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‘If  I am right, that the story of  the Western 
world is one of  increasing left hemisphere 
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humane, systemic, holistic but relatively tentative and inarticulate 
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9What is the argument, and why does it matter?

IM: 
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last three or four years that we have started having to teach children 
how to read the human face.’

Of course, in itself it’s alarming that a proportion of our children 
are no longer able to understand implicit communication, not even 
so much as to respond appropriately to the face of their fellow human 
beings. In the past such problems would have been confined to children 
on the autistic spectrum. But more than that – it fell into place with 
other messages I had been getting from teachers since the publication 
of the book. These teachers reported that in just the last few years their 
children had become unable to carry out tasks involving sustained 
attention, tasks that ten years ago almost every child would have been 
able to do easily. When you put that together with research suggesting 
that children are now less empathic than they used to be, you get a 
startling picture. Because each of these faculties – the ability to read 
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Now suppose also that it could be shown – because indeed it 
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about. The amazing thing is consciousness itself, and it doesn’t get 
more explicable by saying ‘it’s matter’. You have just kicked the can 
further down the road. 

Though people talk of the problem of consciousness, I would be 
inclined to turn things on their head and say, ‘What problem? The real 
problem is matter.’ Consciousness we know inside and out; but matter, 
that is closed to us. In fact it is its closed quality, its way of o�ering 
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merely unreliable versions of a procedure, and have to be ‘operation-
alised’ by algorithms that a machine could follow. This produces a 
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IM: 
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JR: That’s a pretty 
important claim 
for anybody trying 
to act constructively 
in the world. Why 
exactly do things 
that are most 
valuable evade 
measurement?

JR: When you say that, part of me nods along, but I am conscious that 
many others believe the Industrial Revolution, for instance, was a huge 
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is tired from the real business of amassing wealth, but is what gives 
meaning to life, and wealth is only good in so much as it enables a 
richer culture to flourish. This is not done by immersing ourselves 
more and more in technological gadgetry that removes us from the 
business of embodied existence. 

JR: 
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I might add that social historians and anthropologists of the 
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JR: 
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whether the brain hemispheres do or do not have the characteristics 
I describe. Either the attentional di�erences between the hemispheres 
are what we find, or they are not. That the attentional di�erences 
result in di�erent views of the world and di�erence priorities is both 
inevitable a priori, and demonstrably the case. It is not a matter of 
interpretation, as it would be to say that knowledge of our brains 
shows we are Machiavellian machines. 

What you do with that politically is up to you. By inclination,  
I am not much interested in politics. But if my hypothesis is right, 
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we are already taking, only stronger: it involves a complete re-think 
of what our lives are about. 

For example, one of the worst aspects of modern life is the divorce 
between work and the community where one lives, the image of which 
is the packed commuter train. This way of living destroys communi-
ties, takes a huge toll on individual health and happiness, wastes 
energy on a massive scale and pollutes the environment. One might 
be tempted to think that one part of the solution to that would be the 
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just an unwanted space where boredom must be driven out by constant 
stimulation of one kind or another. Leisure is pointless without knowing 
what to do with it – otherwise it just gets filled up with ‘noise’. In any 
system that is full of noise the true message will be lost. As Josef Pieper 
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In the past a foundation of spiritual values (whether or not individuals 
succeeded in living up to them is quite another matter), a sense of how 
what we do here might look sub specie aeternitatis, framed human 
intention, and an education in the humanities underwrote that at the 
secular level. Now each of these lodestars has been jettisoned, and the 
intuition of another realm of value – other than the material one – has 
been largely lost. I know that other concerns, those for the long-term 
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Having said all of that, there is evidence that our way of life does 
make us sick, and it seems fairly certain that depression is on the in-
crease. One way to look at this is to study the trends across immigrant 
generations at a moment in time: Mexican immigrants to the USA 
start with a low level of mental illness, but increase in proportion to 
the time spent in the US. The lifetime prevalence of any mental disor-
der in one large study was 18 percent for Mexican immigrants with less 
than 13 years in the US, 32 percent for those with more than 13 years, 
but only for those born in the US did it approximate, at 49 percent, 
the national rate for the whole US.29 

When one considers that we have got better and better at manipu-
lating the world, yet less and less able to discern any meaning in our 
lives – the topic of an e-book I released earlier this year – this is per-
haps not surprising. The stability of social networks outside work, 
a sense of being trusted by, and able to trust, one’s work colleagues, 
a sense of belonging, a sense of mastery of a skill, are all important 
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to do with the respective levels of corruption in the two societies. 
Untrustworthiness is costly: a few do excellently well by doing very little, 
while the rest must slave to make up. It has often been pointed out that 
groups with a high level of mutual trust, such as Orthodox Jews, can 
out-compete others in certain areas of trade because they know they 
can rely 100 percent on one another’s word. The City of London used 
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its assessment of what it understands and knows, and has one driving 
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the nature  of what they are about. Add to that a managerial culture 
that is imposing itself on our doctors, teachers and even, little by 
little, on judges, and the e�ect is complete. One can’t help thinking 
that the more broadly educated professionals of the past would have 
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For the more intellectual, it means re-embedding things in the 
humanities. There should be a strong encouragement of history, clas-
sics, philosophy, literature, music, drama and art. All children should 
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IM: Watch an animal explore its environment. It tries something 
and then recoils, it tries something else and recoils again, but then 
goes forward and onward until it recoils again – and so it finds the 
right path to what it is seeking. This is an intelligent way to succeed 
and to survive. An animal that ploughs on regardless of evidence that 
it is in danger will not survive. Many great steps forward in the history 
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(say) the locus of rationality and the image of the world post Industrial 
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I o�er this is a slightly mischievous way. But there is a degree of 
seriousness about it 
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reason out what we should and shouldn’t do. These might be the preferred 
approaches one would expect in a world that trusts the human capacities 
McGilchrist associates with the left hemisphere. But there are all sorts 
of reasons for believing that they are now not serving us well – and they 
also sideline and misunderstand a third tradition that it seems possible 
to associate more with the capacities associated with right hemisphere 
functioning. This is virtue ethics. Virtue ethics takes the ups and downs 
of life as the basic stu� of ethics and cultivates the ability to reflect upon 
experience so as to learn from mistakes, tolerate the uncertainties of 
living, nurture the habits that enable one to flourish, and over time gain a 
feel for how to live well – that lived sense of understanding we might call 
practical wisdom.

The second thought is not unrelated and has to do with McGilchrist’s 
central thesis that the way the hemispheres function constrains how 
we perceive the world. If it is right that we have broadly two ways of 
attending to life, one focused and directive, the other open and connect
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Social and environmental concern – and motivation to take action 
in line with such concern – is shaped importantly by our values. And our 
values, in turn, are shaped by many aspects of our experience – includ-
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strongly with my understanding of legal and institutional processes 
in the patent system.

The patent system is multi-institutional and decisions often combine 
rich contextual and historical reasoning with technical and scientific 
facts. This di�usion of reference points between judicial and administra-
tive institutions has led to an over-use of certain heuristics that seems 
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see the world as more connected but also more uncertain and to 
explore ways of improving the functioning of the whole system 
even if the steps to that improvement appear clumsy and cannot 
promise specific outcomes.

b.
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neuropsychological underpinning to this e�ect, or is it su�cient for us 
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Emma lindley is a social scientist with a particular interest in education about 
mental illness and senior researcher in the Social Brain Centre.
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In light of which, we should not ask how Iain’s argument could have 
practical implications: it is alre
W ncques5905222s argument could have 
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inhabit we are increasingly in thrall to the left hemisphere’s ‘take’ and that 
this is radically a�ecting our behaviour and, as a consequence, the very 
substance of the actual world we are living in. And it is sending us to hell 
in a handcart.

This is surely explanation in spades. No wonder that the Social Brain 
Centre, with its concern to see how, more generally, what we are learning 
about the brain might have ‘tangible practical and policy implications’, 
pricks up its ears.

But no wonder too that a reading of Iain’s book as explanatory raises 
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account of our world. Iain categorically denies that he is o�ering any 
causal explanations in the first place.

Explanation, description or something else?
So is Iain trying to eat his cake and havDC 
y cm
[tructTm
[w eatn ca else?
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phenomenological world into being. Such a causal explanation would 
surely have to include a watertight causal explanation of the relationship 



73



74 

narrowed down the range of ways of understanding the world. But we 
don’t need to get into an argument about whether our culture’s predilec-
tion for reductive explanation over all other ways of accounting for the 
world is a function of left hemisphere-domination or not. We can surely 
agree as a matter of simple observation that that is, increasingly, the 
predilection. I �
/T1_1 1 Tf0(e can sur)23(eati)23(v)45(e e)22(xplanation o)45(af)-76( 135DC 
BTn,the )]nr cuth
/Scxconstrr a
/T1_1 1 Tf
11 0 0 11 195.5905 206.8661 Tm
[(pr)23(edilection. I �
/69(et into an cult</MCIDis)1o)4, cule 
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It provides a new sort of understanding of a problem already perceived but 
seemingly without solution. Seen in this way, the practical value of Iain’s 
book conforms with the old joke. ‘How many psychotherapists does it take 
to change a light bulb? Only one, but the light bulb needs to want to be 
changed.’ The agent needs to see a problem and to want to do something 
about it for Iain’s broader thesis to be of potential use. This criterion, I 
would suggest, might steer the Social Brain Centre into selecting those 
cases of practical work and policy-making that might be susceptible to the 
beneficial influence of Iain’s account of our predicament.

To give an example: governments (or at least quite a few politicians on 
all sides) seem aware of the deleterious e�ect on education of increasing 
government interference in what goes on in schools. But their solutions 
tend only to increase the bureaucratic interference, making the problem 
worse. (If anyone thinks the new Free School policy is an exception, they 
should talk to people trying to set up free schools.) Seeing the danger-
ously self-compounding nature of this approach in the larger context 
expounded in Iain’s book might help politicians to realise they need a 
radically di�erent approach. I am not asking anyone to hold their breath; 
I’m simply trying to indicate the sort of area of policy it might be produc-
tive for the Social Brain Centre to make use of Iain’s book.

In the simplest terms, Iain’s book provides a new, bigger picture and 
(in my view) an immensely suggestive one within which to understand our 
narrowly disaggregated problems. Understanding a problem is the first 
necessary stage in trying to deal with it; and for those already perceiving the 
need to do something about our problems, Iain’s book seems to me to have 
the potential to be of great use. Even if what he says is still ‘only a meta-
phor’ – even, perhaps, if it only ever remains one – it is a metaphor with 
great power to stir the imagination. And without imagination we are sunk. 
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‘To see the organism in nature, the nervous system in the organism, the 
brain in the nervous system, the cortex in the brain is the answer to the 
problems which haunt philosophy. And when thus seen they will be seen 
to be in, not as marbles are in a box but as events are in history, growing, 
never finished process.’44 (p.142)

We need to work harder to bring that kind of holistic and balanced 
perspective to bear. Here I think a stronger case needs to be made for – 
and I don’t even think we have good terms for such things – Narrative 
touchstones? Indirect relevance? Persuasive metaphors? In his feedback 
reflection John Wakefield calls it ‘an understanding’ and that might be 
enough. Whatever we call it, we need to find a way to give greater epis-
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Appendix 1

Some suggested questions for discussion at the RSA Workshop:

General

1.	 What kind of impression does the argument as a whole make on 
you? ie is your response broadly one of eg qualified intellectual 
agreement, general emotional revulsion, or renewed political 
commitment? 

2.	 Does the thesis change how you view the challenges the 
world faces and how we might act on them? If so, why? If not, 
why not?

Scientific

3.	 Does the Science stack up? If you are not qualified to say, how 
much does the Scientific warrant matter to you? In what ways 
does the argument as a whole need ‘the brain’ to give it intel-
lectual warrant and traction?

Philosophical

4.	 The shift from asking what the respective hemispheres do 
(functional) to asking what they are like (phenomenological) 
seems to be of fundamental importance to why the hemispheric 
perspective has social and cultural relevance. Given how much 
seems to follow from this shift of emphasis, how might we work 
to make it more intuitive?y15(a4d6(c)-a[26CID 5210b)-a[pan <<na1(gi-a[26enolstDC 
BT
gthMCID 5221n <<link 240.9449 510.8661 Tm
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From ‘The Book’ to ‘The Argument’

‘Where is the edge of this knowledge? What are the known unknowns?’ 
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Iain also expressed sympathy for Guy Claxton’s reaction to his work, 
which was a more qualified mixture of admiration and ambivalence. Guy 
said that he found the work beautiful and admirable, but it also left him 
a little uneasy. He likened the discussion document to ‘a rabbit warren’, 
and felt that through Iain’s knowledge of the topic and fluency in so 
many areas, that he could often duck down into a di�erent rabbit hole 
to get out of really answering some of the direct questions that were posed 
there. Guy also made an instructive comparison with Stephen Batchelor’s 
description of his experience of ‘escaping’ from Tibetan Buddhism, 
which was related to the experience of being inside ‘a highly elaborate 
and fully internally consistent bubble that, from the inside, o�ers vast 



Divided brain, divided world86 

and consciousness, and is suitably scientific in choosing to be tentative 
on matters wher /Ldsnesequg to be(onocal. Tentiat said,n c)my mioushntative 
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In the context of these scholastic qualifications, it was good to hear 
Rita Carter say that Iain ‘doesn’t go far enough’. She went further and 
suggested that it felt like Iain doesn’t like what he’s saying enough, and 
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Constraints
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14.	 (From Iain McGilchrist) Interestingly this also reflects the relationship between 
these two kinds of thinking, that of the left hemisphere and of the right: the left 
hemisphere cannot understand the value of what the right contributes, whereas 
the right does understand the value of what the left contributes. This is the 
basis of the story behind the title The Master and his Emissary. The story is as 
follows: There was once a wise spiritual master, who was the ruler of a small but 
prosperous domain, and who was known for his selfless devotion to his people. 
As his people flourished and grew in number, the bounds of this small domain 
spread; and with it the need to trust implicitly the emissaries he sent to ensure the 
safety of its ever more distant parts. It was not just that it was impossible for him 
personally to order all that needed to be dealt with: as he wisely saw, he needed 
to keep his distance from, and remain ignorant of, such concerns. And so he 
nurtured and trained carefully his emissaries, in order that they could be trusted. 
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