FOREWORD

by Todd K. Shackelford, Ph.D.

Several years ago | received an email from a graduate student stud-
ying evolutionary psychology in the United Kingdom. Cas Soper
introduced himself as a practicing psychotherapist who had decided to
go back to school to earn his Ph.D. in evolutionary psychology. Partly
inspired by his career as a psychotherapist, Cas was developing an
intriguing theory that human psychology included adaptations designed
by natural selection to thwart self-killing. Cas was asking not why people
kill themselves, but why more people don’t kill themselves. His disser-
tation proposed an answer that I found both theoretically exhilarating
and existentially haunting: We have evolved anti-suicide adaptations.
These included common mental disorders, intended by design to disrupt
the cognitive and motivational machinery of the mind to make suicide
more difficult. I was familiar with the existing evolutionary psycholog-
ical work on suicide, and his ideas offered a unique reframing of the topic
of suicide, one that might inspire progress in an area of work that had
become stagnant and stale.

Cas asked whether I would consider serving as an external member of
his dissertation committee. I was thrilled to accept, if only to learn more
about this fresh perspective on suicide. He promised to send me a draft
of his dissertation in the coming months. The draft arrived as promised.
Hardly a draft, it was a beautifully written and comprehensively argued.
It majestically reinterpreted a century of empirical and theoretical work
on suicide. All of the above was reinterpreted according to Cas’s devas-
tatingly unique and compelling theory that humans evolved psycholog-
ical adaptations designed to thwart a would-be self-killing. I could offer
very little in the way of improvement, and his dissertation committee was
unanimous that this was one of the single best dissertations any of us had
ever read.
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As an established academic evolutionary psychologist, one of my
great joys is doing what I can to support aspiring members of the field.
Deeply impressed with Cas’s new evolutionary theory of suicide, and
convinced that this theory should be widely known and discussed among
evolutionary psychologists and suicidologists, I invited him to submit
his dissertation for publication in the ‘Springer Series in Evolutionary
Psychology,” published by Springer Nature and for which I serve as series
co-editor. The Evolution of Suicide was published in 2018. To support
the launch of this book, and eager for my colleagues to be alerted to
his new theory, I invited Cas to submit a précis of his book for publi-
cation in Evolutionary Psychological Science, an academic journal I
founded. ‘Adaptation to the Suicide Niche’ appeared in 2019 and imme-
diately generated a vibrant intellectual buzz for his recently published
book, followed shortly by several popular science articles showcasing
Cas’s work. Soon after I began encouraging Cas to produce a book for the
intelligent, curious layperson, one that might complement the academic
volume he published in 2018. Cas’s rethinking of suicide is important and
deserves to be widely known outside of academia.

The Evolution of Life Worth Living: Why We Choose to Live is stun-
ningly crafted and succeeds in communicating an ingenious theory in
eloquent prose that is deeply engaging but never sacrifices scientific accu-
racy. This book will challenge what you think you know about suicide,
why it occurs, and why it (usually) does not.
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