (30-year old, mother
of two young children, working part-time in

a restaurant in KL shared her experience):

She was my relative. As family members
all could see so obviously she suffered
from poor mental health as she imagined
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bad things that might happen to her
young children. We all saw it was not
realistic. But later after she committed
suicide, the family members think that
it is better for her to end her life that
way than living because living was too
painful for her.

Horoscope Belief. Malaysian Indians tend
to put their trust and believe in horoscopes.
One woman (government civil servant, aged
33), shared how her cousin who committed
suicide had been affected by this traditional
Indian belief. The poor lady had attempted
suicide because of her misplaced belief in
the horoscopes. Her sister had always been
thought to bring good luck but she was being
seen as bringing bad luck and misfortune
to her family. She attempted suicide but
fortunately, was saved.

...horoscopes, this is the belief of
most Hindu in Malaysia and this is
our culture. It’s based on the time
and date of birth. There is no specific
horoscope that will bring bad luck. it
depends on the planet’s rotation around
the sun. So the bad luck or good luck
of the horoscope of a person changes
according to that particular planet (such
as Leo, Cancer) place from the sun
when you were born. The people from
the temple can help you to know exactly
about your fate. This horoscope will
also dictate which month is considered
unlucky to have a wedding or deliver a
baby. Indian months again are different
from that English calendar. they tend
to start the middle of the month for
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example 15 July to 14 August is what
we call adhi month. It’s supposed to be
a month for prayers. not allowed to get
married or is consider if have a baby
during this month the child or the family
will encounter difficulties such as bad
financial situation of bad health. May
be my cousin was born having bad luck,
or may be she didn’t go to the temple
to do her remedy properly. There are
prayers or rituals in the temple to get
better luck....

This lady explained that although the
present younger generation may not believe
in horoscopes but due to their parent’s beliefs
and concerns, they had to adhere to them,
especially when it concerned marriage. The
belief is that the horoscopes of the bride
and groom must be compatible. Otherwise,
the marriage may end up in disaster for the
couple. As such, when and if there is an
unfortunate suicide incident, it is blamed
on the incompatible, unmatched horoscope.
Hence, the importance of trust and belief in
horoscopes as a cultural dimension.

Generation Gaps. A few participants
lamented on the generation gap between the
young and older generations. The following
narrative relates to the cultural aspect where
it is a common practice in Asian society
for grown-up children to continue to stay
with their parents, in spite of the frequent
squabbles, flare-ups and frustrations due to
the generation gap.

Traditionally eldest son should provide
and stay with parents, however, my
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aunty let her son married with an
educated girl, now the daughter-in-law
doesn’t want to stay with the parents”.
There were incidences of grown-up sons
staying with parents but not paying.
Therefore, uneducated parents face
financial issues that effected their

Table 4

Themes from both quantitative and qualitative findings

wellbeing. (Female, 24, sale person,
from KL).

As a summary, Table 4 shows how both
the quantitative and qualitative findings can
be integrated when the emerging themes
from the qualitative study help to provide
explanations for the quantitative findings.

Significant findings from
quantitative study

Major themes from qualitative study

Powerlessness Social

Normlessness Cultural

Economic
Interpersonal Comparison

Coping with cultural pride
Mental health

Horoscope

Generation gaps

DISCUSSION

The aims of this study were to examine
the relationship between alienation and
suicide ideation among members of the
Indian ethnic group in Malaysia. This
alienation includes three dimensions: social
isolation, powerlessness and normlessness.
Findings from correlation analysis of the
variables indicated that both powerlessness
and normlessness were significantly and
positively correlated to suicide ideation.
There were significant correlations between
powerlessness and normlessness and suicide
ideation among the Malaysian Indians.

Powerlessness

Powerlessness appeared to be the strongest
predictor in explaining suicide ideation
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followed by income level. In explaining
this finding, Durkheim’s sociological
perspective which established a tradition
for considering socio-economic factors
associated with suicide is indeed very
relevant (Durkheim, 1897/1951; Taylor,
1982). Durkheim provided evidence of
correlations between suicide and measures
of social integration and social regulation,
defined as the moral and normative demands
of society on individuals (Endo et al., 2017;
Hoffman & Bearman, 2015). Durkheim
conceptualized that equality in income and
wealth was protection from suicide. He
argued that income inequality threatens
social integration and results in anomie.
The demographic findings showed that
the respondents’ income level of less than
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RM2000 was low. Most of the respondents
belonged to the lower income group,
and, it could be said that their lack of
economic resources had contributed to their
powerlessness. This finding is consistent
with previous studies where Armitage et
al. (2015), and Khan et al. (2016) held that
the socio-economic aspect had a strong
influence on suicide.

The qualitative findings further explain
the ways economic hardship from a social
condition had contributed to the feeling
of powerlessness among those of Indian
ethnicity. Most of the participants came
from low-income families and their lack of
economic wellbeing made them powerless
to act and make changes. Economic factors
have also been found to be associated with
suicide rates (Isabel et al., 2017). Nagarajan
(2008) also wrote about the general poverty
levels of the Indians in Malaysia and how it
affected their feeling of alienation. However,
from the sharing of the participants, there
was no mention about the political issues;
most of them were more concerned with
the social, economic and cultural issues.
Economic hardship such as poverty has
created a sense of powerlessness. Income
inequality among the different ethnic groups
in Malaysia needed to be looked into.
Policymakers need to work on improving
the economy of the country to reduce
both the intra-and inter-ethnic inequality.
Durkheim’s analysis of economic crises says
that economic downturns cause suffering,
which then leads to an increase in the suicide
rate. Nonetheless, Durkheim’s economic
observation can be divided into two claims.
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First, sudden economic changes result in
anomie. Second, wealth increases the risk
of anomie and since these desires are more
easily satisfied; the imagination grows and
the individual is accustomed to satisfaction,
and cannot cope with frustrations of desire
when they arise (Max, 2014).

The feeling of powerlessness was not
only triggered off by financial hardship but
also interpersonal difficulties. It was found
that from the participants’ narratives that
interpersonal comparisons (for instance,
the comparison between the rich and the
poor) gave rise to feelings of powerless,
despair and depression. Khan et al. (2016)
also showed that socio-economic status and
religion were correlated to suicide ideation
and depression. Participants felt powerless
not solely by the economic difficulties they
encountered, but also from the consequences
of the economic hardships. Previous studies
have shown that mental health problems
among Indians were due to economic issues.
Depression is an alienating experience (Kok
& Lai, 2017) and many depression and
suicide cases among Malaysian Indians were
related to low-income and non-religious
factors (Khan et al., 2016). However,
even with religious supports, the spiritual
interpretation may also provide misleading
interpretations that could lead to a delay of
medication (Kok & Low, 2019). Different
religions provide different worldviews and
interpretations. As an important cultural
component, religion plays a role in suicidal
behaviours. For a Muslim, to attempt suicide
is a serious breach of the faith (Morris &
Maniam, 2001), while for a Hindu believer,
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he/she may see suicide as “a route to a better
life” (Khan et al., 2016) as indicated by one
participant who mentioned that after her
successful suicide attempt, the deceased
was in a better world. Apparently, the Hindu
religion has traditionally sanctioned certain
forms of suicide (Maniam et al., 2013).

Normlessness

Suicide ideation and suicide behaviours
may be precipitated by some environmental
stress, but it also involves other psychosocial
and cultural issues, such as interpersonal
comparison, belief in horoscopes and
traditional norms of honour and shame that
underlie suicide risks that have contributed
to the feeling of powerlessness. Indian
religious and cultural practices do not seem
to serve as a protecting factor from suicide.
Therefore, some might see suicide as a way
out to escape the stressors of lives. It is
important to note that cultural values shape
our shared frame of reference. While cultural
pride upholds the dignity of providing for
one’s family, economic hardship prevents
them from doing so, resulting in feelings
of powerlessness which become a further
detriment to mental health that could result
in suicide.

Cultural norms have been found
important in providing direction and
guidance to lives, without which individuals
feel normless. This view is supported by
researchers Chen and his team (2005)
and Khan et al. (2016). However, it was
found that when social changes occur and
cultural norms become disintegrated, a
rigid application of cultural norms without
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intergenerational communication, could
cause confusion and frustration. The
qualitative findings reveal various cultural
themes, namely, coping with pride, attitude
towards mental health, and horoscope
belief were cultural beliefs. Upholding
family pride to resist the feeling of being
defeated by the external economic hardship
of wanting to be successful are noble values
for Asian people. However, as described
by some participants, traditional values
may be disrupted and religious guidelines
may become a less normative restraint
and resulted in general gaps. As society
progresses, there seems to be a paradigm
shift in the understanding of generation
gaps, the stress of staying with parents and
of traditional horoscope beliefs.

The significance of this study is that,
it highlights the macro socio-cultural
environment that has influenced suicide
ideation amongst the Malaysian Indian
population. It further provides insights
on some of the sociological and cultural
perspectives to understand better the
high rates of suicide ideation and suicide
incidences. In his theory of alienation,
Durkheim notes passingly that alienation
happened when anomic suicide is generated
by a lack of regulation. However, the
findings from this study have provided
detailed description of the social and cultural
dimensions that have led to it. On top of
that, these findings have also added a richer
understanding to the theoretical framework
of alienation theory proposed by Dean and
which originated from Durkheim’s theory.
Lastly, this study implies that suicide
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prevention programmes need to include
not only psychological services, but also
education on the awareness of how social
factors and cultural values affect the ways
we view life and death.

CONCLUSION

The disproportionately high suicide figures
among Malaysian Indians is a worrying
phenomenon. This quantitative study shows
that there is a positive co-relationship
between alienation and suicide ideation
amongst the Indian population in Malaysia
and powerlessness appeared to be the
strongest predictor in explaining suicide
ideation. The qualitative analysis provided
explanations from a social and cultural
dimension. Due to the specific social-cultural
contexts of the samplings, the findings of
this study may not be generalized. It is hoped
that suicide prevention strategies should
include social and cultural dimensions to
address the challenges faced by this Indian
ethnic group in Malaysia. These findings
should also encourage future research to
investigate the ways social and cultural
aspects influence on suicide ideation. The
community-based programmes can focus
on educating parents on the importance of
parent-child communication from a social-
cultural dimension.

A social and public health approach
acknowledges that suicide is preventable
and promotes a framework for systematic
interventions across multiple levels within
society including the individual, family,
community, and health care systems. A key
step in such an approach involves modifying
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attitudes towards suicide via educational
efforts. These results provide important
implications for the direction of future
research into the factors associated with
Indian youth suicidal behaviours, as well
as in designing intervention and prevention
programmes.
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