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Living in a country so diverse such as Canada you would think that we’re aware of different cultures and their effects on our populations. But during these last few weeks I’ve learned that culture, where you’re born and raised and where you live have much more impact on your behavior and genetics than you’d think. Not only behavior but also mental health. 

Now when we think of culture what do we think? Personally, I think of culture as not being genetic but rather coming from your environment, shaping the way you do and think about things. There’re breathtakingly large cultural differences on how life is experienced, resources we have access to and privileges available around the world. From our textbook Robert M. Sapolsky (2017) names a couple astonishing demographic statistics coming from cultural differences. Firstly, a girl born in Monaco has a ninety-three-year life expectancy compared to one in Angola who has a thirty-nine-year life expectancy. Secondly, Latvia has a 99.9 percent literacy compared to Niger with a 19 percent literacy rate (p. 272). For me these statistics are astonishing, depending where/which culture you’re born your life will be incredibly different. This makes me think on how I was born here in Canada as a second-generation immigrant where the literacy rate is 99% (World Data Atlas, 2014). This made me think of all the advantages I’ve got compared to my parents born in Tunisia where the literacy rate is currently 81.1% (World Data Atlas, 2015).

Now when we start looking at the difference between collectivist cultures and individualist cultures it gets really interesting. Sapolsky (2017) defines collectivist, East Asian culture being about harmony, interdependence, conformity, and having the needs of the group guiding behavior. He later then defines individualist, American culture being about autonomy, personal achievement, uniqueness and the needs and rights of the individual (p. 273). But this made me think even more, what about mental health? Which one has a better mental health outcome? Personally, I believe that collectivist cultures have a better mental health outcome since they have a larger support group compared to individualistic cultures. Also, when we look at individualistic cultures, we notice that they are more likely to compare themselves to other’s and compete to be the best which in my opinion would be an additional stressor. Personally, I do that sometimes, I find myself comparing to others and pushing myself at unhealthy levels to work harder to become “smarter”.  

Interestingly collectivist and individualist differences have genetic correlations (Sapolsky, 2017, p. 279). Dopamine and DRD4 that codes for the D4 receptor have multiple variants, one of them being the 7R variant (Harpending and Cochran, 2002, p.10). The 7R variant produces a receptor that is less responsive to dopamine in the cortex which is associated with novelty seeking, extroversion, and impulsivity (Sapolsky, 2017, p. 280). The 7R variant occurs in about 23 percent of European Americans compared to 1 percent in East Asian populations (Harpending and Cochran, 2002, p.12). Now with a neuroscience background it makes sense to me that this is not only a difference caused evolutionary but also evolutionary combined with culturally. 

As Sapolsky mentioned, the most important fact about genetics and culture is the delayed maturation of the frontal cortex is sculpted by the environment (p.326). Who I am is not only shaped by the country I’m born in but mainly my surrounding environment growing up and what I’m being exposed too. Being a second-generation immigrant myself, I had the opportunity to travel and think freely growing up. This has shaped the person I am but being only 20 I know my frontal cortex is still myelinating and my culture and what I expose myself too is still influencing the person I will become in the next years. 
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