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CONDEMNING THE SUICIDAL ACTION: READERS' RESPONSES TO 

HANNAH BAKER'S SUICIDE IN JAY ASHER'S THIRTEEN REASONS 

WHY NOVEL (2007) 

 

Abstrak 

Penelitian ini merupakan penelitian kualitatif, yang membahas tentang respon 

pembaca terhadap bunuh diri yang dilakukan oleh Hannah Baker, dalam novel 

Thirteen Reasons Why (2007) karya Jay Asher, menggunakan teori reader 

response. Tujuan dari penelitian ini adalah untuk mengetahui isu dominan yang 

dibahas oleh pembaca, mengidentifikasi respon pembaca terhadap kasus bunuh 

diri Hannah Baker, dan mengidentifikasi alasan pembaca memberikan ulasan 

positif dan negatif terhadap kasus bunuh diri Hannah Baker. Peneliti 

menggunakan data ulasan pembaca dari website GoodReads.com. Peneliti 

menemukan alasan pembaca memberikan respon positif terhadap konsep bunuh 

diri Hannah Baker; karena merupakan orang yang selamat dari percobaan bunuh 

diri, mengerti alasan Hannah dan memahami kondisi mental Hannah Baker. 

Sedangkan alasan pembaca memberikan respon negatif adalah karena 

kecenderung mengagungkan bunuh diri, kecenderungan menyalahkan orang lain, 

kesalahan dalam menggambarkan konsep bunuh diri, kecenderungan 

menggunakan bunuh diri sebagai alat balas dendam, dan kemungkinan orang akan 

terpengaruh Hannah untuk melakukan bunuh diri. 

 

Kata kunci: bunuh diri, teori reader response, Thirteen Reasons Why, Jay Asher 

 

Abstract 

This qualitative research analyze about the readers’ responses toward Hannah 

Baker’s suicide in Thirteen Reason Why novel (2007) by Jay Asher, by using 

reader response theory. The objective of the research is to find the dominant 

issues discussed by the readers, to identify the readers’ responses toward Hannah 

Baker’s suicide, and to indentify the reason why the readers give positive and 

negative responses toward Hannah Baker’s suicide. The researcher use reviews 

from GoodReads.com as the data. The researcher finds the reasons why the 

readers give positive responses; because they are suicide survivor, they 

understand Hannah Baker’s reasons and understand Hannah Baker’s mental state. 

The readers give negative responses because of the tendency of glamorizing 

suicide, blaming people, wrong portrayal of suicide, the tendency of using suicide 

as revenge too, and the influence of Hannah Baker’s suicide to other people. 

 

Key words: suicide, reader response theory, Thirteen Reasons Why, Jay Asher 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Thirteen Reasons Why is a young adult novel written by Jay Asher, published 

in 2007. This novel is about Hannah Baker, a high school girl, who commits 

suicide due to bully and harassment by her schoolmates. According to the 

novel’s website, it gets a lot of recognitions and awards. However, this novel 

is also known as controversial novel.  

According to American Library Association (ALA), this novel is the 

third challenged book for suicide, drugs, and alcohol. It is also because of the 

smoking, being sexually explicit and being not suitable for the age of 

teenager that is supposed to be. There are also a couple of schools that ban the 

book from their schools. As stated in Banned Library, St. Vincent Elementary 

School, a school from Canada, bans all the mentions of the novel and the 

series around the school. In Colorado, at Mesa County School District, the 

novel was asked to stop being circulated in the school by the curriculum 

director. However, the librarians and counselors believe that the novel is not 

as graphic as the TV series. 

Because of the controversial, the novel is also being discussed a lot in 

several book and TV reviews platform like Good Reads and IMDb. In Good 

Reads, the reviewers of the novel have strong arguments about the novel 

based on their own knowledge about it and its issues. The reviewers are 

interested to discuss about Hannah Baker’s controversial suicide action. 

However, despite of the interesting plot and issue, the book is not 

being studied enough by the researcher. The researcher only finds one 

research about Thirteen Reasons Why novel’s structural analysis. Even 

though it is interesting to study about the readers’ responses toward the novel, 

there are no studies about that yet. That is why the researcher would like to 

fill that gap, and do a research on Thirteen Reasons Why novel’s readers’ 

responses. 

The researcher uses Reader Response theory to study the novel. 

According to R. Beach on A Teacher's Introduction to Reader-Response 

Theory, in reader-response theory, readers-responses have different purposes, 
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to express their emotional reactions and to share their opinion about an issue. 

The readers are free to judge and give arguments about the novel based on 

their beliefs about it. The objective of the research is to find the dominant 

issues discussed by the readers, to identify the readers’ responses toward 

Hannah Baker’s suicide, and to indentify the reason why the readers give 

positive and negative responses toward Hannah Baker’s suicide 

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The type of this research is qualitative research. According to Denzin and 

Lincoln in Handbook of Qualitative Research (1994), qualitative is a focus of 

multi method. It involves interpretive approach of a matter. It means that 

qualitative method is a study that attempt to make sense of something, or 

interpret it, that can make people understand the meaning of an exact matter. 

The researcher uses the readers’ review on Good Reads, a platform 

dedicated to people who write feedbacks on books, as the material object. The 

issue of this research is Hannah Baker’s suicide. The researcher uses reader 

response theory to analyze the reviews toward the book. The technique of 

data analysis that the researcher use is qualitative data analysis. The 

researcher does the coding, pattern coding, jotting, analytic memory, 

assertions and propositions, as mentioned to be qualitative data analysis 

process. (Miles & Huberman: 2014) 

3. FINDINGS AND DICUSSION 

3.1 Findings 

3.1.1 Dominant Issues 

There are 611480 rating feedbacks given to Thirteen Reasons 

Why novel by Jay Asher. The reviews calculated are 46576 in 

total, but only a few that can be read. The researcher finds 300 

feedbacks on Good Reads for Thirteen Reasons Why novel by Jay 

Asher that can be accessed. There are 10 pages in total, each page 

has 30 feedbacks. The page was accessed on March 26, 2018 at 7 

a.m. However the researcher only use 187 reviews as the research 

data, as mentioned in the material object. 
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There are 20 issues found in Good Reads about Thirteen 

Reason Why novel by Jay Asher. These are the issues and each 

frequency: act of suicide (88), reasons behind Hannah’s 

suicide(41), revenge (16), bullying (20), rape (12), blame game 

(28), mental illness (28), depression (30), sexual assault (9), 

Hannah Baker’s reputation (7), consequences of action (9), and 

snowball effect (11). 

According to the data above, the dominant issue is act of 

suicide, and the second dominant issue is reasons behind Hannah 

Baker’s suicide. Both dominant issues are about Hannah Baker’s 

suicide. 

3.1.2 Readers’ Responses toward Hannah Baker Suicide 

There are two kinds of responses found in the data, positive and 

negative responses. Positive responses tend to support the idea of 

Hannah Baker’s suicide. Negative responses tend to oppose the 

idea of Hannah Baker’s suicide. 

a. Positive Response 

There is a reviewer from United Kingdom, named Emily 

May, who supports the idea of Hannah Baker’s suicide in 

Thirteen Reasons Why novel by Jay Asher. The review can be 

found in data 003. 

In her review, Emily May, are viewers from United 

Kingdom, explains that she understands and sympathizes 

Hannah. She can relate to Hannah Baker as a suicide survivor. 

Even though she attempts to commit suicide before, she states 

that it is true suicide can be selfish and bratty. 

Emily understands why Hannah decided to commit 

suicide. In Hannah Baker’s perspective, the bully, sexual 

assault and rape that she experienced when she was alive were 

big things. She is in the position where she can be bratty, as 

other reviewers state, about suicide. The reviewer does not 
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explicitly state that she support Hannah’s suicide. She 

supports it through the sympathy she has for Hannah as 

someone who almost commits suicide. 

Emma Giordano, Megha Patel and Nomes also 

comments on Hannah Baker’s suicide. Three of them 

implicitly explain their support through their comments about 

how Hannah Baker’s reasons of her suicide are acceptable. 

They defend Hannah’s reasons by stating that in Hannah 

situation, the worst thing can happen. Hannah has been 

experiencing continuous bullying since the very beginning 

until she thinks that it is the time for her to end it, by 

committing suicide. For some reviewers, Hannah’s reasons 

sound bratty and irresponsible. However, these three 

reviewers can accept Hannah’s reasons. 

b. Negative Response 

There are several reviews found by the researcher that oppose 

Hannah Baker’s suicide from how Hannah blames other 

people for her suicide. One of the reviews can be found 

below. 

According to data 039, Anuradha from India, states 

that her friend committed suicide years ago. Anuradha 

mentioned her as H. H killed herself when the reviewer was 

seventeen years old, a high school age. It means that she was a 

teenager when she lose her friend to suicide. The reviewer 

states that as someone who was left by someone he or she 

knows to suicide, that person already have enough feeling to 

deal with without the dead one blaming the living one for his 

or her suicide. Anuradha states that she already feels 

responsible for her friend’s suicide without even know 

whether she is the cause or not. The reviewer also states that 

letting go the feeling of being responsible takes time. 
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From the review above, Anuradha states that without 

blaming other people for someone’s suicide, those people will 

feel responsible for that person’s death. In the statement 

“without them blaming you outright for their death” and 

“feeling responsible for someone’s suicide is the worst feeling 

in the world”, she implicitly oppose Hannah’s blame on 12 

people who she implied causing her death. Anuradha does not 

writes it in her review, but according to what she writes there, 

she disagree with the idea of Hannah’s suicide. 

The next response is from Emma. At first Emma 

writes her concern about the possibility of what can be caused 

by the influence of Hannah’s suicide. Then, on June 10th, 

2017 she updated her review with an evidence of her concern.  

In data 002, Emma gives an imaginative or alternative 

world, if one day she wakes up from bed to see news of a teen 

who commits suicide inspired by Thirteen Reasons Why 

novel. She states that she will be very awful for the poor kid, 

and think why someone does not see that coming. Then she 

updates her review on October 2017, updating on how her 

imaginative perspective comes true, and that is bad. There is a 

23 years old guy in Peru commits suicide and leaves tapes, 

just like what Hannah Baker does in the book. 

Emma does not state explicitly that she oppose the 

idea of Hannah’s suicide. However, knowing her concern 

about the probability that someone might commits suicide the 

way Hannah does it already shows that she opposes the book. 

Moreover, she points out that Hannah’s suicide influences a 

man to commit suicide like how Hannah did it. 

In the evidence that Emma attaches in her review, 

Franco Lazo Medrano, the man who commits suicide leaves 

notes and tapes for people who makes him commits suicide. 
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Medrano’s intention could have been similar to Hannah’s 

intention that the reviewers believe, which is to take revenge 

on them. 

3.1.3 Reasons Why the Readers Give Positive and Negative Responses 

Toward Hannah Baker’s Suicide 

a. Positive Response 

1) Suicide survivor 

As a suicide survivor, someone can understand Hannah’s 

suicide properly and in different perspective. Most of the 

reviewers give the arguments based on what they think 

about it when they are not even suicidal. However, a 

review from someone who attempted to commit suicide 

before shows different perspective about it. The example 

is data 003, a review from Emily May from United 

Kingdom.  

Emily, in her review, destroys the other 

reviewers’ opinion about Hannah Baker being selfish and 

bratty. She states as a suicide survivor, she knows how to 

feel in a position to attest that there can be something 

selfish and bratty about suicide. Without stating it in her 

review, Emily tries to send her message that she support 

the idea of Hannah’s suicide. 

2) Understand Hannah’s reasons 

The second reason is because the reviewers understand the 

reasons why Hannah commits suicide that make them 

support the idea of her suicide. In data 008 and 166, 

Emma Giordano from United Kingdom, and Megha Patel 

state that in Hannah’s situation, everything can happen. 

The events she experiences lead Hannah to think that she 

has been losing friends, hope, trust and reasons to stay 
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alive. Emma and Megha think that she already has enough 

reasons to commit suicide. 

3) Understand Hannah’s mental state 

The third reason is the reviewers understand Hannah 

Baker’s mental state at the time she is suicidal. Actually, 

this reason is related to the second one. If the researcher 

analyses further on Hannah’s mental state, the researcher 

finds that Hannah’s reasons actually based on her mental 

condition at the time. Even though the book never 

mentions about mental illness or depression, the 

researcher believes that the novel tries to send the message 

that Hannah is a depressed girl. 

In data 298, Nomes from Australia states that 

Hannah commits suicide because of her mental state, her 

mind state that cannot receive more betrayal and bully. 

Logically, Hannah’s bully and assault are coming to her 

continuously in a streak. This can cause problem in her 

mental state that makes the reviewer believes Hannah has 

mental disorder. This assumption makes Nomes 

understand why Hannah commits suicide and support the 

idea of her suicide. 

b. Negative Response 

1) The tendency of glamorizing suicide 

The researchers oppose Hannah’s suicide because the 

tendency of glamorizing suicide. This statement is 

supported by the 3 reviewers, Beth from United Kingdom 

(data 001), Emma (data 002) and Alex Dembrowsky-

henry (data 003). Alex even states that Hanna’s suicide 

seems like a kind of performance art, since she commits 

suicide ‘beautifully’. 
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Their reviews show that they disagree with 

Hannah’s suicide. Especially, because it is not a good 

portrayal of suicide. The researcher concludes that they 

oppose Hannah’s suicide. 

2) The tendency of blaming people 

As mentioned in Readers Responses toward Hannah 

Baker’s suicide, the tendency on blaming other people for 

Hannah’s suicide, the reviewers oppose the idea of it. This 

statement supported by the reviews by Anuradha from 

India (data 039), Elizabeth from Canada (data 031) and 

Amber Robertson from United States (data 08). 

Elizabeth and Amber oppose Hannah Baker’s 

suicide because she uses her suicide to forcefully place 

guilt on the people she mentioned in her tapes. Anuradha 

states based on her experience of losing someone she 

knows that takes a very long time to overcome her guilt 

for feeling responsible for her friend’s death. Even though 

her friend never blame anyone from her suicide. This 

makes the researcher believes that Anuradha may strongly 

opposes Hannah’s suicide because she uses it to blame her 

friends. 

3) The wrong portrayal of suicide, suicidal feeling and 

thought 

The next reason why the reviewers oppose Hannah 

Baker’s suicide is because it is wrongly portrayed. This 

statement based on the reviewers’ very own experience of 

losing someone to suicide and attempting suicide before.  

One of the reviewers is Anuradha from India. Her 

review has been repeated and analyzed several time for 

now. As the researcher mentioned in the previous analysis 

about her review before, Anuradha loses her friend to 
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suicide. However her friend never blames anyone for the 

suicide. Instead, the people who she leaves behind feel 

guilty for her death. Hannah, on the other hand, blames 

others for her suicide. 

4) The tendency of using suicide as a revenge too 

Michael Britt (data 026), Anuradha (data 036), Scarlet 

Hayes (data 050) and Tanya (data 066) believe that 

Hannah’s suicide is a form of revenge for people who 

wronged her. This underlies their decision to oppose her 

suicide. As they say, suicide for revenge is the worst way 

to waste life. 

5) Hannah Baker’s suicide can influence people to commit 

suicide 

Emma (data 002) opposes Hannah’s suicide because it can 

influence other people to commit suicide the same was as 

her. Emma attaches an evidence of someone who already 

committed suicide the same way Hannah did. 

3.2 DISCUSSION 

Here, the researcher also discuss the reviewers responses toward Hannah 

Baker’s suicide using five perspective of reader response theory proposed 

by Richard Beach; textual theory, experiential theory, psychological 

theory, social theory, and cultural theory. 

According to Richard Beach, Experiential theory focuses on the 

reflection of emotions, attitudes, beliefs and interests of the readers from 

their responses. There are 5 processes or phase of experiential theory, 

engaging, constructing, imaging, connecting, and evaluating. Engaging is 

when the readers express their feeling or empathy toward the story. As the 

researcher mentioned above, most of the reviewers write their feeling 

toward Hannah Baker’s suicide, whether they are feel bad, empathy or 

similar things. Those statements mean that the reviewers engage to 

Hannah’s story.  
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The second phase is constructing. It is when the reviewers create 

a new alternative world, or when the reviewers start comparing the story 

to the ‘real world’. For example, some of the reviewers of this book 

believe that Hannah Baker’s suicide is different from the ‘real world’ 

suicide. Another example is that the reviewers believe Hannah Baker as 

suicidal person in the book is different from suicidal person in real life. 

The third phase is imaging. Imaging also known as visualizing. In 

this phase, the reviewers compare Hannah Baker’s suicide to their 

experience on suicide or their relatives’ experience on suicide, to find out 

whether their portrayal on suicide is right or not. For example, some 

reviewers compare their feeling when they were suicidal to Hannah 

Baker’s feeling when she is suicidal, based on the story. Some of them 

also compare their purpose when they were attempted suicide, to 

Hannah’s purpose. The reviewers believe that Hannah Baker’s intention 

on committing suicide is pure evil and not how it is supposed to be. 

The fourth phase is connecting. Connecting means that the 

reviewers connect their experience on the related issue to the story. In this 

matter, the reviewers try to connect their own experience as suicidal 

person to Hannah Baker when she was suicidal. The depression that the 

reviewers have when he or she was suicidal was similar to Hannah 

Baker’s state, which is why they can relate to Hannah Baker’ feeling.  

The last phase is evaluating. Here, the reviewers judge the story. 

Thirteen Reasons Why novel reviewers believe that reading the novel 

make them aware the difference between real life suicide and Hannah 

Baker’s suicide. This can cause the disagreement or disappointment 

toward the book and the idea of suicide that is being delivered in the 

book. The reviewers disappointed with the lack of discussion or mention 

of Hannah Baker’s mental illness, when it is actually the main reason why 

Hannah commits suicide. 

4. CONCLUSION 
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Based on the data analysis and discussion, the researcher comes up with 

several conclusions. First, there are 23 issues discussed by the reviewers. The 

most discussed issue is act of suicide that still can be divided into 13 sub 

issues. They are suicide glamorization, suicidal feeling, suicide 

encouragement, the mention of suicide, portrayal of suicide or suicidal 

ideation, teen suicide, real suicide case, reviewer’s view on suicide, suicide 

attempt, suicide decision, revenge suicide, mockery on suicide, and suicide 

trivialization. 

Second, the readers have different responses toward Hannah Baker’s 

suicide, positive responses and negative responses. On the positive responses, 

the readers think that Hannah’s suicide is something relatable. While the 

other reviewers, on negative responses, think that Hannah’s suicide does not 

portray the real suicide and the reasons Hannah has seems contrived. 

The last, the reviewers oppose Hannah’s suicide. The reasons are 

because of the tendency of glamorizing suicide, the wrong portrayal of 

suicidal feeling and thought, the wrong portrayal of suicide, the selfish 

suicide decision, and also the tendency of using suicide as a revenge tool.  
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