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You may have noticed the buzz about Charles Darwin in the news: 2009 

marks the 200th anniversary of his birth and the 150th anniversary of 

his monumental description of evolution in On the Origin of Species. Cel-

ebrations are scheduled around the world to honor the scientist who 

coined the phrase “natural selection” to explain the heritable process 

by which adaptive evolution occurs.

But is Darwin’s theory of evolution still relevant? The “game-changer” 

that is transforming evolution is the genetic mutation that led to dra-

matic growth in the primate cortex—especially the frontal lobe—culmi-

nating in the emergence of Homo sapiens. The overdeveloped brain that 

has helped our species adapt and survive may be transforming us into 

predators of all other species and a hazard to our planet.  

Survival regardless of ‘fi tness’
Humans are discovering so much about biology and treatment of disease 

that we are disrupting natural selection and undermining the tyranny of 

“survival of the fi ttest.” A triumph of modern medicine (the anti thesis of 

eugenics) is salvaging those who in Darwin’s day would have died and 

allowing them to survive and perpetuate their genes:

•  Children born with metabolic errors no longer are doomed to succumb 

before their childbearing years.

•  Premature 1-pound infants who never would have survived before are 

routinely doing so now.

• Women can conceive in their 60s, well after menopause.

•  Medical advances have enabled humans to parry the deadly assaults of 

bacteria, viruses, and parasites.

•  Future scientifi c advances will certainly include genetic engineering, 

which will eliminate the sometimes grim determinism of heredity.
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 Conversely, humans’ intelligence has enabled us to wreak havoc on 

other species. Tens of thousands of animals and plants have vanished 

because fl ourishing humans have survived and wittingly or unwittingly 

exploited, polluted, and injured the environment. Of course, a pathologic 

evolution may backfi re on us, despite our highly evolved brain. However, 

humans may still adapt and survive, albeit in a dramatically altered, even 

inhospitable world. Or maybe not, as war and weapons of mass destruc-

tion appear to be unique inventions of the human brain.

Darwin’s psychiatric challenges
What does this have to do with psychiatry? Disorders of thought, emo-

tions, cognition, and volition are probably the price humans paid for a 

dramatically evolved brain. Evolutionary psychiatrists have linked these 

disorders to traits that may have survival value in carriers but cause mal-

adaptive behaviors in some individuals.

 Darwin’s own struggles with disabling mental illness1-5 are perhaps the 

most eloquent testimonial that classic evolutionary principles may not ap-

ply to humans. His symptoms included panic attacks, agoraphobia, social 

anxiety, depersonalization, obsessions and compulsions, depression, sui-

cidal impulses, visual hallucinations, and psychosomatic complaints (ec-

zema, dizziness, and irritable bowel syndrome). Beginning in his 20s, he 

confi ned himself to his home for decades, undergoing futile interventions 

(such as water therapy) and taking anti quated remedies for his affl ictions. 

 Yet Darwin’s genius was never compromised by his lack of psychiat-

ric or physical fi tness. His explanation for evolution—which made him 

one of the most famous scientists of all time—emerged in the midst of 

and despite his overwhelming health problems. 

 Thus, Darwin’s achievements embody the notion that the mutation 

that led to the hyper-developed human brain is the nemesis of evolu-

tion as he conceived it. He also serves as an inspiration to everyone 

who suffers from mental illness. His landmark contribution to science 

is a forceful rebuttal to anyone who regards psychiatric illness as syn-

onymous with “lack of fi tness.”

 Happy birthday, Darwin!
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