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10:  The Functions of the Parts of the Brain: The Cortex 

 In this segment, we get to know the cortex (or, as it’s sometimes called, the neocortex), all those 

worm-like folds on the top of the brain that hit you first when you look at a picture of the brain in a 

textbook or on a website.  

 First, let’s review what the limbic system has taught us about the goal of our “Mission to 

Healing”: 

THROUGH CONSISTENT, POSITIVE EXPERIENCES,  

1. TO LEARN TO SELF-SOOTHE MORE EFFECTIVELY AND THEN  

2. ACTUALLY TO SELF-SOOTHE AS CONSISTENTLY AS POSSIBLE WHENEVER THE 

MIND/BODY RECALLS THE MOST PAINFUL MEMORIES OF WAR. 

So if the limbic system provides us the “what” of healing, the cortex (and its critical subsection, 

the prefrontal cortex) teach us the “how” of healing. For us in no-frills land, we’re going to say that the 

cortex helps us with #1 and the prefrontal cortex helps us with #2. 

So, first, the cortex. 

Go back to our hand model of the brain. Put your palm facing you (the brainstem) and then 

move your thumb onto it (the limbic system). Now wiggle your four remaining fingers. These four fingers 

will help you remember four of the crucial jobs of the cortex: 

1. Language: the cortex is necessary for us to learn words and to put words to use to make 

sense of our world and to help us get what we want. 

2. Perception: remember that the brainstem only gives us the data, or the screen pixels, if you 

will, of what we see, hear, smell, taste, touch, and feel inwardly. It only lets the limbic 

system know that “something’s coming!” It is the cortex that pulls those pixels together and 

allow us to realize that we are seeing our loved ones, hearing an incoming rocket, smelling 

the difference between diesel fuel and homemade apple pie, etc. 

3. Memory: Memory is a very complicated matter in the brain, drawing on a lot of parts both 

at different times and at the same time. Essentially, though, its home is in the cortex, where, 

more often than not, it guides us without our even “consciously” knowing it. 

4. Learning: Along with memory, then, comes learning, sort of a mixture of all three of the 

above. Sometimes we consciously “remember” what we have learned. Sometimes we 

“relive” what we have learned. In an amazing (though, admittedly, in this case a quite 

frightening) way, remembering how to ride a bicycle and remember a combat trauma can, 

sadly, have very similar properties, even if technically they may arise out of “different” brain 

processes. 

In other words, think of the cortex as the brain’s big “processor.”  It takes in new crew members 

(emotional experiences), processes them, and then finds (or doesn’t) a place for them in our day-to-day 

lives. The cortex is the entire group of junior officers and enlisted personnel, the ones who carry out the 

orders of the head honchos by making sure that everyone is “on board” with what is to happen next. 
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You see? As a combat veteran or loved one of a combat veteran, you know a lot more about 

how the brain is organized than you may ever have thought. It’s just like another day at work. 

So our “Mission to Healing” still has the same goal: Decontaminating the Radioactive Emotions 

of War to Create a Radiating, Emotion-Filled Deployment Back into Life. We now know that what of 

the mission and the first how. So let’s move on to our last brain function and our second how: the 

prefrontal cortex. 

See you then. 


