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appear pathological. Most people would like to go to 
sleep when they want to and not be awakened dur-
ing the night. However, evolution is not always about 
what makes us feel good. The critical question from 
an evolutionary perspective is what function sleep 
plays. In considering this question, we can look at 
sleep as a model for how we might approach other 
basic psychological processes.

One initial question to ask is this: Has sleep 
been shaped by natural selection? Some research-
ers answer yes to this question (Nesse & Williams, 
1994). They offer at least five reasons for why this 
is so. First, sleep is found in a variety of organ-
isms and is perhaps universal among vertebrates. 
However, not all animals sleep in the same way. 
Elephants and cows spend most of their sleep time 
standing up. Dolphins sleep with one half of their 
brain, while the other half remains awake. Second, 

all vertebrates share similar mechanisms that control sleep and dreaming. These mechanisms 
are found in the more primitive areas of the brain. Third, the pattern of sleep seen in mam-
mals with periods of rapid eye movement and faster EEG activity within the sleep period 
is also seen in birds. Since the evolution of birds went down a different pathway before the 
time of dinosaurs, this suggests that sleep is a very primitive and basic mechanism. Fourth, in 
examining the sleep patterns across species, there appears to be support for the idea that these 
patterns adapted to match the ecological niche of that particular animal. Fifth and finally, all 
animals show deficits in response to a lack of sleep. Currently, a variety of researchers are seek-
ing to determine the function of sleep. The best evidence suggests that it allows for restoration 
of certain physiological processes. There is also evidence that sleep consolidates information 
learned during waking hours. One conceptual idea is that, given the light–dark cycle pro-
duced by the earth’s rotation around the sun, sleep developed as a protective mechanism since 
it is more dangerous to be out alone at night.

In summary, we can ask critical questions concerning psychopathology that relate to other 
evolutionary processes:

1. We can ask if the experience of mental illness is universal. If it were not universal,
then it would be difficult to argue that we should study psychopathology from an
evolutionary perspective. If it is a universal process such as emotionality or lan-
guage, then we can begin to ask about the nature of mental illness and how its exis-
tence fits into our history as humans.

2. We can ask if there is an adaptive value to the behaviors and experiences displayed in
psychopathology. It is easy to see that there is a value in not trusting what someone
tells you some of the time, but is there any adaptive value in not trusting what any-
one tells you all of the time or to think that everyone is always out to get you?

3. We can look for evidence of psychopathology across human history. This includes
the question of whether we see signs of psychopathology in nonhuman species.

4. We can seek to understand the nature of psychopathology. That is to say, should we
consider psychopathology to be qualitatively different from normal functioning,
or is it the situation in which normal processes have been taken to the extreme?
We know, for example, that allergic reactions are situations in which our immune
system is overreactive. We also know that fever is the process by which body

Overnight sleep study: sleep disturbance is often associated with 
psychopathology. 
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