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Shinobu Kitayama is Professor of Psychology, Director of the recently founded Center for Culture, Mind, and
the Brain at the University of Michigan. He also directs the Culture and Cognition Program. Below he discusses
cultural neuroscience, its foundations in cultural psychology, theoretical frameworks, and how he views the mindbrain connection in relation to differences between cultures and within cultures. (Photo courtesy of Satoru
Hirose.)
KAF: You’ve been involved in cultural neuroscience since the sub-discipline’s inception in 2007. How does it
build on your original field of interest, cultural psychology?
SK: I came from Japan for graduate school and I became interested in culture because of what I observed. In
the naïve eyes of a young fellow from Japan, what I saw in the US was very interesting and in some ways a bit
strange. Back then, almost all of psychology was “made in the USA” – almost all the subjects, research, theories.
I had believed those theories would be applicable to everyone, including people in Japan and me, but when I
came here I began to suspect that might not be the case. My American friends’ ways of thinking and acting
seemed to fit much better with what the theories said about how humans should behave than my ways, or my
…wordpress.com/…/fpr-interviews-cult…

1/14

1/14/2011

FPR Interviews Cultural Neuroscientist …

Japanese friends’ ways, did.
[Although] there was cross-cultural research, most used questionnaires. What was new in terms of what we set
out to do two decades ago was the use of behavioral measures like response time, judgment, memory, and so
on. These measures are often used to get at habitual, spontaneous, automatic, or even unconscious aspects of
mind, which were strongly believed to be universal. They were part and parcel of the “CPU” of the human mind
– to use a term that was very popular back then because of the computer analogy. What’s new in what we said,
in retrospect, was that these features of the mind may be already cultural in some fundamental ways. We thought
behavioral measures (as opposed to the self-report measures used in survey questionnaires) are important
because we knew that people say many things that do not reflect what they have in their minds. Their
psychological features may be revealed in what they do rather than what they say. Our more recent move into
neuroscience has been motivated by very much the same concern. When cutting-edge brain measures like fMRI
ERP, EEG or fNIRS became available, it was just a natural extension for me to use these techniques to examine
cultural influences on some basic psychological processes underlying people’s cognition, emotion, and
motivation.
Theoretically, there are lots of interesting questions to be asked once you start looking at culture and the mind
with the brain as a kind of mediating process. Most important, the brain is a biological entity; so by studying brain
it will be possible to see how culture might be transformed into a biological process. We believe the brain is very
malleable and designed to incorporate cultural information. I think cultural neuroscience has very exciting
theoretical possibilities, connecting nature and nurture and trying to understand how culture exists, how it might
be important within a much broader evolutionary context.
Just to give you one example, imagine that you live in a culture that takes masculine honor very, very seriously. A
gang culture in any American inner city, or some Mediterranean culture, or maybe a military culture might also fit
the bill. Members of these cultures have to be very well-equipped to respond very aggressively to a minimum cue
of insult from others. There is a lot of education or training for this, which may be carried out by peers,
colleagues, and bosses, depending on the specific contexts. But the point is that to get that kind of preparedness
requires fine-tuning or, maybe in this case, bolstering of some aspects of your mind and brain. How are the
required responses encoded and programmed in the brain? Moreover, in the absence of any insult cue you will
just have to be very polite, deferential, or just nice, partly because these behaviors are also essential to avoid
aggression toward you by others. So whatever program for explosive anger you might have equipped yourself
with to adjust to the culture of honor must also be highly situation-specific. How does that work? Questions like
these can be studied in depth with the measures and approaches of neuroscience.
KAF: Why should lay people be interested in cultural neuroscience?
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SK: Many people believe the brain is a matter of biology and that it is rigid – that if you have a bad brain you
cannot change it. But cultural neuroscience can offer a lot of possibilities that suggest how flexible the mind and
brain might be. That’s an important message. It’s an extension of neuroscience in recent years, which takes
plasticity seriously. Cultural neuroscience can be very useful because it examines the type of context that is
arguably most important for humans. Brain plasticity can occur in a context that is as fine-grained as chemical
composition in a test tube. But it’s crucial to examine brain plasticity in a context that is meaningful in daily life,
work, and at home, the type of context that we share with a cultural group. For example, the American context
may be different from other cultural contexts in Africa, Europe, Japan. These can be studied only by taking a
very broad perspective that encompasses the whole human being living in many different places.
KAF: In your 2010 SCAN paper “Cultural Neuroscience of the Self,” you write about the computer model of
the brain being limiting and you note the influence of neural plasticity findings and epigenetics. You say the thesis
of the mind as “powerfully organized by culture” is under-appreciated and under-researched and cultural
neuroscience seeks to restore balance. Ideally, how would you like that to happen?

SK: The first step is to document how the brain pathways and
their connections might be different across different cultural groups. We just take it for granted that there is no
such difference. But the truth is that we don’t know the answer to this question because we don’t have data. We
have no data precisely because we believed the brain is the brain no matter where you go. We are finding
preliminary evidence indicating that the ways in which parts of the brain might be connected to carry out
seemingly identical tasks could be very different depending on people’s experience across different cultural
groups. One working hypothesis could be that this is because of the activities of daily life. An alternative
hypothesis could be genetic. But the first step is to document what kind of difference there might be. So that’s the
initial goal we have set for ourselves.
…wordpress.com/…/fpr-interviews-cult…

3/14

1/14/2011

FPR Interviews Cultural Neuroscientist …

The next question to ask is why? This is a much more important step and by asking the why questions it is
possible to go beyond the computer metaphor to understand how the mind could be better seen as part of a
network of both society and evolution.
KAF: Do you think the East-West dichotomy is useful or does it hinder us?

SK: It’s useful, but limiting as well. This East-West paradigm
is very much like rodents for animal psychologists. You can use it to understand some aspects of the whole
picture that you want to paint. It’s only one paradigm, which has strengths and limitations. Animal psychologists
learn something about the nature of the psychology of different species by looking at rodents. It’s entirely
possible to learn something informative by looking at two groups that are very different in many ways. East and
West are very different in terms of history, climate. Ultimately, we won’t know exactly why East-West
differences exist, but at the same time it’s only reasonable to start with something you know for sure shows some
interesting differences.
Increasingly, however, many researchers have begun looking at different cultural contexts or subgroup contexts
other than East or West; it’s both interesting and important to identify variables and factors that underlie various
cultural differences. Some are philosophical, ideological, and economic, which might be very important in
differentiating cross-cultural psychological differences. This effort may well be very crucial to go beyond the
East-West paradigm.
KAF: In your paper you also propose a theoretical framework for understanding cultural–mind interaction.
Please summarize it.
SK: Culture influences the brain because culture provide us with “cultural practices” – conventions, routines, and
scripts for daily life. For example, we know that after many years of driving a cab in London, one’s hippocampus
goes through some structural change. This happens supposedly because of a high demand placed on spatial
navigation. Very much likewise, as jugglers juggle some relevant parts of their brains also undergo significant
changes. As a result, people become more capable of engaging in some particular action sequences, whether
they are driving a cab in a complex city like London, or juggling. To put it differently, because of this engagement
in cultural practices, I believe the brain can change in such a way that your processes can function very well
within the cultural context. This is a very important part of the self because you begin to form your self by picking
up some part of culture, or by appropriating some cultural practices as part of your own and you make your self.
The brain you end up having becomes part of the self, which is, in turn, connected and embedded in a cultural
context.
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KAF: You also write that because the brain reflects culture, brain activation patterns can lead to information
about the characteristics of cultures themselves. I was interested in this bi-directionality. Please comment.
SK: This is very abstract, but what’s going on is that culture exists out there offering practices, scripts, and
associated assumptions and other ideas and you engage in some of those to change yourself. Your brain can
change. Once your brain changes and your self changes, that becomes your agency and you act on the external
world to begin changing the world. In American culture, for example, you are supposed to be very selfexpressive and persuade other people to make a choice in a pro-active fashion to such an extent that in other
cultures it’s considered indecent. But within the US it’s very important to acquire a brain and a self that is
capable of doing those things naturally and automatically.
Once you have that system in place, it works very well in a particular cultural context so that it can be part of
evolutionary change as well. Over time those who fit in well do well in the reproductive market, and this can
change the distribution of genes and so on. Probably you cannot do much alone, but some process like this is
distributed all over a given cultural group and everyone contributes. Over a long time, there may be some
noticeable change in gene frequency, exactly how a group is organized, and how evolutionary processes might
operate, and so on. So there emerges a highly recursive, bi-directional interaction between brain and its
surrounding environment.
To put it another way, culture is there initially for an individual who is born in a given place and time, and as a
result of culture, you are formed in attunement to some affordances and constraints of your culture. Your self is
formed and your brain is formed. Eventually, however, the brain will begin to have influence on the social world.
Of course, any single individual may make very little contribution, but if similar processes are distributed across
many individuals, as a whole this reverse causation may be substantial. This influence from culture to brain or self
and from self or brain to culture always occurs simultaneously, so really this process is recursive. At this point we
don’t have enough sophistication to describe this in detail, but it is a big question we need to explore.
KAF: People think of cultural neuroscience as descriptive and operating at the macro level compared to the
genetic or molecular level of analysis in the rest of neuroscience. Should that get turned around for cultural
neuroscience? Could it reach that level of analysis eventually?

SK: Hopefully. Surely recent work in epigenetics is looking at
early socialization to show how experience, particularly traumatic experience, can influence well-being at the level
of gene expression. This kind of data can be important and interesting if done across different societies to see if
such processes might be similar or different. We need data like this to ask questions to see if any particular
principles or theories might be contingent on the particular society in which the study was done. There is
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increasing evidence that those theories or contingencies may depend on a much larger context, which we call
culture. Once we begin to understand this, culture necessarily is part of a fine-grained analysis of how genes are
activated or transformed.
To be sure, we are not sophisticated enough today at this stage of development. We are mostly busy
documenting possible cultural differences. So this work could be criticized as merely descriptive, but description
should come first and you need to know the phenomenon you want to analyze and understand in certain
mechanistic terms. The first step, however, is to identify the phenomenon. This really opens up the intellectual
terrain you can travel. You and your colleagues are now capable of beginning to explore why such phenomena
exist and what the underlying mechanisms might be.
I want to find new things to see and study, new questions to ask and examine, and new ways to frame them. If
you avoid the activity of intellectual traveling by considering them “mere description” I am afraid that your science
may be very systematic, fine-tuned and in some way may seem very elegant, but it will be very boring. Your
theory may be very general, but its applicability may end up being very, very tiny. By using the method of cultural
neuroscience, your neuroscience theories may become very general because you force yourselves to broaden
your theory’s applicability to different human groups and regions. By doing so, however, I believe that you will
end up broadening your thinking as well because you will be realizing that it is not just enough to look only at the
brain. You will have to be thinking more broadly about the interface between the brain and culture.
KAF: In your studies of herders and fishermen in different cultures you found that “members of farming and
fishing communities, which emphasize harmonious social interdependence, exhibited greater holistic tendencies
than members of herding communities, which emphasize individual decision-making and foster social
independence.”
What can we do with those findings? How can we use that information? You find these differences but then there
is the “so what factor.”
SK: That study is our way to go beyond East-West differences. In the East-West literature we argue that Asians
are more interdependent or more social and Americans are more independent and as a result their cognitive
styles are also systematically different. So the idea in this paper was that if this is the case, there ought to be
interesting variation within culture. If you can identify groups, which vary on the social dimension of independence
and interdependence, even though those people share language or other practices they may show significant
cognitive differences. So we compared fisherman, herders and farmers in a particular part within Turkey. That
may be a small step, but a within-culture comparison like this could allow us to nail some theoretical assumptions
we have used in East-West research. Basically, if you want to pin down a theoretical frame, you have to do lots
of different things because cultural contexts are not easy to manipulate. So the best you can do is to triangulate by
using lots of different kinds of information. So comparing one part of the world with others such that the groups
vary on one theoretical dimension, but not on others is a very useful method.
KAF: You’re interested in developmental cultural neuroscience as a subfield. What studies would you like to see
done?
SK: Not just in neuroscience, but also in cultural psychology in general, developmental studies are needed
because exactly how we might acquire culture is not very well-understood – exactly when and why. There is
some evidence that puberty might be a very important time period in this context and it makes sense for kids to
acquire the most up-to-date culture before they move into the reproductive market. It makes sense that puberty
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is a sensitive period for cultural acquisition, but we don’t know much. That’s one speculation and it needs to be
explored. For example, if this hypothesis is right, then the next question could be to explore the brain basis for
such sensitivity. One might also examine what cultural practices might be organized to facilitate this sensitivity and
so on. These questions are all important I believe.
KAF: What can cultural neuroscientists learn from anthropologists, if anything? Given their different approaches,
can they collaborate?
SK: Absolutely. Anthropologists have done lots of investigations on diversity across cultures. You really need to
be an expert of any given cultural group if that’s the group you want to work with. I, myself, am a kind of
anthropologist of Japanese and Americans because I observe them in my life.
KAF: Do you think they can collaborate?
SK: In principle, yes.
KAF: What about in practice?
SK: In practice we ought to be able to work things out. Historically, however, the relationship is entangled and
complicated. There are different opinions about what is meant by empirical investigation. Sometimes differences
in opinion are big enough that we find it hard to communicate. That need not be the case, I’m sure. The situation
can be much better and I learned a lot from that post-modern, interpretive critique of social science. We try to
incorporate that kind of perspective into our theorizing by arguing that what we see as natural may be already
cultural because cultural construction can go very, very deep. But I would still insist that experiments, or some
so-called scientific way of asking questions, is valid and goes beyond mere constructions. Using numbers is just
as meaningful as interpreting cultural artifacts. A very extreme, post-modern anthropologist might have opinions
that go against that and on those occasions I, frankly, find it very hard to continue the conversation.
KAF: Do you think eastern and western neuroethics differ? If so, in what ways?
SK: They could. In more traditional domains such as justice and altruism, moral judgment has been shown to
vary quite a bit although there are some universal features as well. Neuroethics is very new and in very important
ways it needs to deal with problems humans have never experienced before, say, neuro-surgery or brain
transplants or whatever. These domains of ethics and morality seem to be a very exciting arena where knowledge
of cutting-edge sciences, including neuroscience, must have contact with discourses prevalent in given cultural
groups and regions.
KAF: I’ve heard proponents of neuro-enhancement argue that the decision to enhance one’s own brain should
be a matter of personal choice. They emphasize the benefits to society of individuals who are smarter, cheerier,
etc. Are these arguments persuasive in the East?
SK: This is a complex issue. It seems to me that under certain kinds of cosmology, the body and possibly the
mind as well, are conceptualized as part of the nature. In this view, it is not moral to attempt excessive human
intervention to change the mind and body. Maybe it is justified to fix problems nature caused (as in medicine, for
example). But it is considered immoral to use performance-enhancing drugs, for example. I have some hunch that
this kind of cosmology might be somewhat stronger in a more holistic culture where the human is seen as
connected to and embedded within the cosmos. Of course, here, I take it for granted that neuroenhancement is
analogous to performance enhancement. I am curious to see what the proponents of neuroenhancement may say
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and how they justify it. If they justify neuroenhancement, I also wonder if they justify performance enhancement
as well in, say, the Olympics Games or MLB.
KAF: What is the greatest mystery that cultural neuroscientists have yet to solve?
SK: There are many mysteries. For example, I have begun to suspect that neuroscience measures are often
extremely sensitive to social and cultural variables in a way behavioral or even self-report measures are not. I
discussed this in some length in our Annual Review (in press) piece. Why? It is not entirely clear. Or consider
evolution. Why is it that our DNA is nearly identical to non-human primates and, yet, only we have what we call
culture? Only humans have schools, civil traditions, city hall, and airplanes, to say nothing of language. Why?
Across cultures, prevalence of mental illnesses like depression, anxiety disorders, and schizophrenia appears to
vary quite a bit. Is this a matter of biology alone? Might culture be part of the explanation? Some studies show
that personality has some high degree of consistency, whereas some others suggest strong malleability. How
come? How might culture be part of a solution to this paradox? Many such questions are in some way within
reach within our lifetime I suppose. But there are some big ones as well. The most important is to find out how to
integrate cultural processes (which are essentially historical) within a broader scheme of evolution (which is
essentially biological), thereby overcoming the duality of nurture and nature.
KAF: What do you think the most exciting area of cultural neuroscience research will be in the next twenty
years? Fifty years?
SK: I would bet that in the next 10 or 20 years we will know much more about how what we have so far
regarded as basic psychological or neural processes might be qualified by socio-cultural processes. We will
know much more about how cross-culturally variable polymorphisms or other genes might be causally related to
certain neural and behavioral processes. We may also begin to understand why that might be the case. We will
also begin to know exactly how biology has prepared us to acquire culture. This analysis would require a lot of
careful developmental studies. Although these studies have yet to be done, they will be sooner or later.
What will happen after a half century? One would hope, as I do, that many of the questions I have just
considered will begin to be addressed and understood within a more or less coherent framework. Some big
picture may be coming into sight. Or, alternatively. we might be getting back to a kind of basics – to the kinds of
observations and theories made by some of the giants in the social and biological sciences like Freud, Darwin,
Marx, and others. In terms of a cosmology based on linear change and progress, this might seem like a disaster.
But consider an alternative cosmology, one that says such events are circular rather than linear. The real question
becomes how much more expanded and elaborated, or how much deeper and fine-grained, our view is going to
be in twenty of fifty years time. From the perspective of a more dialectical cosmology, getting back to those
giants once again might be a really good thing.
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Really great interview. Thanks! Kinda wish he had mentioned neuroanthropology when asked about
working with anthropology. Collaboration is moving beyond principle at this point!
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