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The Relation of Evolution and  
Culture to Psychopathology
Considering psychopathology from evolutionary and cultural perspectives goes beyond the 
traditional psychological and physiological considerations (Ray, 2013). These perspectives 
make us realize that for at least the last 100,000 years, humans have been social beings who 
have lived within the context of a group in which there were interactions related to gathering 
and preparing food, having sexual relations, and being part of a community. Cultures devel-
oped from this.

The cultural perspective emphasizes the social world in which a person lives (López & 
Guarnaccia, 2000). In this sense, culture can be viewed as “information capable of affecting indi-
viduals’ behavior that they acquire from other members of their species through teaching, imita-
tion, and other forms of social transmission” (Richerson & Boyd, 2005). From this perspective, 
culture can be seen as a system of inheritance. Humans learn a variety of things from others in 
their culture including skills, values, beliefs, and attitudes. Historically, parents and others taught 
children how to perform particular tasks such as farming, toolmaking, and hunting. In addi-
tion, human culture has formalized learning in the form of schools and apprenticeships. Cultures 
also differ in their level of economic development and the amount of resources they devote to 
mental health. In Cultural LENS: Global Mental Health: Available 
Treatment, the availability of mental health professionals across the 
world is described.

For a more complete understanding of psychopathology, 
it is important to understand the particular rules a culture has 
for expressing both internal experiences and external behaviors 
(Marsella & Yamada, 2010). What may be a common stress-free 
experience in one culture may lead to stress and anxiety in another. 
Even what individuals tell themselves about having a mental disor-
der can vary from culture to culture. Likewise, artistic and spiritual 
experiences considered normal in one society may be considered 
“crazy” in another.

Historically, a simplistic view of culture has emphasized how 
each culture is locally determined, without reference to universal 
psychological processes. When universal ways of behaving, feeling, 
or thinking are suggested, this view assumes that this information 
is acquired by social learning. Although this is an important aspect 
of culture, such an emphasis will quickly lead you into the outdated 
nature–nurture debate, which lacks the insights of modern evolu-
tionary and neuroscience perspectives. For example, consider the 
question of why foods with milk are found in European diets and 

cultural perspective: examines 
the social world in which a person 
lives and from which a person 
learns skills, values, beliefs, 
attitudes, and other information
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FIGURE 1.2 The Biopsychosocial Model
Individuals with mental illness should be understood from 
an integrative perspective which includes psychological, 
social, and biological variables.

Culture: How are we a part of culture,  
and what is its influence?

Social relationships: How do we relate  
to others?

Individual: How do we relate to ourselves  
in terms of behavior and experience?
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