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Animal suicide: Evolutionary continuity or anthropomorphism?
Commentary on Pefia-Guzmdn on Animal Suicide

Antonio Preti
University of Cagliari, Italy

Abstract: Evolutionary processes are characterized by both continuity and discontinuity.
Evidence on suicide in nonhuman animals is faint and often rests on the metaphorical or
anthropomorphic use of the term. Suicidal behavior might be an evolutionary jump relatively
recent in our species: a byproduct of living in groups of people who are not as closely related
genetically as in social groups of nonhuman mammals.
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The idea that animals can commit suicide is not new. It can be found in the writing of
naturalists from the classical era, such as Aristotle (Historia Animalium, 1X, 47), and in
ancient collectors of oddities, such as Claudius Aelianus, writing in the 3" century of current
era (Preti, 2005). Since ancient times, folk tales of suicide in animals have illustrated popular
beliefs about suicide and reflected social values about beloved pets. Grief, desperation, and
unbearably strong emotions were thought to be a drive toward suicide in nonhuman animals
and humans. Ultimately, the alleged cases of suicide of dogs or horses were seen as a
demonstration of feelings in animals, justifying their rights to be treated with care (Ramsden
and Wilson, 2010).

In his target article, Pefia-Guzman (2017) introduces the issue of continuity between
nonhuman animals and our species in relation to subjective self-awareness, and to free will
and awareness of death in particular. Pefia-Guzman deserves credit for summarizing the
depth and breadth of this issue. | agree with him that there is evolutionary continuity
between nonhuman animals and homo sapiens in many functional brain phenomena that
are related to suicide in humans. These phenomena are accessible to laboratory modeling, a
helpful tool for investigating suicidal behavior (Gould et al., 2017). However, this does not
demonstrate that nonhuman animals are actually capable of committing suicide.

Investigation across thousands of animal species has found no evidence of instances
comparable to human suicide in field situations (de Catanzaro, 1980; Lester, 1992, 2000;
Preti, 2007). In many scientific reports, the term “suicide” is applied metaphorically, as in the
case of death during dispersal (the [in]famous case of lemmings), or in the “suicidal”
attraction to predators of rodents parasitized by Toxoplasma gondii (further examples in
Hamilton, 1980). The assimilation of altruistic behavior to suicide is also ungrounded, pace
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Durkheim, since people or animals that sacrifice their lives on behalf of their kin as a
defensive behavior or in rescue operations usually do not aim to die (discussion in Preti,
2007). Most evidence comes from behavioral instances that, despite being related to suicidal
behavior in humans, cannot be assimilated to it, such as self-endangering behavior or self-
harm (Crawley et al., 1985). The deer that throws itself against the walls that keep it
confined is not trying to kill itself but seeking a way to escape or attempting to destroy
something that it perceives as evil and dangerous for its survival. Contrary to what Pefia-
Guzman suggests, anecdotal evidence, such as the story of the dolphin ceasing to breath or
the whales voluntarily looking for death by stranding themselves on the beach, is
anthropomorphic fable only.

In my view, Pefia-Guzman is too fast in dismissing the role of “intention” in human
suicide. | agree with him (and Lester, 2017) that in many instances suicidal persons would
not have been able to make fully explicit the reasons for their self-killing act. However, | also
think that suicide is the lethal outcome of actions that the deceased person had initiated
knowing or expecting that fatal outcome, whatever the instrumental goal (see De Leo et al.,
2006, for discussion). The intention to die is central in the definition of suicide in humans.
The intention, in this context, can be identified with the purpose set during the completion
of a given act; hence the death of someone falling to the ground from a window because
they thought they could fly is not classified as a suicide with good reason.

I'm also reluctant to accept Pefia-Guzman’s arguments based on “absolute
continuity.” There are evolutionary discontinuities in evolution; these define the boundaries
between species. I’'m ready to accept the challenge of considering suicidal behavior as one
such discontinuity. According to de Catanzaro (1980, 1984, 1986), suicide relates to a
diminished residual capacity to promote inclusive fitness, defined as the welfare and
reproduction of the self and of kin. If — and this is a big “if” — suicidal behavior is under
genetic control, then there can be a basis for an evolutionary continuity model of suicide
across animal species.

Factors such as mental disorders, comorbidity with alcohol and substance-use
disorders, accessibility to lethal means, and social isolation (which may involve less chance of
social support, surveillance and prompt rescue) are all potentially important in human
suicide and targets of preventative efforts (Preti, 2011). Yet most causes of suicide are
connected to interpersonal relations: Separations and conflicts are the ones most commonly
reported, particularly in impulsive attempts.

Since the development of agriculture, people have been increasingly living in groups
that are not as closely related genetically as social groups of nonhuman mammals. Most
social animals live in kin-groups. In humans, failure in a relational conflict, whether in pair
bonding or social competition, may favor unrelated kin-lines. This rarely occurs in nonhuman
animals. Suicidal behavior may have been co-selected with other genes involved in decision-
making. Individuals who make bad decisions about genetically unrelated people pose a
danger to their kin-line (e.g., dispersion of resources). A gene for suicide might have evolved
recently as an alarm that potentiates a sense of guilt, shame, sadness, and fear.

Suicide seems to be rare in contemporary hunter-gatherer societies that might be
similar to those of our Paleolithic ancestors (Hill et al., 2007; Moreno, 2011). Among these
contemporary hunter-gatherer societies, descendants of the mitochondrial haplotype L3,
but not those of LO, L1, and L2, have a greater propensity to commit violence against others
(homicide) and themselves (suicide) (Moreno, 2011). If suicide has a genetic basis, the
descendants of the mitochondrial haplotype L3 might also carry the genes for suicide, which
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are separate from those for homicide, although there is a relationship between aggression
towards others as well as oneself, perhaps mediated by impulsivity (Coccaro et al., 2015).

Suicide might also be a learned behavior (de Catanzaro, 1980; Lester, 1987). In that
case, the debate about suicide in nonhuman animals would need to be reframed.
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