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 MAIN ARTICLE 

Helping Homo Sapiens 
 

Darwinôs Influence on  
Counselling & Psychotherapy 
 

In the distant future I see open fields for 
far more important researches.  
Psychology will be based on a new  
foundation, that of the necessary  
acquirement of each mental power and 
capacity by gradation. 

Charles Darwin,  
The Origin of Species, 1859, p. 449. 

 
2009 has been designated the Year of 
Darwin, because two major Darwin  
anniversaries occur this year: the 200th 
anniversary of his birth, and the 150th 
anniversary of the publication of ñOn the 
Origin of Speciesò. This gives me the  
opportunity to write about one of my intel-
lectual heroes, someone who I believe is 
having an increasing influence on the field 
of Counselling & Psychotherapy. Darwinôs 
theory of Evolution by Natural Selection is 

of course primarily a 
b io log ica l  t heor y, 
whereas Counselling & 
Psychotherapy are pri-
marily psychological 
endeavours, so the  
influence I am talking 
about may not seem 
immediately apparent. 
The key point, however, 
is that we are evolved 
organisms; all of our 
biological organs, and 
all of the psychological 

mechanisms which are rooted in these 
organs (primarily but not solely in the 
brain), have evolved gradually to their pre-
sent state, and need to be understood in 
that context. I have found this perspective, 
often called Evolutionary Psychology, to 
be of real practical as well as theoretical 
value; let me try and give you a flavour of 
what I mean in this article. 
 

Evolutionary Psychology is simply  
psychology which takes into account the 
assumptions and the findings of modern 
evolutionary biology, especially in so far 
as they apply to the human species. The 
main area of interest to us as counsellors/
psychotherapists is that of human emo-
tions, and in particular the extremes of 
emotion (anxiety, grief etc) that can bring 
people to seek help from us. The issue I 
want to address here is how Evolutionary 
Psychology can help us understand the 
roots of our human vulnerability to these 
p r o b l e m s .  A s  c o u n s e l l o r s /
psychotherapists we often explore the 
question of how and why a particular indi-
vidual might be vulnerable to something  
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like depression or addiction (taking into 
account the usual factors of heredity,  
neurobiology, development, learning,  
culture etc). What I want to look at here is 
how and why we, as a species, are  
vulnerable to such dysfunctions.  
 
The key insight from evolutionary psychol-
ogy is this: part of the reason that we are 
often not well adapted to our current  
environments is that we are actually more 
closely adapted to the type of environment 
in which our species spent the vast  
majority of its evolutionary history i.e. the 
environment of the hunter-gatherer tribe. 
This environment is sometimes called the 
Environment of Evolutionary Adaptation, a 
term first used by John Bowlby. 
 
So our neural circuits are designed by 
natural selection primarily to solve  
problems that our ancestors faced during 
our species' evolutionary history. We are 
talking here about the common problems 
of finding enough food, staying reasonably 
safe, finding friends and mates, but in a 
hunter-gatherer context. While there has 
been a small amount of evolutionary 
change in our species in the 10,000 or so 
years since we discovered agriculture, 
civilisation and industry, it is not significant 
enough to keep pace with the enormous 
cultural changes we have made in our  
material and social environments. Of 
course we can learn to adapt to an  
amazing extent, but there are limits set by 
our Homo Sapiens instincts. The term 
ñinstinctsò often carries the connotation of 
being unalterable, so a more useful term is 
Prepared Learning. This refers to the fact 
that there are certain behavioural  
strategies which are not entirely instinctual 
(unlike smiling, which even a blind baby 
does), but which we donôt seem to learn 
completely from scratch either (like  

algebra or driving). A familiar example of 
prepared learning is spoken language, 
which needs the input of a specific  
language during the sensitive period in 
childhood in order for it to develop, but 
which seems to unfold almost  
automatically once this input is given. 
 
Moving closer to issues which are relevant 
to therapy, our damaging attachment to 
junk foods (up to and including  
binge-eating and bulimia) can be easily 
understood when we realise that a strong 
motivation, even a craving, to find and eat 
foods high in sugar, fat and salt would 
have been of real survival and  
reproductive value in the EEA. Now that in 
the developed world we have surrounded 
ourselves with such foods, this appetite 
has become a liability. 
 
In the area of dysfunctional human emo-
tions anxiety is a good example. When we 
look at the dysfunctional fear responses 
that occur in common anxiety problems, 
we again see the influence of highly  
prepared learning, with obvious adaptive 
advantage in EEA, but little now: 
 

In the case of animal phobias, many 
humans are obviously highly  
sensitised to developing fear in  
relation to snakes, spiders and other 
small animals (which would have 
been a genuine threat in the EEA). 
We seem to be primed (given the 
relevant unpleasant experience with a 
snake, spider etc) to quite easily  
develop an ongoing, self-perpetuating 
phobia. A single experience can be 
enough, and it can even be a  
vicarious experience (i.e. observing 
someone elseôs fear in such a  
situation). 
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OCD, especially when focused 
around fear of contamination, is  
another interesting example. It is  
obviously adaptive to be highly  
motivated to avoid contamination, but 
our modern environments are much 
less contaminated than those in the 
EEA. Some people seem to get their 
ñcontamination detectorò set on ñhigh 
alertò by certain experiences, and 
then canôt manage to turn it down 
again. 

Light can be thrown on PTSD by  
remembering that at least some of the 
experiences we now find traumatic 
(because we cannot adequately  
process them emotionally) would  
simply not have been part of the EEA 
(e.g. road traff ic accidents,  
muggings). 

The prevalence of Social Anxiety (it is 
the third most common mental health 
problem, after depression and  
substance abuse) makes more sense 

if we take into account the fact that we 
evolved within tribal groups probably 
numbering around 150, all well known 
to each other, rarely needing to  
interact with large numbers of  
strangers. In Social Anxiety, it  
appears to be our ñsocial status  
detectorò settings which are off the 
scale. 

 

In counselling/psychotherapy, of course, 
we need to help individual clients to gain 
an understanding of why they may have 
been susceptible to developing a  
binge-eating problem, a phobia, obsessive
-compulsive problems, post-traumatic 
stress, or social anxiety problems, but I 
find it can be very helpful in doing so to 
understand why human beings in general 
are susceptible to these problems. I often 
find that taking the evolutionary  
perspective with certain client problems 
can be very freeing for the client, helping  
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them to have less shame and more  
self-compassion in relation to their  
problems, by humanising the problems. 
 
This is, of course, a complex area, and 
these are just a few introductory thoughts. 
I have included a useful reading list below, 
for those who would like to explore the 
area further. 
 
I would like to close with a quote from 
Richard Leakey, a man who took Darwinôs 
theories so seriously that he devoted his 
life to the discovery of pre-human fossils in 
Africa: 

 
ñFor three million years we were 
hunter-gatherers, and it was through 
the evolutionary pressures of that 
way of life that a brain so adaptable 
and so creative eventually emerged. 
Today we stand with the brains of 
hunter-gatherers in our heads, look-
ing out on a modern worldéò  
(ñOriginsò, p.249) 

 
Eoin Stephens 
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Cognitive Behaviour Therapyé 
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Book Review:  
The Brain That Changes  
Itself, by Norman Doidge 
(Penguin 2007)    
 
ñThe human brain can be described as 
the most complex known object in the  
universeò(p. 294)  

 

Our brain is a sophisticated communications 
centre where millions of microscopic cells 
form pathways or brain maps that are  
constantly processing, adapting 
and re-routing incoming and  
outgoing information.   This  
constant state of flux is the  
subject of this amazing book, 
describing some of  the  
i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  f u t u r e  
developments regarding learning 
disabilities, stroke victims,  
phantom limb pain, mental  
illness, OCD sufferers, ageing.    
 
Canadian-born Norman Doidge 
is a psychiatrist and researcher 
who has an impressive list of 
accolades to his name, ranging 
from New York Times best seller 
l i s t  to  awards  for h is  
contributions towards the field of mental 
health.  
 
So why is this book important?   It offers 
readers a look at how psychological healing 
occurs, how positive thoughts and behaviour 
can influence change in the brain, based on 
research which uses the latest cutting-edge 
technology to probe and unlock the brainôs 
mysteries.  Doidge describes how 
ñpsychotherapy works by going deep into 
the brain and its neurons and changing their 
structure by turning on the right genesò (p. 
221). He refers to the work of psychiatrist 
Dr. Susan Vaughan, who describes how 

psychotherapists are ñmicro surgeons of the 
mindò, further arguing ñthat the talking cure 
actually works by talking to neuronsò (p. 
221).  He also references the work of Nobel 
Prize winner Eric Kendal, whose work on the 
nervous system of snails showed how 
learned fear responses may be activated, 
offering new insights into how anxiety  
disorders may operate.    
 
Doidge also discusses insights into brain 
maps wiring pain and pleasure centres in 
unhealthy ways, helping us to understand 

addictions such as pornog-
raphy which are connected 
with love, sex and attraction 
drives.    
  
For four hundred years the 
adult brain was thought to 
be rigid and unchanging; 
now science has shown that 
it has the ability to be  
malleable and flexible,  
continually changing from 
birth to death. The term 
used to describe this 
change is ñneuroplasticityò - 
neuro refers to the neurons 
or nerve cells in our brains, 

and plastic refers to the fact that our brains 
are ñchangeable, malleable and modifi-
ableò (p. xv). When this theory was first in-
troduced in the scientific world, it was re-
jected as far-fetched.   Today, however, 
technology allows us to unlock ever more 
mysteries and discoveries, some that Freud 
hinted at as far back as 1895 (p. 223).  
 
Doidge points out that Freud began his  
career as a laboratory neuroscientist;  
however, at the time he did not have the 
financial backup to follow his passion, and 
took the route of training as a neurologist. 
His early background in neuroscience  
allowed him a wider lens from which he 
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viewed his experience with patients in  
clinical practice. Like Freud, it was his  
clinical work that spurred Doidge to write this 
book.  He witnessed patients who, despite 
medical intervention, did not seem to 
ñprogress psychologically as much as 
hopedò.  The general consensus of opinion 
was that this occurred because the brain 
was hardwired ñinto an unchangeable 
brainò (p. xiv).   Doidge decided to find out 
for himself, and his quest took him far from 
his consulting rooms as he discovered the 
wonders that the brain could achieve without 
medication or invasive surgery. This book 
documents this journey in detail, from the 
science lab to the ordinary person on the 
street that benefited from such innovative 
research in the most practical and  
awe-inspiring ways.    
 

Doidge also discusses his most important 
finding which he terms the ñplastic paradoxò; 
while the brain has amazing ability to 
change, it can also become rigid, something 
that helps explain how negative habits  
become locked in vicious cycles. 
 

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD)  
vividly demonstrates the relevance of what 
Doidge is describing. Jeffery M. Schwartz is 
a researcher, psychiatrist and leading expert 
in neuroplasticity.   His cutting-edge  
research discovered new insights into the 
debilitating condition of OCD.  His team for 
the first time used technology (PET scans) to 
ñunderstand a disorder and develop  
psychotherapy for itò (p. 169).  Results 
showed changes in patients brain activity 
before and after treatment, showing that 
their ñbrains normalized after treatment ï the 
first time a demonstration showed that a 
ótalking therapyô could change the brainò.  
(p. 169).      
 

By studying brain activity Schwartz discov-
ered that ñwhen we make a mistake, three  
 

things happenò in the brain to register this 
action:  

1. We experience a feeling ñthat  

something is wrongò. 

2. We become anxious, which drives 

us to try ñto correct the mistakeò. 
When we correct the mistake, an  

automatic gear-shift ñmoves us on to 
the next thoughtò, relieving the  
feeling, the anxiety response that 
something is wrong (p. 169). 

  
OCD sufferers get stuck at stage 2, feeling 
anxious, and do not automatically move onto 
stage 3.    
 

When we are caught up in obsessions, spe-
cific areas of the brain are activated, in  
particular: 

Orbital frontal cortex ï fires the mistake 

feeling 

Cingulated Gyrus ï triggers the anxiety, 

sending signals to the gut and heart,  
activating physical symptoms of dread 
Caudate nucleus ï signals the automatic 
gear-shift to the next thought, allowing 
thoughts to flow (p. 170). 
  

With OCD the caudate section of the brain 
becomes stuck and unable to flow freely; 
Schwartz calls this ñbrain lockò (p. 170).   
Unfortunately when this brain lock occurs, 
stage 1 and 2 continue to put out signals that 
something is wrong, reinforcing the anxiety 
state, a sense of dread with no correspond-
ing signal to tell the system to calm 
down.  OCD keeps the warning signals 
locked, firing false alarms continuously,  
despite the fact that the mistake has been 
checked and acted on (such as constantly 
checking a door lock but never really having 
a sense that you have in fact checked and 
locked the door already).  
 

Schwartz proposes that instead of focusing 
on the problem, once the sufferer is aware 
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they are having an attack, ñit is essential to 
do something to ñshiftò the gear  
manuallyò (p. 172).  Teaching a client to  
re-focus helps to shift them from being  
consumed by the content of the obsession 
to finding a solution by working around 
it.  Doidge suggests to his patients  that they 
check once, paying great attention to detail, 
and then resist and distract, explaining that 
time spent thinking about the symptoms  
reinforces neuronal networks which keep 
you stuck, while time spent distracting from 
t h e  s y m p t o m s  w e a k e n s  t h e  
connections.  Schwartz argues that ñthe 
struggle is not to make the feeling go away; 
the struggle is not to give in to the  
feelingò (p. 173).  Success depends on  
resisting the urge, practicing new behaviour 
for 15 to 30 minutes, which changes the 
channel and creates new maps in the 
brain.  Itôs not a quick fix; on average it takes  
daily practice for several weeks or months in 
order for new neuronal maps to form.  How-
e v e r ,  D o i d g e  m a i n t a i n s  t h i s  
approach works well with typical OCD  
problems, noting ñepisodes becoming 
shorter and less frequentò, and while relapse 
under stress occurs, patients ñcan quickly 
regain control using their newfound  
techniqueò (p. 174).     
 

Doidge takes a complicated scientific  
subject and makes it real, by delving into 
genuine human everyday life stories.  He 
documents the language of science in an 
easy-to-read manner, offering the reader a 
chance to explore the complex world of  
science.  Readers beware - this book is not 
for the fainthearted; most of the early  
research mapping neural networks took 

many years of research, carried out on  
animals, which is discussed in detail.   
 

I was lucky enough to hear Dr. Doidge 
speak in Trinity College, Dublin in March 
2009.  He spoke to an audience from all 
walks of life, from academics to stroke  
survivors, all there to hear about the latest 
discoveries regarding brain function and its 
implications.  There was a feeling of  
excitement and anticipation in the room as 
Dr. Doidge demonstrated video footage of 
the stories described in the book; it was an 
enjoyable walk through complicated  
material.  The air of excitement continued 
throughout the questions and answers  
session, and the atmosphere was one of 
hope for the future.     
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Presents:  

Developing Resilience  
 

Resilience is the inner strength and  
resourcefulness that people find in order 

to cope with stress and adversity, and 
find a better future.  

 
CBT brings peopleôs awareness to their  

current resilient attitudes and skills, and  
develops these further in areas where 

this is needed. It explores and  

challenges areas where people are stuck 
in their resilience, for example where 

people have a tendency to blame  
themselves or to worry excessively.  
 

All are Welcome  
 

Dates:   December 9th, 2009  
Time:    8pm -9pm  
Venue: Red Cow Hotel (Dublin)  
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