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In dominant suicidology 

suicide 

is often thoughts as having 

universal explanations



In dominant suicidology 

women’s and men’s suicidality 

is often conceived as opposite

in patterns

and in explanations



Suicide is a cultural act 

Suicide is often gendered 

but in culturally-specific ways



When I entered the field…

Suicides were attempted and failed

or completed and successful



Women

failed

Men were 

were successful



Language of  Suicide (Canetto, 1992; 2015) 

With regards to nomenclature, suicidal acts that 

resulted in the person’s death will be referred 

to as “fatal” or “lethal” suicide acts—rather 

than “completed” or ”successful” suicides, as 

they are often called in the North American 

literature. Suicidal acts that did not result in the 

person’s death will be referred to as “nonlethal” or 

”nonfatal” suicidal acts—in lieu of  the terms 

attempted suicide” and “parasuicide” commonly 

used in the North American and British literature, 

respectively . . . . [A] disadvantage of  the 

traditional nomenclature is that it defines as 

successful a suicidal act in which the person 

dies (Canetto, 1992, p. 81)

“Calling a suicide “completed” or “successful” 

implies that killing oneself  (a suicidal behavior 

outcome less common in women in the United 

States and Canada) is a success and a sign of  

strength and determination, and that surviving a 

suicidal act (an outcome more common in 

women in the United States and Canada) is a 

sign of  weakness and indecisiveness, and a 

failure. Ultimately, terms such as “attempted” 

suicide make it difficult to take seriously 

nonfatal suicidal behavior. They also make it 

difficult to think about surviving a suicidal act as a 

more formidable, more courageous, and more 

successful behavior, from the point of  view of  

coping, than killing oneself” (Canetto, 2015a, p. 3).



Crisis’  Current Language Guidelines

Stigmatizing Language Neutral Language

to commit / complete suicide to die by suicide; to end his/her life 

a successful suicide / attempt a fatal suicide attempt 

an unsuccessful suicide a non-fatal suicide attempt 

a failed attempt a non-fatal suicide attempt 

suicide victims / cases those who died by suicide 



It was believed that women “failed” at suicide 

because they are too…

“The acts of  firing a gun, plunging a knife, or kicking a chair 

away may be all the more difficult for a woman 

because of  her lesser strength”  

…to kill themselves

Weak Vain

Passive Dull

Simple-mindedUnimaginative

Cowardly



“The acts of  firing a gun, plunging a knife, or 

kicking a chair away may be all the more difficult 

for a woman because of  her lesser strength” ?

”No particular physical fitness is required to pull a 

trigger. In fact, men are most dangerous to 

themselves after age 75, when they are most . . . 

frail.” (Canetto, 1992, p. 82)

Women are too passive, dull, simple-minded, 

unimaginative, compliant, and cowardly to kill 

themselves? 

Is killing oneself  a sign of  imagination and courage? 

“It is interesting to note that the characteristics 

women display are pejoratively labeled, even when 

they are associated with survival, and …[that the] 

characteristics men display are positively labeled, 

even when they lead to self-destruction.” (Canetto, 

1992, p. 84)



It was assumed that…

suicide is male problem, and a masculine act; 

and that

women are protected from suicide; 

that suicide is not ‘natural’ to women.



It was believed that women and men are suicidal for 

completely different reasons

That women’s suicides are 

 emotional, impulsive, manipulative acts 

in response to trivial relationship problems; and

that men’s suicides are 

deliberate decisions

in response to serious social or economic adversities.



“She Died for Love and He for Glory”



“She Died for Love and He for Glory”

Gender Myths of  Suicidal Behavior (1992-1993)

A suicidal woman is an abandoned, a pitiful woman;

without him she has no raison d’être.

A suicidal man is a fallen hero;

suicide is another way to demonstrate his heroism 

and remain admirable and masculine.



Gender Myths of  Suicidal Behavior

Dido’s suicide   versus    Saul’s suicide

       



Women and men were 
assumed to be 

natural opposites

• In interests, needs, emotions, motivations, 

behaviors? NOT! 

• In suicide? 

    NOT! 



The Gender Paradox in Suicide

• The gender paradox in suicide idea was articulated in a 
1998 SLTB article I co-authored with Sakinofsky. The article is 
now a “classic”--the third most cited in the history of  the 
journal.

• In some countries women have significantly higher 
morbidity but lower mortality from suicidal behavior than 
men.

• This is a paradox because higher engagement in a life-
threatening behavior is usually associated with higher 
morbidity and mortality by that behavior. 



From the Gender Paradox of  Suicide 

to Cultural Scripts of  Gender and Suicide

• The gender paradox of  suicide is most parsimoniously explained by 

cultural factors.

Suicide is culturally scripted!

• The gender paradox of  suicide is not universal. There is significant diversity 

in  male and female suicidality rates between and within countries, and by 

intersectionalities of  age, sex and ethnicity.

Suicidal behavior is culturally scripted!



Male:female ratio of age standardized suicide rates, 2019 
(Source: WHO Global Health Estimates, 2000-2019)



U.S. Women’s and Men’s Suicide Rates 

by Ethnicity and Age, 2010-2019 



Women’s and Men’s Suicide Rates, France, 1979-2021

 
Graphique 1. Taux bruts de suicide selon le sexe – France entière, 1979 – 2021 (pour 100 000 habitants)
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Women’s and Men’s Suicide Rates by Age, France 1979-2021 
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Women’s and Men’s Nonfatal Suicidal Behavior, France, 2007-2022
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Women’s & Men’s Nonfatal Suicidal Behavior by Age, France, 2015-2017

 



What is a 
Cultural 
Script 

of  Suicidal 
Behavior?
(Canetto, 
1997a/b, 

2008, 2017).

In each culture there are unique and specific conditions 
when suicidal behavior is relatively permissible and 
even expected.

A suicide script features the scenario of  the suicidal act, 
including the suicidal person, the method, the emotions 
and motives expressed by or attributed to the suicidal 
individual, the precipitants of  the suicidal act, the 
outcome of  the suicidal act, and the response of  others 
to the suicidal act. 

Suicide scripts organize, provide significance, and 
influence the frequency and dynamics of  individual 
suicides. Individuals draw upon these scripts in 
choosing their course of  action and in giving their 
action some public legitimacy. 



Cultural Scripts of  
Suicidal Behavior Theory 

(Canetto, 1997a/b, 2008; 2017)

In some cultures, the suicide scripts (e.g., methods) are very gendered, and in the 
specific ways women and men are gendered in that culture.

 In other cultures, suicide scripts are less gendered (e.g., the suicide context may be 
gendered but not the suicide method). 

Canetto, S.  S. (1997a).  Gender and suicidal behavior: Theories and evidence. In R. W.  Maris, M. M.  Silverman, & S. S. 
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Evidence on 
on Cultural Scripts of  Suicide?
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In Time magazine Bettelheim’s Suicide 
Was Narrated As the 

Powerful Decision of  a Powerful Man 

Throughout his long life, Bruno Bettelheim 
was a fighter [italics/bold added]. Gruff, 
outspoken, argumentative, stubborn he was 
ready to do battle with just about anybody 
about anything…. Last week, at 86, the 
healer of  sick children decided that his 
struggle had gone on long enough 
[italics/bold added]. He took some pills, then 
pulled a plastic bag over his head and lay quiet 
until he died.

Canetto, S.  S. (1997).  Gender and suicidal behavior: Theories and evidence.  In R. W.  Maris, M. M.  Silverman, & S. S. 

Canetto (Eds.), Review of  suicidology (pp. 138-167). New York: Guilford. 



Thompson’s Suicide:

The Macho Choice of  

a Macho Man? 

A Successful Suicide?

He was going to go out on his own 
terms on his own time”

“He was going to go out with a 
bang” 

“He made this choice” 

“He died … as he planned… with 
a single, courageous …gunshot”

Canetto, S. S. (2017).  Suicide: Why are older men so vulnerable? Men and Masculinities, 20, 49-70 



or a Failed Cry for Help? 

• “It wasn’t that pretty. He killed himself  while talking on the phone with his 

wife, Anita. In the house.”

• “Not so honorable.”

• “You are supposed to go out behind the woodshed, face the existential 

solitude and let your survivors find you later.”                                                               

                                     Rolling Stone Magazine, 2005

Canetto, S. S. (2017).  Suicide: Why are older men so vulnerable? Men and Masculinities, 20, 49-70



Suicide Chump 
(Frank Zappa)

You say there ain't no use in livin' 
It's all a waste of  time 
'N you wanna throw your life away, well 
People that's just fine 
Go ahead on 'n get it over with then 
Find you a bridge 'n take a jump 
Just make sure you do it right the first time 
'Cause nothin's worse than a suicide chump 



New Developments 

of  My Suicide Scripts 

Theory and Research
Expanded social context and social justice lenses



Women’s Protest-Suicide Script 

(Canetto 2015, Canetto & Rezaeian, 2020)

• A recurrent suicide script among women in Muslim-majority communities 

and countries is of  suicide as rebellion and protest against the injustices, the 

oppression and violence women experience in their family and community.

Canetto, S. S. (2015). Suicidal behavior among Muslim women: Patterns, pathways, meanings, and prevention. Crisis: The Journal 

of  Crisis Intervention and Suicide Prevention, 6, 447-458.

Canetto S. S., & Rezaeian, M. (2020). Protest suicide among Muslim women: Human rights perspectives. In M. E. Button & I. 

Marsh (Eds.), Suicide and social justice: New perspectives on the politics of  suicide and suicide prevention (pp. 102-121). New York: 

Routledge.



Private life/family relationship factors in men’s suicide 
Doing less family work increases suicide risk for men (Chen et al.,  2021)



Public life/socioeconomic factors in women’s suicide 
Lower female labor-force participation increases suicide risk for women (Chen et al.,  2023)



Impact of  

Cultural 

Script 

Theory and 

Research

on Suicide 

Prevention

Suicide script theory and research 

make visible the cultural nature of  

suicide. 

They bring attention to overlooked, 

modifiable (cultural) risk and 

protective factors that can be critical 

in suicide prevention. 



Some Directions for Suicide Prevention 

Suggested by Suicide Scripts Theory and Evidence

Suicide prevention programs might benefit from including: 

Assessment of  beliefs about the meanings and permissibility     
of  different suicidal behaviors, for different people. 

Education about potentially enabling suicide scripts                
(e.g., to be honorable a man should “do suicide right the first time”).
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