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03: The No-Frills, Four-Part Brain 

 So this segment is our introduction to the brain. But before we start: why is it no-frills? 

 For this series, time and again I am going to refer to complex brain structures and events via 

simplified models. For example, we all know the brain is complicated, and I suspect that most of us 

would guess that it really has more than four parts, even if we wouldn’t know what those might be. 

 Yet I’d have you consider that, nonetheless, we can talk meaningfully about the brain by only 

talking about four general parts of it. To do this, raise your right hand before your face, palm toward 

you. (My thanks to Dr. Daniel Siegel in his book Mindsight for the example.)  

 Notice the palm of your hand, and then let your gaze go downwards, over your wrist, down your 

forearm. Imagine now that your palm and the upper part of your wrist are the deepest, most basic 

regions of your brain, sitting right atop your spinal cord (or, here, your forearm). This part of the brain, 

represented by palm and upper wrist, we are going to call the Brainstem. Again, this is no-frills: a lot of 

very distinct, complicated brain structures are in this area, with cool names such as the midbrain, the 

pons, and the medulla, with lots of other Greek-Latin names besides. We’re going to keep it simple, 

though—and for now we’re not going to worry what the brainstem does, but rather focus only on that it 

is. 

 Now, with your palm facing you, move your thumb inward (toward the left) until it is sitting in 

the middle of the palm. The thumb has now become our model of the Limbic System. As much as 

possible, try to keep your thumb’s first knuckle/thumbnail at a right angle to the rest of the thumb, 

forming almost a perch in the middle of your palm. 

 Now, spread the four remaining fingers apart as if to form the number 4. Wiggle them a bit. 

These four fingers represent the Cortex (or you might see neocortex). Think about a picture of the brain, 

with all the squiggly, worm-like stuff on top. That’s your fingers. That’s the cortex. 

 (And BTW: the brainstem and the limbic system make up what’s below the cortex, and thus they 

are often called the Subcortex. We’ll see that one pop up from time to time.) 

 Finally, take those four fingers and fold them down over the thumb, onto the palm of your hand. 

Your four fingers are now pressing into the base of the palm of your hand, the four fingernails looking 

right back at you. In our model, this is still cortex, but it is a special part of the cortex called the 

Prefrontal Cortex. This is a special part of the cortex that is going to play a major role in our U.S.S 

Enterprise/Battleship Brain. Don’t forget it. 

 Now take your semi-fist of a hand and rotate it clockwise by ninety degrees. You should now be 

looking at the thumb-side of your hand, the thumb tucked in away from you, your index finger curled 

over the top of it. This actually isn’t a bad representation of your brain sliced down the middle and seen 

from the side. 

 There you have it: your first brain briefing. Keep that in mind, and always remember our 

ultimate goal:  Decontaminating the Radioactive Emotions of War to Create a Radiating, Emotion-

Filled Deployment Back Into Life. So time to board the ship. See you next time. 


