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Suicide is of epidemic proportions in the children and youth of America. Suicide has been the third leading cause of death in the youth age group of 15-24 years for the past generation (1979-1997); is the fifth and sixth leading cause of death in the 5-14 year age group for the years 1979 and 1997, respectively. Suicide rates have doubled in the 5-14 year age group from 1979-1997 (Tables 1&2).

Table 3 gives the number of suicidal and homicidal deaths for the years 1979, 1994 and 1998 for the age groups of 1-4 years; 5-14 years and 15-24 years. The total number of suicidal deaths in these age groups for the years 1979, 1994 and 1998 are 5,398; 5,274 and 4,321, respectively. The total estimated number of suicidal deaths in these age groups from 1979-1997 is 23, 998 children.


Table 4 gives the suicide rates as a percent of the homicide rates for these specific age groups and for the years 1979, 1994 and 1998. For the 5-14 year old age group, suicide rates as a percent of homicide rates, have systematically increased from 1979 to 1998, as follows:

1979:
36 percent

1994:
60 percent

1998:
73 percent


Suicidal death, relative to homicidal heath, has dramatically increased for our children and youth in the 5-14 year age group from 1979-1998.


The question that remains unanswered is why our children and youth prefer suicidal death to living in America, presumably the healthiest, wealthiest and greatest nation of the world. This statistics indicate that America is an unsafe nation to rear its children. This conclusion is supported by the epidemic of depression that afflicts our children and youth, as evidenced by the massive psychiatric medication of our children and youth. 


It is estimated that some 1.5 million prescriptions of the anti-depressant class of drugs called the Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors (SRIs, e.g. Prozac) are given annually to children and youth and some 3 million prescriptions of Ritalin are prescribed annually.


What is wrong with America that our children and youth are so emotionally disabled that they require such psychiatric medications, unlike other Western nations of the world? These statistics are only the tip of the iceberg where many millions more of children and youth who are emotionally disturbed but have not been prescribed psychiatric medications? The suicide rates and numbers only reinforce the gravity of America's child rearing practices that lead so many of our children and youth to choose suicidal death to living in America.
PrimateAnimal Studies: Deprivation of Mother Love and Brain  Development

This investigator had initiated a number of brain-behavioral studies-- involving other investigators-- when he was Health Scientist Administrator of the Developmental Behavioral Biology Program, National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD), National Institutes of Health (NIH) (1966-1980), on the consequences of mother-infant separations in rhesus monkeys. 

These studies documented developmental brain abnormalities in these mother-deprived monkeys that involved aberrations of brain structure and function (electrophysiological and biochemical activity of the brain). Deficits of brain serotonin were specifically found, as measured by measures of platelet serotonin. Depression and violence are well-known consequences of maternal-infant separation in both animals and humans.

The laboratory studies that linked mother-infant separation to depression, chronic stimulus-seeking behaviors, e.g. stereotypical rocking, self-mutilation and pathological violence, as juveniles and adults, were confirmed by a series of cross-cultural studies conducted by this investigator. 

Cross-Cultural Studies: Validation of Animal Studies

In brief, it was confirmed that cultures that are characterized by high bonding between mother and infant were peaceful and egalitarian cultures and that low or absent bonding in the mother-infant/child relationship were extremely violent and war cultures. The single measure of mother carrying the infant on her body throughout the day was able to predict with 80% accuracy the peaceful or violent nature of the 49 "primitive" cultures studied. The peaceful or violent behaviors of the remaining 20% were accurately predicted based upon whether adolescent coitus was permitted or punished.

Cross-Cultural Studies: Breastfeeding In The Prevention of Depression/ Suicide
The cross-cultural database was re-examined to determine whether information could be obtained on child rearing practices and its relationship to suicidal behavior in contrast to the prior studies on violent and homicidal behavors.

It is well known that breastfeeding is an integral part of the affectional bonding process between mother and infant and that breastmilk contains vital nutrients for both immunological and brain development. The amino acid tryptophan, that is richly present in colostrum and breastmilk but absent in formula milk, is essential for the development of brain serotonin. Deficits of this specific brain neurotransmitter substance, serotonin, is known to mediate depression, impulse dyscontrol and violence (suicide and homicide).

The following cross-cultural studies were conducted to determine if there was any systematic relationship between duration of breastfeeding and suicidal behaviors.

Table 5 presents the social-behavioral characteristics of cultures rated high on suicide where sensitivity to insults is rated as high. Textor Code 473: "Sensitivity to Insults" is rated "High" if: "Public humiliation frequently leads to suicide or some other violent response; Interpersonal insults frequently leads to suicide, homicide, vendetta and demands heavy remuneration; Ethnographer says explicitly they are acutely sensitive to narcissistic wounds, easily take offense, pride is wounded, not merely feeling rejected, unloved or deprived. 

It can be seen that these suicidal cultures are also highly violent in other areas, e.g. bellicosity is extreme, military glory is strongly emphasized, personal crime is high; narcissism is high; cultures are patrilocal and overall indulgence of infants is low.

Table 6 lists those cultures whose weaning age is 2.5 years or longer with respect to measures of infant physical affection and violence (torture, mutilation and killing of enemy captured in warfare), the primary measure used in previous cross-cultural studies. Some of the principle findings are:

1.
61% of cultures with weaning age of 2.5 years or longer have high infant physical affection (infant carry during first year of life).

2.
65% of cultures with weaning age of 2.5 years or longer have low violence.

It is apparent from these findings that high infant physical affection, as measured by carrying the infant on the body of the mother is not equivalent to breastfeeding for 2.5 years or longer, although highly correlated. In brief, it can be seen that 35% of cultures, which breastfeed for 2.5 years or longer are externally violent cultures.


Table 7 lists those cultures that have a weaning age of 2.5 years or longer with respect to whether they are suicidal and are compared with the high infant physical affection cultures.


It was found that 77% of the 26 cultures where weaning age is 2.5 years or greater, suicides are absent. Conversely, only 23% of the 26 cultures were weaning age is 2.5 years or greater have high suicide rates. The high infant physical affection variable is not predictive of suicidal behavior where 50% of the 16 cultures that have high infant affection have equally high and low suicide rates.

The two child rearing practices of breastfeeding for 2.5 years or longer and carrying of the infant on the body of the mother all day during the first year of life, differentially affects suicidal and homicidal behaviors. Suicides can be reduced by 77% through breastfeeding for 2.5 years of age or longer where homicidal behaviors are apparently mediated primarily through lack of body movement--sensory deprivation of vestibular-cerebellar stimulation.

These data provide cross-cultural support for the central importance of breastfeeding for 2.5 years or longer for the prevention of depression and suicidal behaviors. The observation that only 14% of American mothers are breastfeeding at one year of age gives strong credence to the conclusion that insufficient breastfeeding leads to deficits of brain serotonin and loss of affectional bonding with the resulting behaviors of depression and suicidal behaviors that are highly characteristic of the children and youth of America.
Conclusions and Recommendations.

Studies are urgently needed to evaluate brain serotonin and other brain neurotransmitter activity, as a function of duration of breastfeeding; and whether breastfeeding for 2.5 years or longer (or shorter) prevents depression and suicidal behavior in the American culture.

American mothers are not properly informed of the importance of these relationships and national health policies of this nation need to be drastically altered to support mothers being nurturing and breastfeeding mothers for 2.5 years or longer, as recommended by WHO and UNICEF. The Welfare Reform Act of 1996 is inimical to the mother-infant/child relationship.

National health programs are necessary to drastically reduce, if not eliminate wherever possible, use of infant formula that is damaging to normal brain-behavioral development and to the immunological health of the infant/child. Without significant changes in maternal-infant/child affectional bonding and breastfeeding policies and practices of this nation, depression, suicide and homicide will continue to consume the lives of our children and youth.

*To be revised.
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