Neural basis of cultural influence on self-representation
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Culture affects the psychological structure of self and results in two
distinct types of self-representation (Western independent self and East
Asian interdependent self). However, the neural basis of culture—self
interaction remains unknown. We used fMRI to measured brain activity
from Western and Chinese subjects who judged personal trait adjectives
regarding self, mother or a public person. We found that the medial
prefrontal cortex (MPFC) and anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) showed
stronger activation in self- than other-judgment conditions for both
Chinese and Western subjects. However, relative to other-judgments,
mother-judgments activated MPFC in Chinese but not in Western
subjects. Our findings suggest that Chinese individuals use MPFC to
represent both the self and the mother whereas Westerners use MPFC to
represent exclusively the self, providing neuroimaging evidence that
culture shapes the functional anatomy of self-representation.

© 2006 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Fig. 1. Schema of the design of one scan of the current study. The stimuli and procedure of mother-, other- and font-judgments were the same as those of the self-
judgment except that the word “self” on the screen was replaced by “mother”, “Bill Clinton” for Western subjects or “Rongji Zhu” for Chinese subjects, or “font”,

respectively.
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Fig. 2. Percent recognition in the memory tests for both groups of subjects. Bar graphs represent the total scores of correct recognition and the =% scores. Error bars

represent the standard errors in each condition.
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Fig. 3. Brain activations revealed in the contrast between different trait adjective judgment tasks. (a) Self minus other; (b) mother minus other; (c) self minus
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