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12:  The Ship’s Leadership: The Prefrontal Cortex 

 In this and the following three segments, we will bring our introduction to the brain and 

Battleship Brain/U.S.S. Enterprise to a close by identifying the key players who “oversee” the 

brain’s/ship’s activities. Most will be familiar to you. One will not. 

 For this tour of the ship, let’s start from the top and move down. For the “star” of the Star Trek 

series and the “star” of our own personal mental lives (at least in our minds) is right there at the top, on 

the Bridge (prefrontal cortex): Captain James T. Kirk, portrayed valiantly and handsomely in the original 

series by William Shatner and in the most recent movie series by Chris Pine. 

 What more is there to say, really? The Captain is in control (at least by the end of every 

episode/movie). He sees the dangers ahead. He responds to them. He keeps the mission in mind. He’s 

the hero. 

 Well, in the brain, I’m afraid, there is more to say. 

 In one very important way, the brain does correspond to the show: our brains’ Captain Kirks are 

indeed responsible for keeping the mission in mind. Captain Kirk (from now on, he stands for the 

prefrontal cortex) is the one who contains the brain’s capacity to think about the future and to try to 

work toward it. If you’re going to heal, Kirk will need to keep his eye constantly on that process. 

 But the part about Kirk’s being in control?  Well…that’s, shall we say, a bit more complicated. 

 Indeed our Kirks do see dangers and respond to them. The question is not whether our Captains 

see or respond; the question is when they do.  

In addition, we do hope our Kirks maintain some control over the ship.  But here’s the thing: 

about the best we can hope for will be that Kirk will get enough control of the ship to allow us to re-

deploy successfully into life. Fortunately for us humans, Kirk can do that without being fully in control. 

Good thing for us, because in the brain, Kirk is never fully in control of anything. Much more on 

that later. 

So, might our hope lie instead with the ship’s second-in-command, the Star Trek character even 

most non-Trekkies have heard of: Mr. Spock? 

Sorry, nope. The brain doesn’t have a Mr. Spock. 

For the non-Trekkies out there: Spock, the Leonard Nimoy/Zachary Quinto character with the 

pointed ears, is half-human/half-Vulcan. Vulcans are a race of people who are particularly adept at 

suppressing emotion, such that they are essentially beings that can use “pure” logic without the 

interference of those pesky limbic system annoyances. 

Again, sorry: no matter how much we want to try to be “purely logical,” for us humans, there is 

no such thing. We already know why this is the case because we already know how the brain works: the 

brainstem and the limbic system have already had a good crack at the apple of any incoming experience 

long before Captain Kirk even knows what’s going on below deck.  
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Just because the brain doesn’t have a Mr. Spock, though, we shouldn’t believe that his 

“character”—one of great internal conflict between logic and emotion—is not relevant to our mission. 

Far from it. We will not meet him again, however, until the conclusion of the series. Spock fans, hang in 

there. 

So if Spock’s not second-in-command in Battleship Brain/U.S.S. Enterprise, then who is? Well, if 

we remember our mission— Decontaminating the Radioactive Emotions of War to Create a Radiating, 

Emotion-Filled Deployment Back Into Life—might we not better be able to see how the 

decontamination of emotion will ultimately need to be supervised by someone who can tell when a 

crew member is sick with radiation and when not?  

In other words, we need a good doctor. 

So, in our next segment, let’s meet the brain’s version of Dr. Leonard “Bones” McCoy, physician 

of the U.S.S Enterprise.  See you then. 


