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Broca’s region: battles are not won by ignoring half of

the facts
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We welcome opinions about the role of Broca’s area in
higher-order cognition. Nevertheless, it was with some-
what of a surprise that we read the recent contribution by
Grodzinsky and Santi [1] on this topic. Although they write
that ‘Broca’s region might well be multifunctional’ [1],
Grodzinsky and Santi nevertheless conclude that the main
role of Broca’s region (more specifically Brodmann’s areas
44 and 45) in language comprehension is related to ‘syn-
tactic movement’. Indefrey and colleagues [2] have shown
that Broca’s region has a role in syntactic encoding during
language production, a result that could not be accounted
for in terms of syntactic movement.

Nevertheless, even if one restricted discussion to
language comprehension, it is quite remarkable that Grod-
zinsky and Santi [1] have ignored one set of highly relevant
data points. Many neuroimaging studies show the involve-
ment of Broca’s region in semantic aspects of language
understanding. For instance, Rodd and colleagues [3]
showed that inferior frontal cortex (including BA 44 and
45 [4]) is sensitive to whether words in a sentence have
multiple meanings or not. Sentences, such as ‘There were
dates and pears in the kitchen bowl’ led to a stronger
increase in activation in left inferior frontal cortex (in-
cluding Broca’s region) compared with sentences without
homophones (e.g. ‘There was beer and cider on the kitchen
shelf). In our own work we showed that an increase in the
semantic integration load of spoken words or co-speech
gestures leads to increased activation in Broca’s region
[5,6]. We want to stress that we are not referring to a
finding from only a few studies. In a recent review we
showed that 14 out of 16 neuroimaging studies on semantic
aspects of sentence comprehension found reliable acti-
vation of left inferior frontal cortex (including, but not
restricted to, BA44 and 45) [7] (see also Ref. [8]).

From a broader perspective, the fact that Grodzinsky
and Santi [1] wobble between a multifunctional account of
Broca’s region and a very specific account, illustrates the
core of the problem. It is questionable whether cortical
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regions like Broca’s region follow the ‘one-area-one-func-
tion rule’. Instead, Broca’s region might be part of multiple
networks, in which it is the network as a whole, rather than
the single node, which determines its function [9] (see Ref.
[10] for discussion).

In short, it seems that assigning a syntax-specific role
to Broca’s region in language understanding is prema-
ture and unwarranted given the available evidence. We
propose to stop battling over which single (linguistic)
function is to be assigned to Broca’s region. Only if we
consider all of the relevant data about the role of Broca’s
region, will we be able to arrive at a more adequate
account of its role in language processing and other
cognitive domains. No battle is ever won by ignoring
half of the facts.
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