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Abstract

Marratives are an important component of culture and play a central role in
transmitting social values. Little is known, however, about how the brain of a
listener /reader processes narratives. A receiver's response to narration is
influenced by the narrator's framing and appeal to values. Narratives that
appeal to “protected values,” including core personal, national, or religions
values, may be particularly effective at influencing receivers. Protected values
resist compromise and are tied with identity, affective value, moral decision-
making, and other aspects of social cognition. Here, we investigated the neural
mechanisms underlying reactions to protected values in narratives. During
fMRI scanning, we presented 78 American, Chinese, and Iranian participants
with real-life stories distilled from a corpus of over 20 million weblogs. Reading
these stories engaged the posterior medial, medial prefrontal, and temporo-
parietal cortices. When participants believed that the protagonist was appealing
to a protected value, signal in these regions was increased compared with when
no protected value was perceived, possibly reflecting the intensive and iterative
search required to process this material. The effect strength also varied across
groups, potentially reflecting cultural differences in the degree of concern for

protected values.
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