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that anxiety may have its evolutionary origins in dominance structures. If this were the case, 
then we might expect to see some relationship to sexual instinctual processes—as is the 
case with dominance. The evolutionary perspective also helps us think about what might be 
solutions to how psychopathology should be treated. As touched on in Chapter 1, these are 
some of the questions I will discuss in this book.

One perspective of the evolutionary approach has been to redirect psychology back to the 
basic processes of human existence such as survival, sexual processes, and social behavior. We 
can then ask what types of disorders are found within each broad category. We can also consider 
the developmental and social processes and ask how these processes may be involved in psycho-
pathology. Thinking in these terms, we may come to discover that disorders that have very simi-
lar end states may have developed from distinct beginning conditions. Depression, for example, 
can result from extreme stress that brings forth self-preservation instincts. Depression can also 
result from the loss of significant people in one’s life. Further, loss of social status is also associated 
with depression. Thus, what appear to be similar symptoms may have been produced by separate 
and distinct trajectories.

Another psychopathology that has been approached from an evolutionary perspective 
is the category of personality disorders. Personality disorders reflect a rigid approach to 
dealing with social relationships. Two commonly discussed personality disorders are psy-
chopathic personality and histrionic personality disorder. Psychopaths are described as 
manipulative, callous, dishonest, and self-centered. They are antisocial in the sense that they 
display no need to follow the traditional rules of a society and little remorse or guilt for their 
actions. For example, they would contract and collect money for a job they had no intention 
of doing. They would clearly qualify as those whom evolutionary psychologists refer to as 
cheaters. On the other hand, individuals with a histrionic personality disorder overly seek 
the attention of others and are very emotional in their reactions. They can be manipulative in 
their interpersonal relationships.

Harpending and Sobus (1987) suggested that the psychopathic and the histrionic person-
ality styles represent different adaptive strategies in relation to sexuality. Both of these person-
ality types were viewed by Harpending and Sobus as cheaters. Given that it is more common 
to see male psychopaths and female hysterics, these researchers suggest that this results from 
different reproductive strategies. A male cheater in a sexual relationship should be able to per-
suade a female to copulate with him while deceiving her about his commitment to her and 
his willingness to offer resources for the off-
spring. A female cheater, on the other hand, 
would exaggerate her need for the male and 
make herself appear helpless and in need 
so that he would give her additional atten-
tion and resources. She would also be willing 
to put her own needs ahead of those of her 
offspring even to the extent of abandoning 
them. The work of Harpending and Sobus 
shows how evolutionary thinking can help to 
explain possible motivational factors of a par-
ticular disorder as well as the demonstrated 
gender differences.

Let’s look at another well-studied pro-
cess—sleep—as a model for thinking about 
psychopathology. Since sleep disturbance 
is often associated with a variety of psycho-
pathological disorders, this will let us consider 
how normal processes may be influenced to 

Submissive monkeys avoid contact with dominant ones, just as humans 
experiencing social anxiety avoid dominant members of their group. 
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