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Basic assumptions of cross-cultural psychiatry need thorough examination 

although they a re  often taken f o r  granted. Implied in its name is the  understanding 

t h a t  culture is in some way related t o  'psychiatry and t o  psychiatric syndromes, and 

t h a t  psychiatric symptoms vary f rom culture t o  culture and f r o m  country t o  

country. With the possible exception of such exotic and r a r e  conditions a s  Amok, 

Koro, Latah, Wihtigo and Voodoo, whose etiology, pathogenesis and even separate 

existence a s  valid psychiatric syndromes is still very much in doubt, culture- 

cultural  psychiatry may perhaps be explained 

causes of mental illness. As a result ,  nation 

f u l  in elucidating the  t r u e  nature of menta l  disorders by 

~GrY&,: 
identifying f ac to r s  unique within the  boundaries of any one cul ture  t ha t  may be 
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causative or contribute t o  the  formation of mental illness. 

Szasz has repeatedly accused psychiatry of being a tool  of the  establishment 
1 

conformity t o  a value by it a s  sanity. This 
w 
seemingly odd accusation f r o m  within the profession makes sense, however, if 

normality is defined different ly  in different  cultures, which strongly suggests t h a t  

mental  health and mental  illness a r e  basically dependent f o r  t h e i r  definition on 

some cultural determinants. This would justify the  study of cultural  and cross- 

cultural  influences t h a t  promote health or disease. 



But psychiatry in real i ty  is a medical specialty , and mental  illness is a s  

rea l  an illness, only more dibilitating, than most  others. Just a s  cancer, hea r t  

disease, s t roke and infectous disease a r e  t h e  same in a l l  cultures, so  also 

basically is mental illness. Some regions of t h e  world may have specific hygenic 

conditions t ha t  a r e  responsible f o r  a higher incidence of cer ta in  illnesses ,which 

it has by definition, the  same manifestations, etiology and pathogenesis. The 

recognition of these elementary, yet  all-important f a c t s  is apparently not ye t  

widespread when it comes t o  mental  illness, probably because psychiatry is 

younger and in a relatively primitive s t a t e  of development, a s  compared t o  other 

medical specialties. 

I t  is high t ime  t h a t  we recognize th i s  s t range  s t a t e  of a f f a i r s  and begin 
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t o  change it. Normality in psychiatry, a s  in other  medical branches, must a lso [ p r r ~ r ~ ' \  

be defined a s  a deviation f r o m  a universal standard of mental  helath. 59' R!-'i o viously a 
w L,+ ,; F A G ,  c/ 

v 

not 2 any one co-Cr region, for such may 
kvc* &..- 

be a highly abnormal n en a f l u  epidemic k f m a j m i t  y 

of the  population, we still do n i t  define health a s  flu. Similarly, 

its position a s  a scient i f ic  medical specialty it must  lay 

aside its tendency t o  define mental illness and health by any standard but a universal ! i 

one. 

Every person in any culture goes through t h e  process of b i r th  and starts 

extra-uterine l ife a s  a new-born infant who must  adapt t o  external reality. A l l  

babies a r e  born with innate qualities t h a t  a r e  obviously not dependent on cultural  

givens or value systems, but  a r e  only the  r e su l t  of biological and nutritional 

processes. As such, a baby in China with good vision and a well-developed musculo) 

skeletal  system probably has more in common a t  t h e  t ime  of bir th  with an American 
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o r  Yugoslavian baby having similar physical character is t ics ,  than he does with 

another Chinese baby with poor vision or a somewhat defective musculcf-skeletal 

system. The en t i re  lif e-histary of t h e  two Chinese babies are likely to  be 

P 
markedly different  f r o m  one an other, even though they will speak the  same 

C, 

1 language, e a t  similar food and share similar value systems. Basic a f f e c t s  such 

a s  fear ,  rage, love, pain o r  hur t  wi l l  probably be  present in d i f fe ren t  proportions 

in each of these two Chinese individuals, depending' on the i r  di f ferent  

F n r r  w 
natures - on their  different t rea t ing  these 

grown ups can address himself t o  developmental layer 5 
1 / 

by cultur or  he may recognize 

determinents 

of much earlier experiences on personality 

in psychiatry 

Such an a t t empt  is made aspart of t he  therapeutic approach called Cris is  
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Mobilization Therapy, C. M. T. In grossly over-simplified t e rms ,  it is t h e ~ r e t i c & ~  1 

assumed t h a t  the  basic trauma t o  every individual occurs a t  b i r t h  itself, but h e  

O t t o  Rank's concept, it is not the process or t rauma of being born 
i r  5~ dvw&i ;,*,k c fs 4 

1- 
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J 
w p h y s i c a V  separat&om an ever-present , 

e5 
or nine months physiologically anticipated the baby's every n e e 3  The 

t e - d k h  UatC S @ & d  
life-long yearning f o r  m&fwondrous f i g u r e k u s t  be worked-through 

J 

till mourning empt ies  yearning of power over t he  individual. This is the  basic 

- 3- 



I 1' 
1 work of good psychotherapy. These primitive and powerful needs must  become 

I 

I neutralized if normal emotional development is t o  occur, or else life-long depression 

resul ts ,  sometimes in clinical fo rm but mostly in sub-clinical manifestations. 

Many phenomena t h a t  our society has  been cursed with, specifically such universal 

problems a s  aggression and war a s  well a s  distrubed mari ta l  and family relationships 
/ 

. . - .. 

a r e  a l l  out-growths and signs of the  failure t o  resolve this  basic depression. 

By extension, a l l  adult behavior must  be regarded a s  an expression of an 

individual's mode of adaptation t o  separation, be£ ore individuation 

occurred &tlult+ behavior 

conflict-£ r ee  
# 

I maximize comfort  and rnin*ize anxiety in the  separated but not yet  individuated 
I / 

=/hen- su  

res is tance t o  change 

the i r  value behavior t o  allow 

the i r  sub-clinical depression, of t e n  ref erred t o  a s  existential  anomie o r  alienation 
J 

f r o m  breaking through, forming symptoms and becoming 

I regimes of the  right a s  well as of t he  l e f t  and charismatic leaders  everywhere, have 
I 

1 i 

I 1 always intuitively addressed themselves t o  th i s  underlying and ill-defined dissat isfact ion i 

and hopeless yearning f o r  r iting with an ever-present mother, t o  enhance the i r  6 
I personal o r  political fortunes.  In f a c t ,  politically a leader is of t en  judged grea t  

I by his or her ability t o  bring sense of security and purpose t o  wide 
I 

segments of the  populatio ' earch f o r  some unknown quality 

or thing* 11 
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A Chinese person adulating Mao is, in a dynamic sense, no different from 

an American who vvfa& in lovevv or f r o m  an ardent Nazi who bound his personal f a t e  
I 

with t h a t  of the  Fuhrer and followed him blindly. In each case t he  adored person 

or sys tem is expected t o  provide freedom f r o m  t h e  ever-present sub-anxiety t h a t  

r e su l t s  f rom separation without individuation. 

Any culture must, theref  are, always be regarded a s  basically a defensive 

s t ruc ture ,  common t o  members of a group and serving the i r  needs by defining 

limits t h a t  permit co-existence within a geographical area' without mutual I 
destruction. Repressed and supressed rage within each person a s  a consequence 

of . . .. experiencing constant sub-anxiety and of failing t o  sat isfy  the 

w unconscious wish re-uniting with a beloved lvmother'l in whatever form she comes, 

necessitate the  construction of rJ cultural  
&dvl:I o r F o t e c t i o n  of c 

q e  
psychiatry3 .A 

within t h e  system, it is, in fact ,not addressing 

itself a t  all t o  the  r ea l  problem, which is the  completion of t h e  work of separation- 
C 

individuation. d k  a very real sense as  an agent of 

t he  establishment t o  maintain the common value-system, bu t  it also guarantees t h e  
9 
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continued depression of each individual. Only when culture is 

-4 wht e4 S w d -  ,L- A-- a def-:;.. .sp -,* can the individual 

be  helped t o  ealize his potential a s  a whole person. 
;r r G p e i L  ire\ ewlkrc .d~u,,L r--s d n r ~ c k  

With this  personality theary which is cent ra l  t o  Cris is  Mobilization Therapy, 
) 

C. M. T, every psychotherapist should be able t o  *eat any person in any culture with 
J 

only minimal knowledge of t he  language and with only a basic understanding of 

the  values and of The r e a l  issues t h a t  need t o  be  resolved a r e  pre- 

cultural  and extra-cultural, but never cross-cultural .  I t  is necessary t o  know I 
something about the  values of a society simply t o  recognize which behavior is ~ 



considered t o  be self damaging wqd t o  punitive reprisals*- 

-. I f  spit t ing on the  s t r e e t ,  for instance, is punishable 

. . 
in culture A by years of hard and is'considered t o  be only 

an impolite a c t  in culture B, then may have almost suicidal 

meanings in culture A but not in B. Individuals in cul ture  B would . . 

not present themselves t o  a psychiatrist because of spitting, while in culture 
I' C 

A an individual might well come f o r  help b e c a u s e  produces major di t f icul t ies ,  
C 

and m' , ' L is indicative, therefore, of major internal conflicts. Unless 

issues other than spit t ing and adjustment t o  living with o thers  in 

become the  focus of therapy -- the  real and t h e  patient is 

condemned t o  unending suffering and recurrent  bouts  of clinical depression, in 

any of its myraid forms. 

H 
If th i s  discussion seems somewhat theoret ical  aai&impractical it is 

only because psychiatry has busied itself with t h e  wrong issues for s o  long t h a t  

real ones appear s t range and unfamiliar. Social and cross- cultural  psychiatry 

mus t  be re-defined if any hope f o r  a breakthrough in t he  therapy of individuals 
4 

. . 

is likelv t o  occur. All individuals in a l l  cultures share  t he  same universal fears: 
4 

.- F- 
fear of abandonment non-bemg,- ,merefore  tear o l  c l o s z  mtimacy $ 

I I 

trusting.  All  individuals in all cultures must  work-through t h e  profound rage a t  

having been unilaterally separated f rom moth: before they .an* 
J 

loving a s  whole individual. Until then aggression and violence will lead t o  even 
1 

L 

more crime and wars, unless greater f e a r s  keep them in check. But, t r u e  

resolution of internalized individual s t r i f e  is possible, d u e n  multiplied many - 
lead also t o  more real  peace on ear th .  

t 


