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Mesulam (1995) Lecturer's Précis from Conference Notes 

In this conference paper, Marsel Mesulam [university homepage] offered some new insights into the 

phenomenon of hemineglect [Wikipedia briefing]. To begin with, he posed the question why the left hand is 

as dumb as it is when it has just as many fingers as the right and a lifetime to learn to do what the right 

hand has been doing. It just seems not to have bothered, and this is one of the (many) factors leading to 

the conventional view of there being a dominant-linguistic cerebral hemisphere assisted by a non-

dominant-non-linguistic one. 

But Mesulam then went on to argue that the minor hemisphere was perhaps not so minor after all. He 

reviewed literature using the Wada amytal technique [Wikipedia briefing] of hemispheric suppression. Where 

the left hemisphere is momentarily suppressed, then typically there is no resulting hemineglect (although 

this effect is traditionally difficult to test in isolation because the linguistic person is simultaneously 

suppressed). On the other hand, where the right hemisphere is suppressed, there is a severe left neglect, 

and a mild right neglect. 

With naturally occurring CVAs, however, few lesions involve an entire cerebral hemisphere. Single 

processes can be damaged within a single hemisphere, giving rise to "clinical subtypes" of neglect. Thus 

if the sensory representation of the world (and that includes the attentional mechanisms which support 

sensation) is damaged you get a sensory neglect. Similarly, if the motor representation of the world is 

damaged you get an exploratory neglect, and if the motivational processes are damaged you get a 

motivational neglect. 

And with normal subjects, PET scanning shows evidence of right hemisphere involvement in the 

planning of right hand exploration. This is highly counter-intuitive, because only the left hemisphere's 

motor cortex is in a position to issue the final muscle commands to the right hand. And as to why this 

should be, he showed the following diagram:   

Mesulam's (1995) Model of the Lateralisation of the Internal Mapping of External Space: Here is a coronal section 

through the two cerebral hemispheres. The sensory representation of space is shown as "FOCAL SENSATION", and is 

carried out in the posterior parietal areas. Dealing with the motor aspects of space is shown as "MOTOR PLANNING", 

and is carried out in a number of frontal premotor fields such as the frontal eye fields. And the motivation to act within 

space (that is to say, processing which relates to where the subject wants or needs to be) is shown as "WILLING", and is 

https://www.feinberg.northwestern.edu/faculty-profiles/az/profile.html?xid=11876
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hemispatial_neglect
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wada_test


carried out in the anterior portion of the cingulate gyrus. Note that all proposed processes are contralaterally organised 

except one (see the red exclamation mark), which seems to plan bilateral action. Hence the central thesis of this paper, 

namely that whilst the left hemisphere maps the spatial coordinates of the right half of the world, the right 

hemisphere maps the spatial coordinates of both halves. Right hemisphere lesions are therefore much more likely 

to give rise to left body neglect than left hemisphere lesions are to give rise to right body neglect. 
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Public Domain Support Material 

Professor Mesulam has literally hundreds of similar research papers available in full text on PubMed - 

click here. 

YouTube Wada technique in action (9 mins.) 

YouTube neglect cases (3 mins.) 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?sort=pubdate&term=Mesulam+MM&cauthor_id=36331542
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0R60rlMUJ2E
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