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DESCRIPTION

The relationship between culture and mental health is a
complex and multifaceted one, with culture often playing a
crucial role in the development, expression, and treatment of
mental disorders. While biological and psychological factors are
well-recognized in the etiologic of mental health conditions, the
cultural context in which individuals live can also be a significant
contributing factor. Culture shapes the way people perceive
mental illness, how they express distress, and the methods
they use to cope with emotional or psychological difficulties.
In some instances, cultural practices, beliefs, and societal
pressures can even be a causative factor in the development
of certain mental disorders. Culture influences mental health
in numerous ways, beginning with the very definitions of
what constitutes normal and abnormal behaviour. Different
societies have distinct norms and expectations for behaviour,
and deviations from these norms may be interpreted as
signs of mental illness. For example, in collectivist cultures
that prioritize community and social harmony, individuals
who exhibit overly independent or self-centred behaviours
might be labelled as mentally disturbed, even if these same
traits would be valued in more individualistic societies. In this
way, culture can define the boundaries of mental health and
illness, sometimes pathologizing behaviours that are simply
different from the cultural norm. Moreover, cultural factors can
contribute to the onset of mental disorders by imposing unique
stressors on individuals. For instance, cultural expectations
surrounding gender roles, family obligations, and social status
can lead to chronic stress, anxiety, and depression. In many
cultures, individuals are pressured to conform to rigid social
roles, and failure to meet these expectations can result in
feelings of inadequacy and guilt, which may eventually lead to
mental health issues. In some traditional societies, women are

expected to marry and bear children, and those who do not
may experience stigmatization and social isolation. This type of
cultural pressure can contribute to feelings of worthlessness,
depression, or anxiety disorders. In addition to societal
pressures, cultural beliefs about mental health and illness
can also play a causative role in mental disorders. In certain
cultures, mental illness is stigmatized or misunderstood,
leading individuals to suppress their emotions and avoid
seeking help. This suppression can exacerbate psychological
distress and prevent early intervention, which might have
mitigated the development of a more severe disorder. In
some societies, mental illness is believed to be caused by
supernatural forces, such as possession by spirits or curses,
rather than being understood as a medical condition. This
belief can lead to delays in seeking appropriate medical care,
as individuals may first turn to traditional healers or religious
figures for treatment. While these approaches may provide
some emotional relief, they may also prevent individuals from
accessing evidence-based interventions, leading to a worsening
of symptoms over time. Culture also influences the ways in
which mental disorders are expressed. In some societies,
mental distress may manifest as physical symptoms rather than
emotional or psychological complaints, a phenomenon known
as “somatization.” For example, in cultures where it is taboo
to openly discuss emotions or mental illness, individuals may
express their psychological distress through physical ailments
such as chronic pain, fatigue, or gastrointestinal problems.
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