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1 IN TWO MINDS 
 

By way of initial introduction, the nature of the mind has long been debated in the historic context of metaphysics. However, in 

the modern context of materialism, we might assume that logic is all that is require to explain the functioning of the mind and 

the brain, based on physical laws, e.g. physics and biology. So, even within this simple introduction, we might understand that 

the sequence of cause and effect between the brain and the mind is obviously complex and therefore describing exactly how 

this ‘partnership’ functions might be difficult to say the least. Often, this partnership is likened to a computer model, where the 

brain takes the role of hardware, while the mind assumes the role of software, although most may accept that this model to be 

woefully inadequate to describe the complexity of the human brain. 

 

How might we proceed from this point? 

 

This discussion is described as a ‘commentary’ rather than a review in that it will seek to ‘debate’ some of the ideas presented 

in a book by Iain McGilchrist entitled ‘The Master and his Emissary’, first published in 2009. While the title of the book is used as 

a metaphor, the story of the master and his emissary is also an allegory used to convey a deeper meaning about the functioning 

of the brain. In brief, the story is about a ‘master’, whose role is complemented by that of an ‘emissary’, who performs certain 

functions on behalf of the master. However, over time, the emissary seeks to function independently of the master, such that 

the ‘partnership’ is put at risk. Exactly how the book maps the role of the master and emissary onto the structure of the brain 

requires the review of nearly 600 pages, such that the idea is simply being introduced at this stage. However, in the context of 

this commentary, we might wish to consider some preliminary questions as to 

whether there is any evolutionary rationale to support the idea that the brain 

might support two distinct functions, starting with a rather deep question.   

 

What is the evolutionary purpose of life? 

 

While the cartoon right is obviously a gross simplification of some 3.8 billion years 

of evolution, the sound-bite: ‘eat, survive, reproduce’ is not necessarily a 

ridiculous summation for most lifeforms on planet Earth, at least, until the 

appearance of homo sapiens. Of course, by the time homo sapiens appeared, 

evolution had already established most of the functional blueprint underpinning the physiology and neurology of most species. 

Within the long process of evolution, the ‘eat-survive’ component of the sound-bite has invariably taken place within what 

might be described as a predator-prey model, while also making reference to the evolutionary idea of survival of the fittest. 

However, by way of a generalisation, we might realise that most lifeforms can be both predator and prey, such that survival 

might have required the brain to develop two distinct modes of operation.  

 

Note: When in predator mode, the conscious aspect of the mind may want to focus all its attention on the prey. 

However, we might recognise that this may not be the best survival strategy, if this focus leaves you open to becoming 

the prey of another predator. As such, we might perceive an evolutionary benefit for part of the brain being 

simultaneously aware of the wider environment without distracting attention away from the task at hand. As a slight 

aside, it might also be speculated that a rudimentary form of consciousness may have evolved within this predator-prey 

model, as without an awareness of self, it is difficult to define what is predator or prey. As such, both predator and prey, 

required some primitive form of self-awareness, long before consciousness, where the boundary of ‘self’ comes to define 

what needs to be protected in order to survive. 

 

Again, only as a starting point, the book under review appears to develop the idea of a duality of brain function, as outlined in 

the note above, which corresponds to a functional difference between the left and right hemispheres. As such, each 

hemisphere possibly has a different attention span and perception of reality, which plays the role of the master and the 

emissary. The following note now attempts to extend the previous evolutionary predator-prey model towards the idea of a 

two-brain model that we might better recognise in ourselves today.  
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Note: When reading a book, each word has to be read in sequence from which we might construct an image. In contrast, 

a picture is first perceived as an image in its entirety, after which we may deconstruct the image by focusing on specific 

details. Of course, when we watch a film, it requires both words and pictures to be process simultaneously, such that the 

two previous abilities are somehow merged into a single perception. However, we might realise that the ability to 

process both words and pictures, as outlined, is a relatively new ability within human evolutionary history. Likewise, it is 

now known that separate functions of the brain can reside in different hemispheres.  

 

While the note above might not be compatible with the author’s left-right brain model, it might provide an initial explanation of 

the title of this discussion, i.e. In Two Minds. Of course, whether in the form of words, pictures or a combination of both, homo 

sapiens appear to have increasingly evolved an ability to create an internal model of an external reality. Of course, this is only 

an abstract perception, which might be described as a metaphysical construct of some external reality. In this context, we might 

readily understand that what we perceived in the mind may actually be very different from the external reality that surrounds 

us. The following quote is taken from a book called 'Why We Feel: The Science of Human Emotions’ and possibly articulates the 

potential scope of this difference between internal perception and external reality.  

 

Most of us believe that the world is full of light, colours, sounds, sweet tastes, noxious smells, ugliness, and beauty, but 

this is undoubtedly a grand illusion. Certainly, the world is full of electromagnetic radiation, air pressure waves, and 

chemicals dissolved in air or water, but that non-biological world is pitch dark, silent, tasteless, and odourless. All 

conscious experiences are emergent properties of biological brains, and they do not exist outside of those brains. 

 

In part, the reason for questioning the role of evolution before discussing the thesis of the book is that it might offer some 

initial causal rationale for the physical structure of the brain and the metaphysical structure of the mind. If we start with the 

assumption that physical reality exists and the brain physically exist within this reality, it does not necessarily preclude the idea 

that the evolution of a physical brain was not affected by the evolution of the metaphysical mind. Clearly, both aspects have 

evolved over time, such that we might perceive a ‘chicken and egg’ situation, although it is not unreasonable to assume that 

both were evolutionary adaptations to changes in the physical environment within a predator-prey model. As suggested earlier, 

we might also assume that the scope of human consciousness did not simply spring into existence fully formed, such that we 

might seek a staged process of evolution, possibly starting with a very limited form of self-awareness, which simply defined the 

physical boundary of what needed to be protected to ensure survival. Within this initial model, self-awareness did not have a 

purpose beyond ‘eat, survive, reproduce’, such that it might not have been able to consciously direct its own evolution, 

although this may now be a possibility for humanity. If so, the evolution of the human brain and mind might have to be 

considered within an expanding model of consciousness, where the initial stages of evolution were possibly a matter of random 

chance guided only by the survival of the fittest, but now subject to many other possibilities. 

 

Note: The goal of these discussions is, in part, to debate the thesis presented in the book entitled ‘The Master and his 

Emissary’. However, it is often easier to get an outline by way of a video presentation. Therefore, the reader may wish to 

first review some of the following videos by way of an initial introduction of the ideas to be discussed. The first video is 

considered an excellent starting point both in terms of brevity and scope: The Divided Brain. The second video: An 

Interview with Iain McGilchrist then widens the scope of the previous video. 

 

In addition, an appendix contains a critique of the book by Kenan Malik and a response by Iain McGilchrist in which he raises a 

concern that the reviewer may not have fully read the book and all its references. This criticism undoubtedly applies to this 

commentary process, although an honest attempt has been made to understand its primary arguments. Of course, 

misunderstanding and misinterpretation of all the arguments in a book, which contains some 350,000 words and 100’s of 

references, will have undoubtedly occurred. However, the purpose of this commentary is not really intended for the author, 

who in all probability will never read it, but rather for the more fundamental purpose of simply trying to understand, and 

debate, some of the issues under discussion.  

 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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Based on the previous outline, there has been a suggestion that our brains operate on what appears to be a two-brain model, 

i.e. left and right hemispheres, even though it is still capable of creating the perception of one conscious mind. However, before 

proceeding with the review of the ideas within the book itself, it might be useful to consider some of the wider interpretations 

of this model, starting with the often accepted idea that the left hemisphere of the brain is associated with more analytic, 

mathematical, logical functions, such that it might dominate logical reasoning. While, in contrast, the right hemisphere of the 

brain is often characterised as being more associated with emotional and creative functions, such that it may better help define 

our personality. We might try to illustrate this initial description in terms of the 

diagram right, before tabling some specific questions.  

 

Is this left-right description accurate? 

If not, what are the functions of each hemisphere?  

 

First, it might be highlighted that there appears to be no conclusive evidence 

that people use one hemisphere more than the other. This was the conclusion 

of a study by the University of Utah, involving 1000 people, which showed no 

obvious bias in the use of one hemisphere over the other. This study also 

concluded that personality type did not appear to be correlated towards the functioning of the left or right hemisphere, 

although it recognised that some functions were more dominant in one hemisphere than the other. However, while recognising 

this dominance, overall functionality appears to work best when in communication with the other hemisphere. Finally, there 

was no conclusive evidence that the right hemisphere was more associated with creativity, as creative thinking does not appear 

to depend on a single mental process or brain region. Of course, this is just one study and one opinion, which nevertheless may 

be used to reflect the scope of the debate surrounding this model.  

 

So, what is the scope of the brain left-right lateralization?  

 

At one level, brain lateralization is simply the recognition that some brain functions are more commonly found in one 

hemisphere rather than the other, although this can be reversed in some cases. In the basic model, the processing of language 

appears to be generally associated with the left hemisphere, although the right hemisphere may process verbal information 

when related to emotions. However, other studies have suggested that speech needs to be processed in both hemispheres in 

order to be fully understood. So, while the brain is undoubtedly lateralised, left and right, full functionality appears to require 

both hemispheres. However, if a region of the brain, or whole hemisphere, is damaged, other areas of the brain, even in the 

opposite hemisphere, can develop connections that may minimise the damage – see Neuroplasticity for more details.  

 

So, how might the brain hemispheres work together? 

 

While there is no certainty in any answer to this question, at this time, there does appear to be a rejection of left-right 

functionality divide, as implied by the diagram above. However, we do know that the brain is composed of two differentiated 

hemispheres, which are connected by a structure called corpus callosum. This structure is a thick band of nerve fibres, 

containing nearly 200 million axons, which facilitate the transfer of motor, sensory and cognitive information between the 

hemispheres. As such, we might assume that any damage, or severing, of the corpus callosum would mean that the left-right 

hemispheres of the brain could no longer communicate and that a person would literally end up in two minds.  

 

Note: The idea of ending up with a split brain, as a result of a surgical procedure called a corpus colostomy, would hardly 

appear to be a medical solution for any medical condition. However, while this may be a solution of last resort, the 

effects are often far less traumatic than the two-brain model might suggest – see video What Happens When You Sever 

the Corpus Callosum? for an informative insight. However, as a footnote, some people are born without a corpus 

callosum, but appear develop alternate connections between the left-right hemispheres. 

1.1 Two Brain Model 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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At this point, it might seem that there is some ambiguity in the functions within the left-right divide, such that we might try to 

separate what is known from what might still be speculation. We might start by stating that there is considerable evidence that 

each hemisphere is broadly connected to the activity on the opposite side of the body. Therefore, an injury to the left brain will 

impact physical coordination on the right side of the body. There is also some evidence that the number and quality of the 

connections between the two hemispheres may affect intelligence. Likewise, there is mounting evidence that the processing of 

visual and auditory sensory information, spatial manipulation and facial perception requires bilateral coordination, although 

there may be a bias towards the right hemisphere. Of course, this commentary needs to proceed with caution as it is simply 

attempting to understand the scope of the debate. 

 

Is there any validity in the two-brain model? 

 

First, the phrase ‘two-brain model’ is simply being used as a form of short-hand for the left-right hemisphere divide in the brain 

structure. This generalised model supports the idea that certain functions are dominant in a specific hemisphere, although the 

severing of the corpus callosum suggests that this is not necessarily an ‘all or nothing’ divide, even though certain functions can 

be seriously impaired. So, while there appears to be a rejection of the left-right model, at least, as presented in the initial 

diagram, there is evidence showing functional bias in both the left-right hemispheres. While the initial evidence outlined might 

reasonably be described as more anecdotal than proof, it does appear that the left hemisphere may be more dominant in 

certain tasks, such as reading, writing, speaking, arithmetic reasoning and understanding, which appears to be supported by 

experimental evidence. Likewise, it appears that the right hemisphere may be more dominant in visual perception, 

understanding spatial relationships, recognizing patterns, music and emotional expressions. However, this is a starting point, 

not a conclusion, as the purpose of this commentary is to try to consider the information presented in the book. This said, part 

of the reason for placing this discussion after the initial introduction of what was simply characterised as being ‘In Two Minds’ is 

that it might highlight that the weight of evidence, at this stage, should possibly be interpreted in terms of probability, not 

certainty.  

 

Note: By way of an alternative perspective, a 2014 article about ‘The Theory of Cognitive Modes’ by Stephen M. Kosslyn 

and Wayne Miller suggested that neuroscientists have long known that research does not support the claim that people 

differ in their left-right hemisphere thinking. While it is accepted that the functions of the hemispheres are different, the 

differences lie in how each side processes very specific kinds of information. For example, it is stated that the left 

hemisphere processes details of visible objects, whereas the right processes overall shape. Equally, while the left 

hemisphere plays a major role in grammar and decoding literal meaning, the right plays a role in understanding verbal 

metaphors and decoding indirect or implied meaning.  
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1.1.1 Sum of the Parts 
 

Clearly, anybody wishing to fully understand the thesis presented in ‘The Master and his Emissary’ needs to read the book, 

which is recommended. However, this review cannot detail all the arguments in each chapter, such that it will only attempt to 

add some commentary and debate, which may not always align with the author’s overall thesis.  

 

Note: A thesis is usually considered to be an original body of research, which 

while advancing various logical arguments in support of its proposition still 

requires further proof. However, if the difference between a thesis and a 

hypothesis is explained in terms of a logical premise versus experimental 

evidence, then the book ‘The Master and his Emissary’ may be both a thesis and 

hypothesis, as much supportive evidence is provided. However, whether 

described as a thesis or hypothesis, it is also a model, which can only attempt to 

explain the complexity of the real system by simplification, either in scope or 

detail, but invariably both.  

 

The scope and detail required to accurately describe the workings of the physical brain and metaphysical mind is a task that is 

currently beyond any field of science. As such, the phrase: ‘sum of the parts’ is subject to limited understanding, because 

science neither fully understands the mechanisms underpinning all the parts, let alone the sum total of its complexity. This said, 

it does not mean that this thesis cannot progress our understanding of a system comprising of hundreds of billions of neuron 

cells that interconnect in hundreds of trillions of permutations, only that we should proceed with caution, not certainty.  

 

What evidence might initially be cited in support of this thesis? 

 

In part, this was partly done in the opening discussion by making reference to evolution by natural selection, which is generally 

an accepted theory of how life evolved from its beginnings, possibly being little more than cause and effect chemistry through 

to the appearance of homo sapiens, when things become far more complicated. However, if we accept the general tenets of 

evolutionary theory, while highlighting that some do not, the idea of the brain having two different modes of operation in each 

hemisphere might be initially considered in terms of the predator-prey model, as previously outlined. Equally, although not 

necessarily an idea proposed by the author, it has been suggested that the complexity of consciousness in homo sapiens may 

have started out being little more than a basic sense of self-awareness.  

 

Note: Those who oppose the idea of evolution often cite the evolution of the eye as an impossibility because it is 

assumed that there are no obvious survival benefits in a half-way process. However, over the years considerable 

empirical evidence as accumulated that simple light detection is found in bacteria, single-celled organisms, plants and 

animals, while more complex, image-forming eyes have evolved independently several times. 

 

If we consider the argument above with respect to the evolution of the eye, then might it be possible that the complexity of our 

own human consciousness started along a similar evolutionary path in a much simpler form. If so, then the seemingly 

impossible complexity of human consciousness, which some assume must defy a scientific explanation, may be analogous to 

the evolution of the eye from a much simpler ability to detect light. While this is simply speculation, to which the author may 

not agree, it may anchor the discussion to a scientific framework rather than expanding into mysticism, religious belief or 

philosophic assumptions. Therefore, by first trying to correlate developments in the physical brain to some evolutionary 

process of cause and effect, based on survival, it may provide a logical starting point and suggest that the thesis may be on the 

right track. Of course, as indicated, the role of the conscious human mind undoubtedly adds much complexity, particularly if 

conscious decisions can, and have, affected the path of human evolution, especially over the last thousand years or so. 

 

But how might a metaphysical decision in the human mind affect the evolution of a physical brain? 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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Before addressing the previous question, this discussion wants to consider a tangential issue that has been mentioned in terms 

of mysticism, religious belief or philosophic assumptions. It is recognised this tangential commentary is running ahead of the 

actual review of the thesis, but in many ways, it is often helpful to have an initial framework of ideas, and issues, in place 

against which the many specific details of a 350,000-word thesis might be initially judged. Therefore, some comments will be 

made about the description of the conscious mind being metaphysical in scope, which the author has discussed in terms of the 

human soul – see video ‘What Happened to the Soul?’. 

 

Note: Beliefs are a personal matter, see The Things We Believe or Belief and Dogma for my own personal perspective, 

where certainty is not assumed. While the discussion of ‘the soul’ might be seen as being either philosophical or religious 

in scope, there is a concern that it extends the scope of a metaphysical conscious mind into the realm of mysticism and 

unsubstantiated belief. This discussion will reference an essay entitled ‘Ethics of Belief’ by William Clifford as a warning 

about the danger of society coming to believe in wrong things. 

 

Like the evolution of the eye, the idea of consciousness might be discussed as a cause and effect development from the far 

simpler concept of self-awareness required by a predator-prey model. Of course, the fact that human consciousness has now 

developed a far more complex perception of self, which undoubtedly transcends physical embodiment, it can open up the 

discussion to all manner of speculation. While this is understandable, the extrapolation of human consciousness to encompass 

the many ideas surrounding the concept of a soul, which transcends empirical evidence is considered questionable, if the thesis 

wishes to proceed to a hypothesis that can be verified. 

 

Note: If we accept that science does not fully understand the workings of all the parts of the physical brain, then the sum 

total in which a metaphysical mind might emerge must also be speculative. However, empirical evidence appears to 

support the probability, but not necessarily with certainty, that when the brain ceases to function, the mind ceases to 

exist.  

 

So, having made a detour to help clarify the scope of metaphysical consciousness, we might return to the question of how the 

human mind may have come to affect the evolution of the physical structure of the brain. By way of an over-simplistic example, 

but one that might be accepted has some validity, a person may consciously decide to lose weight, such that it could be argued 

that a metaphysical decision of the mind causes physical change in physiology. We might then extend this idea, whereby a 

conscious decision to improve a mental skill may cause a physical change in neuron connectivity within the brain, which then 

corresponds to this improve mental ability.  

 

Note: Unfortunately, the suggestion above can quickly be lost in a debate about the scope of Lamarckian inheritance 

versus Darwinian evolution, which today may be further clouded by the emerging science of epigenetics. For while the 

mind might change the physical workings of the brain of an individual, it is unclear how this change would be passed to 

future generations. So, while some genetic change may have undoubtedly occurred over the timescale of human 

civilisation, it is unclear whether these potentially small physical changes in brain structure is sufficient to explain the 

exponential change in human society, especially over the last 500 years. 

 

Of course, we might also consider this issue in terms of the hemisphere brain model, which may possibly bias the mind, left or 

right, towards a specific way of perceiving reality. For while we might accept that the evolution of human consciousness, from a 

simpler form of self-awareness, may well correspond to the evolution of the frontal cortex in the human brain, this structure is 

also divided into each hemisphere, such that we might table a question for further consideration as we proceed.  

 

Does conscious thinking within the frontal cortex depend on the ‘reality’ perceived by the left-right hemispheres?  

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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 Preface Commentary 
 

The Master and His Emissary was first published in 2009, but the version under review is an expanded edition published in 

2019, which contains a preface where the author provides some updates on his thoughts. This section will attempt to consider 

some of the key aspects of this preface, where the general ideas forwarded by the author will be paraphrased in normal black 

font in the form of bullets with commentary indented below in red italics. Again, one initial comment is possibly necessary, we 

are discussing thesis, hypothesis and possibly conjecture, not certainty, which applies equally to the commentary. 

 

• It is highlighted that the developments in human civilisation over the last 2,500 years cannot be directly attributed to any 

major physical changes in the brain. However, this does not necessarily imply that there have not been any changes in our 

brains over this period of time.  

 

Whether such changes to the brain can be quantified in terms of Darwinian evolution and then substantiated by human 

genetic evolution is unclear at this point. We might also speculate that many of the developments in human civilisation 

might be attributed to an ever-increasing ability to accumulate knowledge, passed from generation to generation, first 

by the spoken word, then the written word and the printed word. In this respect, progress was not directly dependent on 

the evolution of the brain, but rather the increasing ability to pass information 

to the next generation and to distribute this information far and wide.  

 

• The cerebral hemispheres are more connected within themselves than with each 

other. Each hemisphere forms a complex system of internal connections, which 

leads to their capacity for relatively independent function. However, these two 

hemispheres are interconnected by the corpus callosum, which then helps form 

the functional whole perceived by the mind. 

 

In part, this is the central premise of the thesis, which this discussion has 

introduced, rightly or wrongly, in terms of an evolutionary predator-prey model that may also explain the evolutionary 

development of consciousness, speculatively rooted in the need for a primitive form of self-awareness. However, the 

subsequent evolution of the frontal cortex in homo sapiens clearly adds complexity to this model, although we possibly 

need to consider that the frontal cortex is also split into each hemisphere, such that it presumably operates with the 

reality constraints imposed by each hemisphere.  

 

• Why is the brain, an organ seemingly based on interconnections, divided? Why is it asymmetrical in so many measurable 

respects, both structural and functional, and why does its functioning seem to depend on its being asymmetrical? And why 

is the major connection between the two cerebral hemispheres, the corpus callosum, getting proportionately smaller, and 

functionally more inhibitory, rather than larger, and functionally more facilitatory, with evolution?  

 

This is possibly the key insight raised by the author, which this review process is seeking to better understand.  

 

• The left hemisphere only has limited perception of external reality as its attention is more focused to an immediate task, 

possibly literally at hand, where the right hemisphere is required to provide some wider perception of the world. 

 

Again, while this separation exists in the physical brain, the mind may be essentially unaware of this division, although 

the thesis makes an argument that the mind might develop a left-hemisphere bias. 

 

• Understanding hemisphere difference offers a perspective on the structure of mind which is not available by introspection. 

If in everyday life we were aware of the discrepancies of these two perceptions of the world, it would render the 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
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immediate business of survival impracticable. For this reason, evolution has ensured that any obvious discrepancy in these 

two perceptions should not be part of our conscious awareness.  

 

As previously outlined, we might first separate the nature of reality into what exists outside the mind and what exists as 

an internal construct of the mind. This internal construct must first be limited by our senses, then by the model of the 

two hemispheres being proposed, and finally the evolving intelligence within the frontal cortex. 

 

• It would appear that collective society may becoming more like an individual with right hemisphere deficits. If so, the bias 

of the left hemisphere towards the immediacy of the ‘here-and-now’ may lose sight of the bigger picture, which might also 

have implications on the direction and progress of collective society.   

 

At one level, society is a reflection of the sum of its parts and if the collective sum of the individuals in a society becomes 

bias towards left hemisphere thinking, this may not lead to a balanced outcome. However, the uptake of increased 

scientific thinking, especially over the last 500 years, may have biased people towards left hemisphere thinking. Likewise, 

we might worry that millennial generations are being further biased towards left hemisphere thinking by only 

interacting with ‘the immediate world’ in front of their ’left’ eye in the form of their smartphones. However, see 

commentary in the note below for wider consideration. 

 

• The left-hemisphere view offers simple answers. Its mode of thinking offers the same mechanistic models to explain 

everything. This thinking might be described in terms of scientific reductionism, where technology solutions and 

bureaucratic managements are considered capable of solving all complex human problems in the modern world. The left 

hemisphere’s worldview is easier to articulate, as it is the primary centre of speech. As such, the perspective of the right 

hemisphere may find it more difficult to articulate its perspective. The left hemisphere relies on concatenations of serial 

propositions and the literal aspects of language to make meaning explicit; by contrast, metaphor and narrative are often 

required to convey the implicit meanings available to the right hemisphere, and in a left-hemisphere-dominated culture, 

where metaphors and narratives are disregarded as myths and fables. This is another sign of the ‘move to the left 

hemisphere’ that I am describing, but that is not the only reason for it, as it is also necessitated by large-scale movements 

of populations with different languages and cultures, as well as the sheer size of modern urban societies in which one can 

no longer rely on much that was once taken for granted in smaller and more closely knit communities. The implicit has, 

now, to be made explicit. The catch is that in becoming explicit it is no longer the same thing at all.  

 

It is not clear that a bias towards factual left-brain thinking can necessarily explain all the problems of the modern world 

as both philosophical and religious thinking have undoubtedly caused a fair share of problems. So, while science 

undoubtedly has its problems, its preference over philosophic or religious ‘metaphors and narratives’ may have 

something to do with verifiable facts. Equally, while bureaucratic management may be biased to left brain thinking, its 

increase in the modern world may have more to do with the problems caused by population increase. If we contextualise 

science in an earlier time, such that it might better be described as natural philosophy, then it is said that Aristotle 

believed that women have fewer teeth than men, although apparently, he never thought to check the factual truth of 

this statement. Therefore, as a somewhat tongue-in-cheek summation: philosophy has been likened to being in a dark 

room looking for a black cat. Theology likened to being in a dark room looking for black cat and then claiming to have 

found it. While science is likened to being in a dark room looking for a black cat using a flashlight. In this respect, we 

might recognise the limitations in all, especially if they become entrenched in a collective worldview. However, a general 

concern might be shared about the direction of modern science, which might be articulated in two sayings. The first is 

attributed to William Mayo, where an expert is likened to somebody who knows more and more about less and less. 

However, the Murphy Laws website extends this quote to its ultimate conclusion, such that an expert eventually 

becomes somebody who knows more and more about less and less; until he knows absolutely everything about nothing. 
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• Since the Industrial Revolution, but particularly in the last fifty years, we have created a world around us which, in contrast 

to the natural world, reflects the left hemisphere’s priorities and its vision. Today, the intuitive perspective embedded in 

cultural tradition, the body, religion and art, have been so conceptualised and deconstructed in terms of system models 

and theories that their power to help us see intuitively beyond the hermetic world of the left hemisphere has been largely 

drained from them. For many, TV screens and computers supplant direct face-to-face experience of reality. The cerebral 

and the abstract have become more highly valued than the hands-on task that management should serve. As a 

consequence, higher you rise in your profession, the more you will be removed from its performance in order to manage 

it. A century ago, the natural world still retained its rhythms and cycles, its organic, ever-growing and ever-changing 

interdependent life. However, it is now being replaced by an unyielding, inert, confrontational environment of non-living 

surfaces, straight lines, concrete masses and largely generic shapes, which are widely experienced as alienating. As a 

result, the perspective of the left hemisphere has become externalised in physical reality, where logic seems to lead back 

to a solution within the system itself, rather than a need to break out of it.  

 

While the author might disagree that the last thing required is an assessment in which cause and effect is logically 

analyse, it is unclear that the problems of the modern world, possibly rooted in population and resources, can 

necessarily be addressed by a return to cultural traditions. However, such issues have previously been discussed – see 

Brave New Worlds for wider details and any number of the discussions under the heading of Essays.  

 

• Neurological research reveals a consistent picture of how the two hemispheres contribute to the richness of experience. 

However, built into the relationship between the hemispheres is that they have a different take on everything, including 

their own relationship. Essentially, the right hemisphere tends to ground experience; the left hemisphere then works on it 

to clarify and generally render the implicit explicit. The right hemisphere finally reintegrates what the left hemisphere has 

produced with its own understanding, the explicit once more receding, to produce a new, now enriched, whole. The two 

ways of attending are both necessary and, strictly speaking, incompatible, at least at the same level and at the same time.  

 

If we try to anchor this description to the earlier evolutionary predator-prey model, where consciousness is reduced to a 

far simpler form of self-awareness, the differentiation of left-right thinking is reduced to the ‘focus of attention’ in each 

hemisphere. As such, we might understand the need for both the narrow or explicit left-view versus the wider or implicit 

right-view, where in evolutionary terms, life initially had virtually no ability to separate. Of course, today, we might still 

question our ability to consciously separate these two viewpoints, if higher consciousness resides in the frontal cortex, 

which is also separated into the left-right hemispheres. For while we might accept the separation of the physical brain 

into two hemispheres, we appear to retain the perception of only having one conscious mind. However, the idea that 

individuals, and therefore collective society, might become increasingly biased to left-brain thinking is not unreasonable, 

although it might also be quite sensible to question the author’s assumptions.  

 

• A culture that prioritises left hemisphere’s worldview may reinforce this preference by selecting like-minded people to 

positions of influence. This is not the only vicious circle involved, as increasing technology and bureaucracy may further 

erode the more integrative modes of attention to people and things. As described, the incompatibility of the two 

hemispheres operate below the level of any perceptual awareness of our conscious mind. However, it is suggested that 

our thinking, and therefore society, is no longer embodied in the practices, traditions and rituals of a community, but 

rather developed in explicit public and political debate, where subtlety is lost. In such a world, any ambiguity, i.e. subtlety, 

of thought is treated as a sign of intellectual muddle. Ambiguity is no longer a strength, given that truth is known to be 

complicated and many-layered, but rather a weakness. Therefore, it is easier to prioritise the articulated worldview of the 

left hemisphere over the apparent contradiction of the right hemisphere. 
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Again, while there may indeed be some truth in the position above, it may be naïve to assume that the survival of the 

fittest is not still a criteria at work in the world. If so, then competition between left-right biased cultures, not just 

individuals, suggests the focus on what the author assumes to be a bias towards left-hemisphere thinking may only 

reflect that it has proved to be more successful in a competitive world. Of course, whether this bias is ultimately 

sustainable is an open question – see The Destiny of Progress for another take on this issue.  

 

• Since writing this book, I have begun to think more than ever about the philosophical implications for how we see 

ourselves, the planet and our relation to it. Therefore, it seems to me that we face very grave crises indeed, and that, if we 

are to survive, we need not just a few new measures, but a complete change of heart and mind.  

 

While many of the discussions through the entirety of the Mysearch website possibly share the concerns expressed by 

the author, it will still be argued that we need to separate a philosophical ‘wish’ from an achievable ‘goal’. Whether we 

like it or not, the world is on a path driven by technology on which most of the global population depends. Therefore, the 

scope of any ‘complete change of heart and mind’ would need the attention of left-hemisphere focus, while possibly still 

reflecting the wider perspective of the right hemisphere in terms of longer-term sustainability. In this respect, there 

would appear to be some ambiguity in the idea of the role of a ‘single master’ and a ‘single emissary’, as the modern 

world appears to require a multitude of both. 

 

In part, this concludes the initial introduction and consideration of the ideas presented in the book ‘The Master and his 

Emissary’. However, it is accepted that the comments, up to this point, is based on a degree of ignorance having not yet review 

the details of the book in its entirety. Even so, it is hoped that this initial summary has not misrepresented or distorted the 

opinions of the author, based on the evidence of various video interviews referenced.  
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 Introduction Commentary 
 

The detailed arguments of the book are presented in two sections entitled ‘The Divided Brain’ 

and ‘How the Brain has Shaped our World’. However, at this point, this commentary is only 

attempting to consider some of the arguments outlined in the introduction section of the book, 

which is also subdivided under the following headings.   

 

• The Structure of the Book 

• Why is the Structure of the Brain Important? 

• The Importance of Being Two 

• Differences are not Absolute 

• Brain Organisation varies between Individuals 

• Essential Asymmetry 

 

However, we might initially consider some of the statements made in the opening section of the 

introduction as they might provide some key insights to the author’s thesis.   

 

Both hemispheres can deal with either words or images, but in different ways. Subsequent attempts to decide which set 

of functions are segregated in which hemisphere have mainly been discarded, after mounting evidence suggests that 

activity is served, at some level, by both hemispheres. General beliefs characterise the idea that the left hemisphere is 

somehow gritty, rational, realistic, but dull, while the right hemisphere is airy-fairy and impressionistic, but creative and 

exciting. 

 

The author then states that both hemispheres play a part in reason, language and creativity, such that it is ‘absurd’ to assume 

that the left hemisphere is more ‘logical and male’, while right hemisphere reflects a more ‘sensitive and female’ state of mind. 

As such, he considered this to be a ‘popular travesty of neuroscience’, although accepting of the idea that there must be some 

functioning within each hemisphere that serves different evolutionary purposes. He also quotes Joseph Hellige as one of the 

best-informed authorities on this subject: 

 

While both hemispheres seem to be involved in one way or another in almost everything we do, there are some very 

striking differences in the information-processing abilities and propensities of the two hemispheres. 

 

As already outlined, this commentary is proceeding on the basis the left-right asymmetry does reflect some form of ‘functional 

specialisation’, although the exact nature and scope of these differences are still being questioned, including the authors own 

views on these issues.  

 

My thesis is that for us as human beings there are two fundamentally opposed realities, two different modes of 

experience; that each is of ultimate importance in bringing about the recognisably human world; and that their 

difference is rooted in the left-right hemispheric structure of the brain. It follows that the hemispheres need to 

co-operate, but I believe they are in fact involved in a sort of power struggle, and that this explains many aspects of 

contemporary Western culture. 

 

Searching the book finds 229 matches to the word ‘philosophy’, 63 matches to the word ‘religion’, 34 matches to the word 

‘faith’ and another 129 reference to the word ‘God’. This is not meant as a criticism, as these references need to be understood 

in the context of the author’s arguments. However, all these references possibly reflect that this book is not just engaging in 

scientific debate, such that this commentary wishes to consider some counter-arguments. 
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• The idea of reductionism has already been introduced, which encompasses the idea that complex systems can be reduced 

to the sum of the parts, which philosophically might lead to a point of reductio ad absurdum, i.e. reduction to absurdity, 

where logic itself is contradicted. Therefore, in the context of this discussion, a distinction will be made between inorganic 

and organic chemistry, but without further reference to the reductionism of atomic and subatomic physics.  

 

• Although there are obvious distinctions between inorganic and organic chemistry, it is often difficult for science to be 

precise about where non-life chemistry transitions into the chemistry of life. Whether philosophy or religion can resolve 

this problem might be questioned, although the perception of any sort of answer may be a matter of personal preference. 

However, it will be assumed that organic chemistry evolved as an extension of inorganic chemistry, but again, it might 

have to be accepted that this assumption is anchored in probability not certainty.  

 

• The functioning of the brain depends on physical mechanisms linked to organic chemistry. So, while the functioning of the 

mind might be described as a metaphysical process, this does not imply some mystical process that completely transcends 

the physical. Accepting the limitations of the computer analogy, the ‘software’ of the mind are still logical functions that 

are both dependent and influenced by inorganic and organic chemistry underpinning the physical structures of the brain. 

 

While these bullets reflect a personal bias, it is one not entirely unsupported by empirical evidence. However, while this 

position is clearly anchored to the concept of physical reality, it fully accepts that the human mind is capable of creating its own 

form of ‘virtual reality’, based on all manner of scientific, philosophical or religious assumptions, which can be completely 

unconstrained by physical reality. This said, it assumes that virtual reality remains dependent on the physical existence and 

functioning of the brain. 

 

1.1.1.2.1 The Structure of the Book 
 

Part-1: The Divided Brain consists of six chapters, which are outlined in the list below.    

 

1. Asymmetry and the Brain,  

2. What do the Two Hemispheres Do,  

3. Language, Truth, and Music, 

4. The Nature of the Two Worlds,  

5. The Primacy of the Right Hemisphere,  

6. The Triumph of the Left Hemisphere.  

 

However, it might be realised from previous outlines that we are possibly discussing more than one divide, where there is a 

physical divide between the left and right hemispheres of the brain and the possibly more perplexing divide between the 

physical brain and the idea of a metaphysical mind. From an evolutionary perspective, it has been suggested that the physical 

divide in the brain took place long before the idea of a conscious mind really existed in any form above simple self-awareness, 

as required by the predator-prey model of survival.  

 

Note: It has also been argued that the subsequent development of the human conscious mind has to also be rooted to 

these simpler survival beginnings, despite the perception that our consciousness may now have transcended the 

physical. However, as stated on many occasions, we are not necessarily dealing with certainty, although evidence may 

weigh in favour of one probability over another. 

  

Part-2: ‘How the Brain has Shaped our World’ appears to be much wider in scope as it discusses the implications on the 

development of Western culture. However, while it is accepted that the conscious mind is undoubtedly capable of influencing 

the development of a society, the idea that it has full control over this process has been questioned. For there appears to be 
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too many other external factors that also affect the development of an entire culture or society. As such, any certainty about 

the mind might possibly be likened to a long-term weather forecast, i.e. more often wrong than right. 

 

Note: While certainty should not be assumed, it is generally accepted that the world we perceive is a conceptual 

construct of the mind, which is undoubtedly different from the physical reality that surrounds us. However, the 

assumption that the mind can somehow exist independent to the working of this reality has to be questioned. If we 

return to the simplistic analogy of a computer model, subdivided into hardware and software, the functional reality of 

the software exists in the form of a runtime program. In this model, the physical bits of code exist in hardware memory, 

such that should any aspect of the hardware be damaged or destroyed, the program will also cease to function.  

 

While it is stated that Part-I considers the brain, both in terms of its evolution and structure, much of the introduction appears 

to focus on more philosophical issues. Therefore, this discussion will first focus on the author’s outline, but then extend the 

discussion to include some more tangible references. We will start with the general observation that the brain is both divided 

and asymmetric, which leads the author to an initial question: 

 

What is it they do that is so different?  

 

Surprisingly, given the scope of the book, the immediate response is ‘nothing much’ as it assumes that full functionality of the 

mind appears to depend on both hemispheres. As such, it is argued that it is not the ‘what’, but the ‘how’ that is of central 

consideration and, as such, focus cannot be limited to understanding ‘functions’ as a physical cause and effect, but what makes 

‘living things’ different, i.e. we are not just machines. This position leads to the following quote: 

 

I am not interested purely in ‘functions’ but in ways of being, something only living things can have.  

 

As indicated, we might see this statement might transcend science, although we might also recognise that such issues need 

further consideration of how ‘biological organism’ differ from ‘molecular machines’. However, we shall proceed to the next 

paraphrase quote:  

 

One of the more durable generalisations is that the left hemisphere tends to deal more with pieces of information in 

isolation, while the right hemisphere has a wider perspective that possibly explains the apparent verbal-visual 

dichotomy, where words are processed serially and pictures as a whole. While this may appear to be a relatively trivial 

difference in the types of tasks best suited to each hemisphere, it may actually go to the core of how we understand our 

world, even ourselves. 

 

The author highlights that our conscious perception of ‘things’ can change according to the attention we pay them, which most 

of us may have had first-hand experience, although it also raises the issue of two conflicting viewpoints. First, our internal 

perception of external reality might be an appropriate model within the limitations of our senses, see reality and materialism. 

Second, we may still have to accept that we only have a subjective view of reality, both external and internal - see idealism and 

post-modernism. Again, we may consider the following quote to try to better understand the author’s direction of thought. 

 

I believe there is something that exists apart from ourselves, but that we play a vital part in bringing it into being. A 

central theme of this book is the importance of our disposition towards the world and one another, as being 

fundamental in grounding what it is that we come to have a relationship with, rather than the other way round. The kind 

of attention we pay actually alters the world: we are, literally, partners in creation…Ultimately I believe that many of the 

disputes about the nature of the human world can be illuminated by an understanding that there are two fundamentally 

different ‘versions’ delivered to us by the two hemispheres, both of which can have a ring of authenticity about them, 

and both of which are hugely valuable; but that they stand in opposition to one another, and need to be kept apart from 

one another, hence the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain.  
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In the context of an introduction to Part-1, it is initially difficult to know whether 

the author’s ‘beliefs’ are based on the physical evolution and the structure of the 

brain or rather more biased towards philosophical assumptions. This ambiguity 

of physical scope might be seen in the following questions.  

 

How do we understand the world, if there are different versions to reconcile? 

Do models and metaphors also define our reality?  

As has one particular model come to dominate? 

Would we notice its pervasiveness? 

 

In terms of this commentary, we might question the scope of any model, 

including the one under review, to provide a ‘truthful’ answer to any of these 

questions. For we might recognise, and accept, that we may only have a limited 

grasp of the external reality outside our conscious mind, which includes the 

working of the physical brain itself. In a general context, the word ‘truth’ is often preceded by an adjective, e.g. rational, 

absolute, gospel, subjective, established, which limits its scope. However, in the context of science, truth is perceived to require 

some form of empirical verification, which can then limit its ability to address the questions raised above. Again, we might wish 

to consider the author’s viewpoint in a paraphrased quote:  

 

It seems that the two hemispheres coexist together, but have fundamentally different sets of values and priorities, which 

means that over the long term they are likely to come into conflict. Although each is crucially important, and delivers 

valuable aspects of the human condition, and though each needs the other for different purposes, they seem destined to 

pull apart.  

 

Within the limited structure and scope of this commentary, some attempt will be made to provide references to some of the 

wider physical aspects of the brain. While the limitations of the computer analogy are accepted, the structure of the human 

brain and the functioning of the mind reflects a similar dependency that scientific investigation cannot ignore, irrespective of 

the assumptions of philosophy or faith. As such, the focus of this commentary will first concentrate on some of the tangible 

questions raised in the book. 

 

Why is the brain so clearly and profoundly divided?  

Why are the two cerebral hemispheres asymmetrical?  

Does each differ in function and, if so, how?  

 

While speculative, it is possible that a million or so years of evolutionary 

development of the predator-prey model might go some way to explaining 

the questions posed above. However, the complexity of the physical brain 

clearly extends beyond its left-right divide into the brain-mind divide, 

although only indirect reference can be made to the full scope of the 

scientific field of neurophysiology. For this is a field of research that 

combines both physiology and neuroscience and expands to include the study of the nervous system, both the Central Nervous 

System (CNS) and Peripheral Nervous System (PNS).  While this commentary must be limited to a simplistic overview, we might 

still try to make reference to some of the complexity surrounding any interpretation of brain-mind functions. Therefore, we 

might extend this overview to include the general subdivision of the physical brain into four lobes, i.e. frontal, parietal, occipital 

and temporal. Within this expanding structural hierarchy, various sensory functions have evolved over millions of years, which 

then add new ‘dimensions’ to the perception of the conscious mind and its internal model of reality, e.g. sight, sound, touch, 

smell, taste and pain. Of course, within this outline of a multitude of physical subsystems, we need to include the emergent 

functions of the conscious mind, which interprets the reality of the external world subject to a myriad of mental states and 

cognitive capabilities, which come to define our personality anchored to both intellectual logic and emotions.  
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Note: As outlined, our conscious mind is very complex, both in terms of the underlying structure of the physical brain and 

the scope of the metaphysical states of the conscious mind. While it is difficult to be precise about the scope of all these 

mental states, we might try to list some aspects that we may recognise in ourselves, e.g. thinking, insight, imagination, 

creativity, choice, judgement, interests, preferences, knowledge etc. However, most of these mental processes are not 

disconnected from physical events happening in the external world or even within the confines of our own body, as we 

now know that a multitude of hormone mechanisms contribute to the conscious state of the mind.  

 

It is in the nature of this website to want to engage in open and honest debate about many issues on which possibly nobody 

can claim certainty. As such, this commentary is only attempting to consider some of the questions raised in the book outlined 

in the two groups below. 

 

• Is the body simply a transport system for the brain? Are the left-right worldviews in conflict or cooperation? What 

survival purpose do emotions play in contrast to logical thinking? 

 

• Why are semantic speech centres predominately in the left hemisphere? Why does language also depend on the right 

hemisphere? What is the function of language – communication and/or thinking?  

 

If we put aside the philosophical aspect of the debate for the moment, then the answer to all these questions might first be 

considered in terms of evolutionary survival. With respect to the first three, we might seek a causal advantage in terms of a 

‘chicken or egg’ progressive evolutionary cycle. For example, simple cellular life first addressed the need for a ‘transport system’ 

using specialized subunits called organelle and flagellum, which allowed the cell to move in its environment, not only long 

before the concept of conscious thinking existed, but at the very boundary of what might be called organic life. Likewise, the 

evolutionary argument for the left-right hemispheres of the brain has already been considered in terms of the predator-prey 

model, which may have also existed long before conscious thought. Within these earlier evolutionary models, we might assume 

that there was no obvious conscious conflict, only an evolutionary benefit of having two levels of focus, while any level of 

cognition only existed in terms of self-awareness. While the evolution of emotions might appear to be a concept requiring a 

higher level of consciousness, they may also be linked to the predator-prey model in terms of more simple ‘fight or flight’ 

survival responses. However, the second group of questions, related to speech and language, might be seen to be more specific 

to human evolution, where reference to more detailed information might be necessary.  

 

Note: As already outlined, each hemisphere of the cerebrum is divided into regions called lobes, i.e. frontal, parietal, 

temporal and occipital. However, the frontal and temporal lobes are primarily regions involved in speech and 

understanding, although specific reference might be made to Broca and Wernicke regions, which are generally found in 

the left hemispheres. 

 

Part-2: How the Brain has Shaped our World consists of another six chapters, which are 

outlined in the list below.    

 

7. Imitation and the Evolution of Culture 

8. The Ancient World 

9. The Renaissance and the Reformation 

10. The Enlightenment 

11. Romanticism and the Industrial Revolution 

12. The Modern and Post-Modern Worlds 

 

Clearly, in these chapter titles, we might see a shift away from the workings of the brain towards its wider implications on the 

external world. Again, we might reference the author in order to try to understand the direction of his thesis. 
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But if the world is not independent of our observation of it, attention to it, and interaction with it, and if the mind is at 

least mediated by the brain, it seems a reasonable bet that the brain will have left its mark on the world that we have 

brought about.  

 

From almost any perspective, it has to be accepted that humanity has wrought considerable change on the world and, as a 

consequence, humanity itself has also had to adapt to this change. However, from the wider perspective of an evolutionary 

timeline, the hominids of the great apes genus started to appear possibly 10-15 million years ago followed by the earliest 

members of the homo genus about 2.5 million years ago. We might then position the appearance of  the earliest members of 

the homo sapien genus to around 300,000 years ago. This timeline is referenced because it suggests that much of the 

evolutionary structures of the brain in modern humans would have been established within these much earlier timescales. 

However, most of this timeline existed long before recorded human history, which for the purposes of this discussion we might 

approximate to about 10,000 years ago.  

 

Note: If we accept the approximation of 10,000 years ago as the point when humanity first starts to leave ‘its mark on 

the world’, but then fast-forward 9,500 years to about 500 years ago, this ‘mark’ has developed into the European 

Renaissance and the Age of Enlightenment. Clearly, something happened outside the normal process of evolution, which 

we might reasonably assume had to be a product of the human mind, although this assumption does not necessarily 

imply any significant internal change to the structure of the brain.  

 

While possibly not the focus of the book, there may be some benefit to putting the evolution of the human brain into some 

wider context. As far as it is known, the relative brain size of the homo genus did not significantly change in the period 1.8-0.6 

million years. However, broadly within the span of homo sapiens, between 600-35 thousand years, the brain increased in size, 

but after 35,000 years ago, it appears to have decrease in overall size, although cognitive capabilities cannot necessarily be 

correlated with brain size. This said, we might still reference the evolution of the brain size in the chart below. 

 

 
 

So, for the purpose of this discussion, it is not an unreasonable assumption that the human brain has not undergone any 

significant change in size or structure over the course of human history, i.e. the last 10,000 years. However, it is clear that 

something has changed over this timeframe in respect to the sophistication and complexity of the human environment, which 

requires some form of cause and effect explanation. While some may contest the assertion, it has been suggested that the 

development of the modern world was actually built on an ever-increasing ability to transfer information and knowledge from 

one generation to the next.  
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Note: The exact point when spoken language allowed ideas, beliefs and behaviour to be communicated in increasingly 

sophisticated ways is still an open question, as it cannot be resolved by skeletal or archaeological data. However, the 

history of the written word is more tangible and can be tentatively dated back some 5,000 years, such that it might be 

seen as a prerequisite of the development of the first civilisations. While the printed word also has a long history, its full 

impact might be better understood in terms of the European Renaissance and the Age of Enlightenment, where the 

printed word increased in volume and geographic distribution. 

 

Within this description, evolution by natural selection was being replaced by human developments, which cannot be directly 

linked to any obvious or significant change in the physical brain. However, assuming that the ability of the cognitive mind is 

dependent on the workings of a physical brain, then the ‘mark on the world’ made by humanity, especially over the last 500 

years, requires wider consideration. In this context, it is not clear that the following statement by the author can be reconciled 

with the evolutionary timescales outlined above.  

 

I hope to draw attention to those aspects of this cultural history which resonate with the findings about the brain which 

gave rise to it, beginning with the development of writing and currency in Ancient Greece. I believe this is related to the 

development, through enhanced frontal lobe function, of what might be called ‘necessary distance’ from the world, 

which in turn demanded increased independence of the hemispheres, allowing each hemisphere to make characteristic 

advances in function, and for a while to do so in harmony with its fellow. I believe that over time there has been a 

relentless growth of self-consciousness, leading to increasing difficulties in co-operation. 

 

The civilisation of Ancient Greece developed in the thousand years before the common era (CE), so should we assume that the 

significant ‘enhanced frontal lobe function’ suggested occurred before or during this timescale? Equally, we might also want to 

understand how this process is assumed to have affected the balance between the functions in the left-right hemispheres. Of 

course, while this commentary does not have the authority to forward an alternative thesis, it is still allowed to raise questions, 

based on other assumptions, if seemingly supported by some empirical evidence, but not certainty. 

 

The particular relevance to us at this point in history is this. Both hemispheres clearly play crucial roles in the experience 

of each human individual, and I believe both have contributed importantly to our culture. Each needs the other. 

Nonetheless the relationship between the hemispheres does not appear to be symmetrical, in that the left hemisphere is 

ultimately dependent on, one might almost say parasitic on, the right, though it seems to have no awareness of this fact. 

 

At this point, we might step back and simply ask what aspect of the previous two quotes are being questioned. First, it is 

unclear whether the suggestion for ‘enhanced frontal lobe function’ has any supportive evidence. While simply using a web 

search-engine to find evidence is hardly a conclusive or a scientific approach, no information supporting the claim for any major 

structural change in the brain over the last 10,000 years could be found. In fact, the quote below is taken from a paper entitled 

‘The evolution of modern human brain shape’ published in 2018. 

 

Modern humans have large and globular brains that distinguish them from their extinct Homo relatives. The 

characteristic globularity develops during a prenatal and early postnatal period of rapid brain growth critical for neural 

wiring and cognitive development. However, it remains unknown when and how brain globularity evolved and how it 

relates to evolutionary brain size increase. On the basis of computed tomographic scans and geometric morphometric 

analyses, we analysed endocranial casts of Homo sapiens fossils from different time periods. Our data show that, 

300,000 years ago, brain size in early homo sapiens already fell within the range of present-day humans. Brain shape, 

however, evolved gradually within the homo sapiens lineage, reaching present-day human variation between about 

100,000 and 35,000 years ago. This process started only after other key features of craniofacial morphology appeared 

modern and paralleled the emergence of behavioural modernity as seen from the archaeological record. Our findings are 

consistent with important genetic changes affecting early brain development within the homo sapiens lineage since the 

origin of the species and before the transition to the Later Stone Age and the Upper Palaeolithic that mark full 

behavioural modernity. 
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Of course, it might still be accepted that both hemispheres are crucial to the functioning of the brain and therefore the 

functioning of the cognitive mind. Likewise, the ability of an intelligent cognitive mind was undoubtedly a key factor in 

determining which initial civilisations were successful. However, it is argued that the subsequent progress of successive 

civilisations was invariably built on earlier information and knowledge passed by means of language and the printed word. In 

this context, it is difficult to quantify the role of left-right hemispheres in the timeline of progress outlined.  

 

I suggest that it is as if the left hemisphere, which creates a sort of self-reflexive virtual world, has blocked off the 

available exits into a reality, which the right hemisphere could enable us to understand. In the past, this tendency was 

counterbalanced by forces from outside the enclosed system of the self-conscious mind, apart from our culture, and the 

natural world itself, from both of which we are increasingly alienated. 

 

While this commentary must wait to see whether the subsequent details, within the main body of the book, provides the 

necessary evidence for both the author’s assumptions and conclusions, some initial issues of concern might still be outlined at 

this stage. As previously discussed, an evolutionary predator-prey model might support the basic idea that the left-right 

hemispheres have a different perception of reality, if the focus of attention of each is different. However, it is unclear whether 

the later evolution of our conscious, cognitive mind has any perception of this somewhat schizophrenic view of reality, even 

though we might often question the rationality of the human condition in the modern world. Therefore, If we return to what 

might be assumed to be the firmer ground of the evolutionary model, based on survival of the fittest, we might recognise this 

process does not guarantee the best solution, or even an optimal one, but simply one that is able to meet the challenges of a 

changing environment. Of course, this model becomes more questionable in the case of humanity, where the environment has 

increasingly become dominated by man-made change, which appears to be the primary issue the author is discussing.  

 

Is man-made change weighted towards left or right hemisphere thinking? 

 

We might entertain the idea that the problems of a man-made world are a consequence of our brain, if we accept that the 

brain structure underpins our conscious mind. However, it is also clear that there are many other factors that might also explain 

why our world has turned out like it has. Therefore, like evolutionary survival of the fittest, the development of a society will 

not be the best, or even optimal, simply one that has adapted to the challenges of a changing world, both good and bad. 

 

An increasingly mechanistic, fragmented, de-contextualised world, marked by unwarranted optimism mixed with 

paranoia and a feeling of emptiness, has come about, reflecting, I believe, the unopposed action of a dysfunctional left 

hemisphere.  

 

So, while we might recognise aspects of the modern world in the quote above, the idea that the cause can be trace to a 

dysfunctional left hemisphere appears to be a somewhat speculative assumption at this stage.   

 

1.1.1.2.2 The Scope of the Introduction 
 

The remaining scope of the introduction in the book is separated into a series of subsections, which this discussion will now 

attempt to consider in outline. 

 

1.1.1.2.2.1 Why is the Structure of the Brain Important? 

 

This discussion reflects a subtitle in the introduction of the book. As the left-right structure of the brain appears to be of central 

importance to the author’s thesis, some further attempt will be made to understand which functions might be most dominant 

in each hemisphere and how they might combine to produce a ‘relatively’ coherent perception of a hopefully rational mind. The 

diagram below is another depiction of the left-right division of functions, which the author might reject. However, this diagram 

was published in 2019 and broadly appears to be a generally held perspective, although this is not proof of its validity.  
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As indicated, it is not clear whether the author would disagree with the functional divisions described above or only in certain 

matters of detail, as he appears to accept that some functional divisions do exist between the workings of the left-right 

hemispheres. However, so far, the main inference appears to be that the left hemisphere is ‘preoccupied’ with focusing on the 

‘task at hand’, while the right hemisphere might be focused on events in the wider world. We might consider this position as 

summarised in the following paraphrased statement by the author. 

 

The way we experience the world is dependent on how the brain functions. At the most basic, some things that we know 

to be potential objects of experience are not available to us, due to the limitations of our senses. We know, too, that 

when parts of the brain are lost, a chunk of available experience goes with them, but this does not mean that all that 

exists is in the brain, in fact, it demonstrates that that cannot be the case; nor is it to say that mental experience is just 

what we can observe or describe at the brain level.  

 

To be honest, it is not clear what inference is being placed on the word ‘exists’ in the phrase ‘but this does not mean that all 

that exists is in the brain’. Yes, it is undoubtedly true that our perception of physical reality is a construct of the mind predicated 

on limited senses. Equally, our mental imagination is not limited by these senses, or even the laws of physics for that matter, if 

we so choose. Likewise, even if we could accurately describe all the workings of the brain, both in terms of inorganic and 

organic chemistry plus the additional complexity of the brain’s electrical neural processes, it is clear that the imagination of the 

mind is not directly limited by these physical processes. However, as argued, the mind is still dependent on the coherent 

operation of underlying physical processes within the brain and that there is still a distinction between what is real, albeit if 

only within our limited perception of external reality, and what is simply a product of our imagination. Of course, within the 

scope of this discussion, we might realise that some people may not be capable of making this distinction, such that they come 

to believe in things that cannot be verified outside their own imagination. However, we will now turn our attention back to the 

following questions tabled by the author. 

 

Why do I not just deal with mind, and forget about the brain?  

Why should we be concerned with the brain’s structure?  

 

The author’s response below has been heavily edited for brevity in this commentary. However, it is hoped that this summary 

does not misrepresent the essence of his argument.  

 

We can inspect the brain only from the outside, even when seeking to understand its innermost workings. There is also a 

dichotomy in that we can only infer the workings of our mind from within the confines of our own internalise world. 

Since structure and function within the physical brain can be correlated, although not conclusively, it can still tell us 

something about the nature of our conscious experience. So, while physical brain structure does matter in terms of the 

neuropsychological functions know to be associated with each hemisphere, my aim is purely to illuminate aspects of our 

conscious experience.  
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At this point, we might consider another argument made by the author.  

 

The brain has evolved, like the body in which it sits, and is in the process of evolving. But the evolution of the brain is 

different from the evolution of the body. In the brain, unlike in most other human organs, later developments do not so 

much replace earlier ones as add to, and build on top of, them.   

 

 
 

The evolution of the brain is clearly complex as it involves many incremental developments over vast periods of time and across 

multiple species. However, it is not clear that the author’s description is entirely accurate as the diagram suggests that most of 

the main physical sections of the brain have been present, albeit in limited forms, in many species for a very long time. The 

evolution of physiological form is often linked to the idea of bilateral symmetry, which has led to a variety of adaptations, e.g. 

limbs became flippers, wings and hands, in order to survive in some niche in the physical world. In this respect, the 

neurophysiological structures of the brain, like the physiological structures of the body, appear to have evolved as survival 

adaptations to changes in the external environment rather than as a clean-sheet design. So, within this evolutionary model, the 

idea of self-awareness within the predator-prey model would have been a very early development, but where the idea of 

consciousness starts to develop in all mammal species based on the expansion of the cerebrum. As such, degrees of conscious 

thought might be assumed in all mammals, especially the hominid species of apes, which culminates in homo sapiens.  

 

Note: The area of the brain with the greatest amount of recent evolutionary change is the cerebrum, although the part 

referred to as the neocortex is now thought to be responsible for higher-order brain functions associated with 

mammalian brains, including homo sapiens. 

 

While there appears to be considerable evidence supporting the evolutionary development of brain structure, we might also 

consider another factor at work in modern era of human history. For we might perceive some crossover point in human 

evolution, where the ‘natural world’ started to be modified by man-made changes, such that humanity had to adapt to the 

changes it was making to the world - see Catalysts of Change for wider discussion.  

 

Note: While we might consider these changes as a product of the conscious mind, they were not necessarily controlled 

by it. Likewise, the mind does not necessarily ‘transcend’ the physical workings of the brain. For there appears to be 

evidence to suggest that any evolution of the metaphysical mind also required some complementary evolution of the 

physical brain. However, as argued earlier, the incredible advances of the modern world, over just the last 500 years, 

cannot be correlated with any significant change in the physical brain, such that this progress appears better explained 

by the increasing ability to pass information from one generation to the next, both by volume and geography. 
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While the model shown right, known as the 'Triune Brain', is no longer considered mainstream, it possibly serves a purpose 

within this initial overview. This model is intended to reflect the timewise evolution of the brain, i.e. reptile, then mammal and 

finally human, where the higher functions of the brain, which came last, might be associated with an increasingly ‘conscious’ 

mind. The outer layer of the human brain, known as the neocortex of the cerebrum, is also logically divided into the four lobes, 

as previously outlined, while also being physically divided along the 

left-right hemispheres joined by the corpus callosum. Within this 

description, the cerebral cortex is the largest site of neural integration, 

inclusive of the central nervous system, such that it is known to play a 

key role in attention, perception, awareness, thought, memory, 

language, and consciousness. 

 

So, where is the conscious mind located? 

 

Even within this much simplified outline, it might be realised that the 

mind could be described as the resultant sum of many physical parts, 

which collectively define our perception, not only of the physical world, 

based on limited senses, but possibly an almost infinite number of virtual realities. So, while the mind may not have much 

conscious control over the numerous functions within a physical brain, it clearly remains dependent on them. Therefore, we 

might now consider the next paraphrased quote of the author. 

 

I think we would accept that the conflicts between will and desire, between intention and action, and broader 

disjunctions between whole ways of conceiving the world in which we live are the proper concern, not just of 

psychiatrists and psychologists, but of philosophers, and of artists of all kinds, and of each one of us in daily life. 

Similarly, understanding the way in which the brain’s structure influences the mind is of relevance not just to 

neuroscientists, or psychiatrists, or philosophers, but to everyone who has a mind or a brain.  

 

While not disagreeing with this basic position, it possibly opens up a pandora’s box of complications about the scope of science, 

philosophy and religion within the debate being outlined. While making the argument that the functioning of the physical brain 

has to be understood in terms of a scientific framework, it is clear that the perceptions of the mind, which can transcend 

physical reality, opens up the debate to philosophical and religious belief.  

 

1.1.1.2.2.2 The Importance of Being Two 

 

This subsection starts with the statement below and while possibly being unnecessarily pedantic, an 

aspect of its accuracy will be questioned, simply as a point of interest that has nothing to do with the 

general outline of the brain. 

 

Although the brain is extraordinarily densely interconnected within itself, it has been 

estimated that there are more connections within the human brain than there are particles in 

the known universe, it is none the less true, as might be imagined, that the closest and 

densest interconnections are formed within localities, between immediately adjacent 

structures.  

 

As a general estimate, the average human brain is assumed to have about 86 billion neurons, but many more glial cells, which 

serve to support and protect the neurons. Each neuron may be connected to up to 10,000 other neurons, passing signals to 

each other via as many as 100 trillion synaptic connections, i.e. 1014, equivalent by some estimates to a computer with a 1 

trillion bit per second processor. Estimates of the human brain’s memory capacity vary wildly from 1 to 1,000 terabytes, which 

for comparative purpose might be seen as equivalent to the 19 million volumes in the US Library of Congress and represents 

about 10 terabytes of data. 
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So, how many particles are there in the universe? 

 

We might start with some estimate of scale, where five trillion, i.e. 5*1012, hydrogen atoms might be conceptually fitted on the 

head of a pin. As such, we might immediately realise that the number of particles in the entire observable universe must be a 

much, much bigger number, but how much bigger? 

 

Note: Without going into too many details, the size of the visible universe is assumed to correspond to its estimated age, 

based on the Big Bang model, to be 13.7 billion years, which if multiplied by the speed of light [c], gives a volume in the 

order of 1080 cubic metres. Based on the estimated average particle density of interstellar space, there may be as few as 

10 particles per cubic metre, such that the number of particles in the visible universe might be estimated in the region of 

1081. While the actual size of the physical universe is not known, it is certainly bigger than 13.7 billion lightyears, such 

that the number of interconnections in the brain, i.e. 1014, does not really compare to the number of particles in the 

universe, +1080, by some considerable margin.  

 

While this tangential information may not really appear relevant to the current discussion, previous discussions have drawn 

analogous similarities to the structural architecture of a computer. However, relatively new imaging techniques are now 

revealing that the connectivity of the brain far outnumbers, and out-performs, any of today’s computers. An imaging technique, 

known as tomography, can detect the light emitted by nervous tissue of a mouse, which had been bioengineered to produce 

proteins that glow. Computer software can then be used to process the data to create a 3D image of brain cell connections. As 

a consequence, there is a growing realisation of the brain's complexity, where it has been estimated that the total number of 

synapses in the brain might be compared to the number of stars in 1,500 galaxies, although there are an estimated 100 trillion, 

i.e. 1014, galaxies in the visible universe.  

 

But what has this to do with the title of the discussion? 

 

In part, the outline above simply affirms the author statement that the brain is a densely interconnected structure of 

extraordinarily complexity, which science is only beginning to outlined, such that certainty cannot be assumed at this stage. As 

such, there is no disagreement with the next statement made by the author.  

 

If it is true that consciousness arises from, or at any rate is mediated by, the sheer density and complexity of neuronal 

interconnections within the brain, this structure has some important consequences for the nature of that consciousness. 

The brain should not be thought of as an indiscriminate mass of neurones: the structure of that mass matters. In 

particular it has to be relevant that at the highest level of organisation the brain, whether mediator or originator of 

consciousness, is divided in two.  

 

While the functional division between the two hemispheres may be critically important, there are clearly other aspects of 

functional divisions within the brain that also need consideration, i.e. the frontal, parietal, occipital and temporal lobes. As this 

commentary is also attempting to expand its general understanding, some additional focus on the frontal lobes may be 

appropriate as it is considered to be a vital component of the conscious mind. However, while recognising that the functions of 

the frontal lobe are divided across the left-right hemispheres, the whole is known to play an important role in memory, 

attention, motivation. While the frontal lobe was the last region of the brain to develop in the human evolutionary model, all 

mammals have a frontal lobe, although the size and complexity can vary enormously between species. Within the left-right 

divide, each hemisphere is known to largely control functions on the opposite sides of the body, which also applies to the 

frontal lobe. However, the functions of the frontal lobe also coordinate with other brain regions, where for example, memory 

formation also depends on sensory input. As such, we return to the idea that the conscious mind is possibly more complex than 

the sum of its functional parts. However, we might still associate the functions of frontal lobe with the conscious ability to plan 

and make decisions, as it is known that people with frontal lobe damage often struggle with such mental tasks. In summary, 

some attempt might be made to summarise the functions of the frontal lobe as follows: 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_the_universe
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website1/html/353.Big%20Bang.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tomography
However,%20while%20there%20may%20well%20be%20importance%20in%20the%20functional%20division%20between%20the%20two%20hemispheres,%20there%20are%20clearly%20other%20important%20aspects%20in%20the%20functional%20divisions%20of%20the%20various%20lobes%20of%20the%20brain%20i.e.%20frontal,%20parietal,%20occipital%20and%20temporal.%20As%20this%20review%20is%20also%20attempting%20to%20expand%20its%20general%20understanding,%20some%20additional%20focus%20on%20the%20frontal%20lobes%20may%20be%20appropriate%20as%20it%20is%20considered%20to%20be%20a%20vital%20component%20of%20conscious%20mind.%20%20However,%20the%20frontal%20lobe%20is%20also%20divided%20into%20each%20hemisphere,%20but%20collectively,%20it%20is%20assumed%20to%20play%20an%20important%20role%20in%20memory,%20attention,%20motivation,%20and%20last%20region%20of%20the%20brain%20to%20development%20in%20the%20human%20evolutionary%20model.%20However,%20all%20mammals%20have%20a%20frontal%20lobe,%20although%20the%20size%20and%20complexity%20can%20vary%20enormously%20between%20species.%20Within%20the%20left-right%20divide,%20each%20hemisphere%20is%20known%20to%20largely%20control%20functions%20on%20the%20opposite%20sides%20of%20the%20body,%20which%20also%20applies%20to%20the%20frontal%20lobe.%20However,%20the%20functions%20of%20the%20frontal%20lobe%20must%20also%20coordinate%20with%20other%20brain%20regions,%20where%20for%20example,%20memory%20formation%20also%20depends%20on%20sensory%20input,%20such%20that%20we%20return%20to%20the%20idea%20that%20the%20conscious%20mind,%20is%20possibly%20more%20complex%20than%20the%20sum%20of%20the%20parts.%20In%20this%20context,%20we%20might%20associate%20the%20functions%20of%20frontal%20lobe%20with%20a%20conscious%20ability%20to%20plan%20and%20make%20decisions,%20as%20it%20is%20known%20that%20people%20with%20frontal%20lobe%20damage%20often%20struggle%20with%20such%20mental%20tasks.%20In%20summary,%20some%20attempt%20might%20be%20made%20summarise%20the%20functions%20the%20frontal%20lobe.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parietal_lobe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Occipital_lobe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Temporal_lobe


In Two Minds 

The Mysearch Website 
 

25 
 

• Speech and language production in the Broca’s area helps put thoughts into words.  

• Is important in coordinating voluntary movement.  

• Helps in the classification and comparison of objects. 

• Possibly plays a key role in the formation of long-term memories. 

• Required to manage our conscious attention on a task at hand. 

• Vital for empathy in terms of understanding and reacting to the feelings of others. 

• These collective functions may also be key to our personality 

 

However, despite acknowledging the scope of complexity in multiple divisions of brain function, the author, and the book, 

apparently wants to focus on the left-right hemispheres divide and the assumption that this divide is the cause of so many 

conflicts in the modern world.  

 

It is the primary duality of the hemispheres that forms the focus of the book. It is this, I believe, that underlies a conflict 

that is playing itself out around us, and has, in my view, recently taken a turn which should cause us concern. By seeing 

more clearly what is happening we may be in a better position to do something about it.  

 

1.1.1.2.2.3 Differences are not Absolute 

 

From a perspective restricted to the introduction under review, there appears to be a degree of ambiguity in many of the 

statements made by the author. For example, we might compare the next statement with the previous, for it is not clear how 

the left-right hemisphere becomes such a dominant factor in decisions taken at the level of the conscious mind. 

 

When I say the ‘left hemisphere does this’, or ‘the right hemisphere does that’, it should be understood that in any one 

human brain at any one time both hemispheres will be actively involved. Unless one hemisphere has been surgically 

removed, or otherwise destroyed, signs of activity will be found in both. Both hemispheres are involved in almost all 

mental processes, and certainly in all mental states: information is constantly conveyed between the hemispheres, and 

may be transmitted in either direction several times a second.  

 

At this stage of commentary, it possibly needs to be accepted that the author is leading us to a conclusion, which in his mind 

has already been proved based on details outlined in the rest of the book. Therefore, this commentary will try not to jump to its 

own conclusions too soon. This said, unlike the process of writing up a thesis that must, in part, be formulated at the outset, a 

commentary of this nature starts in almost complete ignorance of the evidence that might be provided and must therefore 

proceed on the basis of some preliminary assessment at each stage. As such, this commentary will try not to be too judgmental, 

at this early stage, while recognising that each quote has to be assessed within a framework of incremental understanding. 

 

At the level of experience, the world we know is synthesised from the work of the two cerebral hemispheres, each 

hemisphere having its own way of understanding the world, its own ‘take’ on it. This synthesis is unlikely to be 

symmetrical, and the world we actually experience, phenomenologically, at any point in time is determined by which 

hemisphere’s version of the world ultimately comes to predominate. Though I would resist the simplistic idea of a 

left-right hemisphere personality overall, there is evidence I will look at later that, certainly for some kinds of activities, 

we consistently prefer one hemisphere over the other in ways that may differ between individuals, though over whole 

populations they tend to cohere.  

 

To reiterate, this commentary accepts that there may be an evolutionary explanation of the left-right hemisphere divide, e.g. 

the predator-prey model. While this commentary does not have the authority to decide on such matters, it is allowed to 

question the idea that the left-right divide has any form of personality or results in a conscious bias in higher cognitive decision 

making. However, even if this bias exists, it is unclear how we might overcome this bias, as it would appear to be an integral 

part of our ‘cognitive personality’, although the use of the word ‘personality’ might appear contradictory to previous inferences.  
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Note: Cognitive personality is a theory that focuses on the process of information encoding and retrieval, plus the role of 

expectations, motives, goals, and beliefs in the development of stable personality characteristics. This approach differs 

from more general personality theories that emphasise the conditions within which behavioural personality develops – 

see The Nature of Personality for wider discussion. 

 

In more general terms, we might recognise that cognitive processes are subject to both nature and nurture, which can affect 

how we acquire knowledge and judgment. For our ability to learn is subject to our environment, which might be characterised 

as either education or indoctrination. However, irrespective of which, humans are generally social animals, such that they are 

often motivated by the social approval of others and, as a consequence, they generally come to accept the beliefs and 

behaviours of those around them, which then influences their decisions and actions. While speculative, it might question our 

cognitive ability to control any left-right bias in our brain, if buried too deep for us to directly control, especially after 20 years 

or so of education, or indoctrination, before we start to think for ourselves. However, the author highlights a bias that might 

still be at work at a low level of the brain, i.e. below the conscious control of the mind.  

 

Even small differences in potential between the hemispheres at quite a low level may lead to what are large shifts at a 

higher level. At the level of moment-to-moment activity, the hemispheres may operate a ‘winner takes all’ system, 

where if one hemisphere is 85% as efficient at a task as the other, the activity divide will not be in the ratio of 85:100, 

but rather a consistent use of whichever is better. 

 

While not doubting that functional differences do exist in each hemisphere, we might still question whether a single coherent 

mind makes conscious decisions as described above. For example, on a higher level, we might receive conflicting information 

from many sources, and while accepting that we might have a bias to a certain conclusion, we might question whether the 

left-right divide is the dominant process at work. As a 

consequence, it is unclear whether any decision bias 

originates wholly in the left-right hemispheres of our brain 

or, even if true, how the conscious mind would even be 

aware of this bias, let alone being able to override it.  

 

1.1.1.2.2.4 Brain Organisation varies between 

Individuals 

 

As stated, much of this discussion is about self-education, as 

such many references are being made to other wider 

sources of information. In this context, not only might a 

better appreciation of the complexity of the brain be 

extended, both in terms of individual variation, but also in 

terms of a multitude of structures that operate above and below conscious control. As such, the diagram is simply a reminder of 

some of this complexity, while hardly beginning to quantify it. However, this is quite a brief subsection of the book’s 

introduction, such that only a few points of interest will be highlighted, starting with the following statement about the divide 

of left-right handedness with a population. 

 

In talking about any biological variable, one is making some sort of generalisation. Handedness is one such variable. The 

situation is complicated by the fact that handedness is not a single phenomenon; there are degrees of handedness in 

different individuals for different activities. However, in the West at present, about 89% of people are broadly 

right-handed, and the vast majority of these have speech and the semantic language centres in the left hemisphere, let’s 

call this the standard pattern. In the other 11%, who are broadly left-handed, there will be variable conformations, 

which logically must follow one of three patterns: 1) the standard pattern, 2) a simple inversion of the standard pattern, 

or 3) some rearrangement. The majority, about 75% of this 11% still have their speech centres in the left hemisphere, 
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and would appear to follow broadly the standard pattern. It is, therefore, only about 5% of the population overall who 

are known not to lateralise for speech in the left hemisphere.  

If the percentage figures are broadly understood, 89% are right-handed and 11% left-handed. However, of the 11% that are 

left-handed, 75% still have their primary speech centres in the left hemisphere, as per those right-handed. If so, then 75% of 

11% is 8.25%, such that 97.25% have their speech centres in the left hemisphere, which only leaves 2.75% in ‘some other 

arrangement’. However, it is possible that these percentages only apply to the demographics of ‘the West’ and not the global 

population in total.  

 

Of these some might have a simple inversion of the hemispheres, with everything that normally happens in the right 

hemisphere happening in the left, and vice versa; there is little significance in this, from the point of view of this book, It 

is only the third group who, it has been posited, may be truly different in their cerebral organisation: a subset of 

left-handers, as well as some people with other conditions, irrespective of handedness, such as schizophrenia and 

dyslexia, as well as some other possible conditions, e.g. schizotypy, autism, Asperger’s syndrome and other savant 

conditions, who may have a partial inversion of the standard pattern, leading to brain functions being lateralised in 

unconventional combinations. For them the normal partitioning of functions breaks down. This may confer special 

benefits, or lead to disadvantages, in the carrying out of different activities. Dealing with these anomalous situations, 

intriguing and important as they are, lies beyond the scope of this book.  

 

As indicated, we might generally assume that the physical structure of the brain follows, by and large, the ‘standard pattern’. It 

might also be assumed that this standard pattern is subject to an evolutionary bias that is broadly reflected in the human 

genome, but where genetic variations may exist, if they did not affect survival, both physical and social, where verbal 

communication may have been a key factor. The author then presents this variation in the form of an interesting question. 

 

Does the coexistence in the same hemisphere, right or left, of language and what are normally right-hemisphere 

functions, lead to language being ‘reinterpreted’ according to the characteristic mode of a normal right hemisphere, or 

does it lead to the opposite effect, the other functions going on in that hemisphere being transformed by what might be 

perceived as a left-hemisphere way of seeing things? To put it simply, does placing a maths professor in a circus troupe 

result in a flying mathematician, or a bunch of trapeze artists who can no longer perform unless they have first 

calculated the precise trajectory of their leap?  

 

However, as previously outlined, the average human brain is assumed to have about 86 billion neurons, but where each neuron 

may be connected to up to 10,000 other neurons. As such, the brain is a neural network comprising of as many as 100 trillion 

synaptic connections, i.e. 1014. This obvious complexity underpins numerous physical sub-layers within the brain, where it is the 

cerebrum that is divided into the left-right hemispheres and connected by a structure called corpus callosum. Overlaying this 

structure is a description of four functional lobes. i.e. frontal, parietal, occipital and temporal, in which our senses, e.g. sight, 

sound, touch, smell, taste and pain, are integrated within a myriad of mental states and cognitive capabilities, which come to 

define our personality anchored to both intellectual logic and emotions. So, while there is some obvious commonality in the 

brain architecture of most mammals, which can be anchored to evolution, it is undoubtedly true that all individuals are 

different. So, having raised more tangential issues, we might return to the author’s response to the issue highlighted above. 

 

Probably both scenarios are realized in different individuals, leading to unusual talents, and unusual deficits. This may be 

the link between cerebral lateralisation and creativity, and it may account for the otherwise difficult to explain fact of 

the relatively constant conservation, throughout the world, of genes which, at least partly through their effects on 

lateralisation, result in major mental illnesses, such as schizophrenia and manic-depressive psychosis and developmental 

disorders, such as autism and Asperger’s syndrome. It may also be associated with homosexuality, which is thought to 

involve a higher than usual incidence of abnormal lateralisation. Such genes may, particularly in the case of mental 

illness, be highly detrimental to individuals, and have an impact on fertility for the population at large and would 

therefore have been bred out long ago, if it were not for some hugely important benefit that they must convey. If they 

also, through their effects on lateralisation, in some cases led to extraordinary talents, and if particularly they did so in 
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relatives, who have some but not all of the genes responsible, then such genes would naturally be preserved, on purely 

Darwinian principles. Whether that is the case or not, we need to understand better the nature of the normal left and 

right hemispheres. In this book, therefore, I propose to deal only with the typical cerebral organisation, the one that has 

greater than 95% currency and which, by the same ‘winner takes all’ argument, has universal applicability to the world 

in which we live for now. 

 

If we turn back the clock to when humanity only existed in small hunter-gatherer groups, each adult member of the group was 

broadly required to support the survival of the group as a whole. Therefore, it might be speculated that there was only limited 

support in these groups for those unable to survive without help, such that certain genes associated with the conditions cited 

above would have indeed been subject to a ‘Darwinian principle’, if associated with the survival of the fittest. In this earlier 

context, these genes would not ‘naturally be preserved’, but rather struggle to procreate into future generation. Of course, like 

the 2.5-5% with non-standard brain structures, some smaller percentage of what might be described as problematic genes, at 

least in survival terms, could have survived as the data suggests. However, this section of discussion is really only highlighting 

the variation of physical differences in the brain, such that the left-right asymmetry of the brain requires further consideration, 

especially in terms of how the conscious mind makes decisions.  

 

1.1.1.2.2.5 Essential Asymmetry  

 

This is the final part of the book’s introduction, which the author starts in a somewhat historic and philosophical context. 

 

‘The universe is built on a plan, the profound symmetry of which is somehow present in the inner structure of our 

intellect.’ This remark of the French poet Paul Valéry is at one and the same time a brilliant insight into the nature of 

reality, and about as wrong as it is possible to be. In fact, the universe has no ‘profound symmetry’, rather, a profound 

asymmetry. More than a century ago Louis Pasteur wrote: ‘Life as manifested to us is a function of the asymmetry of the 

universe … I can even imagine that all living species are primordially, in their structure, in their external forms, functions 

of cosmic asymmetry.’  

 

It is possible to take issue with any, or all, of these positions by arguing that both symmetry and asymmetry exists in life’s 

blueprint. For example, there is considerable evidence of physical symmetry in biology, which might even be extended to the 

broad symmetry of the left-right hemispheres of the brain. Of course, as the author points out, these hemispheres are also 

asymmetric in their physical structure, when subject to closer inspection, as well as in its functional architecture 

 

Note: It is unclear whether Louis Pasteur’s ideas about the ‘asymmetry of the universe’ apply to the current discussion, 

as it is possible that his reference had more to do with molecular asymmetry. However, it can be argued that the idea of 

physical perfection does not exist in the universe; hence a perfect circle or straight line does not exist in nature – see 

Plato’s idea based on the Theory of Forms for wider arguments.   

 

So, following on from the somewhat philosophical argument in the note above, asymmetry will always appear as we look 

ever-closer at the nature of life in terms of its cellular or composite structures. As such, there can be no argument with the 

author on his next point.  

 

As I have said, I believe that there are two fundamentally opposed realities rooted in the bi-hemispheric structure of the 

brain. But the relationship between them is no more symmetrical than that of the chambers of the heart. 

 

However, there would appear to be more scope for debate about the allegory of ‘The Master and his Emissary’, where the 

physical right hemisphere is assumed to take on the role of the ‘wise master’, while the left brain is likened to his ‘overly 

ambitious emissary’. However, at this point, the author cites another telling of this story by Nietzsche.  
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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. Eventually, however, his cleverest and most ambitious vizier, the one he 

most trusted to do his work, began to see himself as the master, and used his position to advance his own wealth and 

influence. He saw his master’s temperance and forbearance as weakness, not wisdom, and on his missions on the 

master’s behalf, adopted his mantle as his own, the emissary became contemptuous of his master. And so, it came 

about that the master was usurped, the people were duped, the domain became a tyranny; and eventually it collapsed 

in ruins.  

 

While we might see many examples of this story in human history, the idea that this allegory accurately describes brain 

developments that have taken place within the last 500 years appears to be making quite a leap.  

 

1.1.2 Initial Summary 
 

As indicated on the opening page, the overall discussion of the book entitled ‘The Master and his Emissary’ has been described 

more as a ‘commentary’ rather than a typical review in order to allow wider ‘debate’ of the ideas being presented along with 

references to many other sources. So far, this process has only considered the opening arguments of the book in terms of its 

preface and introduction. While the main body of the book will attempt to consider some of the arguments in more detail, it 

appears that many of the arguments are often similar in scope, but then subject to debate in a different context, i.e. scientific, 

philosophical or even theological. While each reader may have their own personal 

preference towards the various arguments presented, this commentary will use this 

summary to highlight its own scientific bias.  

 

Note: It is clear that the complexity of the brain transcends the ability of 

present-day science to fully explain, which then leaves room for a multitude of 

other ideas. This is especially true when discussing the scope of consciousness in 

the human mind, which some may assume transcends any physical explanation. 

However, it might be argued, on the basis of a quote by Carl Sagan that 

‘extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence’. Of course, extraordinary 

evidence has to apply equally to science. 

 

Clearly, speculation, whether philosophic or scientific in scope, can proceed in many different directions, such that there may 

be some benefit in outlining some initial factual assumptions. 1) The brain is a very complex system of interconnecting neurons, 

which is known to regulate and control processes in the body, with and without conscious thought. 2) While it is generally 

assumed that a conscious mind must be an emergent property of a physical brain, which comprises of billions of neurons and 

trillions of interconnections, our detailed understanding of its workings is limited, especially in terms of the nature of 

consciousness. 3) The complexity of a brain, as a neural network, exceeds the ability of present-day science to explain and while 

philosophy and theology can speculate, it is unclear that they offer up any additional certainty. 4) While science may struggle to 

explain the brain and mind in terms of the interconnection of neurons, this does not preclude the possibility.  

 

Note: By way of example of rationalising complexity, the concept of temperature is a statistical measure of the 

seemingly chaotic motion of billions of particles in a gas, which is linked to the kinetic energy associated with each 

particle. As such, temperature is a useful model of an otherwise impossibly complex system. While somewhat tangential, 

it might also be highlighted that seemingly chaotic systems can still have underlying deterministic, albeit often 

non-linear behaviour. In this context, it might be argued that just because science cannot explain the complexity of the 

brain today, does not mean that it will never be able to do so, although this is also an assumption, not a certainty.  
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Of course, the author may debate this position on the grounds that scientific reductionism will always fail to explain the scope 

of our inner conscious mind. However, the predator-prey model has speculated how higher consciousness may have started out 

in terms of a far simpler concept of self-awareness, which has been 

augmented by evolution in terms of both sensory equipment and cognitive 

intelligence, such that we now have a sophisticated, albeit abstracted 

perception of reality. This then leads to the types of questions now under 

consideration, e.g. 

 
Is reality real? 

 
How you attempt to answer this question, in the absence of certainty, may 

be a matter of personal preference. However, it has been argued that while 

our internal perception of reality is undoubtedly different from external 

physical reality, it is still evidence of its existence. Of course, describing the 

exact nature of the external universe has proved equally difficult for science, 

such that quantifying the nature of physical reality can also be open to philosophical and theological debate.  

 

Note: Clearly, there are some questions that science may never be able to answer. If so, there are possibly two 

approaches that might be considered. First, we might subscribe to a belief, which cannot be proved and therefore may 

be wrong or, second, we simply keep looking for a better answer.   

 
While having made the argument that our internal perception of reality provides some evidence that external reality also exists, 

our conscious mind clearly has the potential to imagine far more ‘dimensions’, when subject to a myriad of emotional and 

cognitive states. If so, this might appear to be an admission that the mental imagery in our minds transcends physical reality. 

While this is not an unreasonable assumption, it is still anchor to the empirical evidence that the mind ceases to function if the 

physical structure of the brain is damaged or destroyed. Likewise, the nature of our own personal experience is known to be 

subject to both internal and external variations, i.e. nature versus nurture, which comes to shape our internal worldview.  

 

So, what might be inferred, but not necessarily proven? 

 

While not an analogy that the author would necessarily support, this commentary has made reference to a similarity between 

brain-mind and the dependency between computer hardware-software. In both cases, if the former breaks, the latter does not 

function. However, even if we accept this dependency, science may still struggle to fully explain the correlation of the 

functionality of a software program with the functions of the underlying hardware.  

 
Note: We might also make some reference to biological life, which starts by the fusing of two haploid cells to form a 

gamete in a process called meiosis. While the links provide descriptions of physical mechanisms, they often lack a 

description of any overarching program, written in DNA, needed to guide the formation of the gamete from its singular 

cellular beginning to adult form consisting of billions of cells with a multitude of functions, inclusive of brain neurons, but 

prior to consciousness.  

 
While neither of these two examples necessarily imply any obvious process of conscious thought, something appears to be 

working towards a purposeful goal, which is difficult to quantify in terms of physical cause and effects. As such, it is not 

unreasonable to ask how cells know what to do, when to do it and how to coordinate their actions within a human body made 

up of trillions of cells with a myriad of purposes. While science is struggling to explain such complex issues, it seems premature 

that we should simply abandon the idea of a scientific explanation. Of course, in this context, it has to be accepted that science 

only has a limited understanding of the brain-mind divide, such that all manner of speculation is open to debate. However, 

while numerous models might be referenced at this stage, two possible extremes might be suggested that may not satisfy 

anybody, although there may be some evidence to support both. 
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1) Consciousness is an emergent property and once we understand the brain, we will understand consciousness.  

2) Consciousness is essentially an illusion created by unconscious mechanisms at work within the physical brain. 

 
If we use the computer analogy, in the first case, we might recognise that a hardware designer might be able to put some 
constraints on the software in terms of speed of processing and memory capacity, but have little understanding of the potential 
functionality of the software. Likewise, in the second case, simply assuming that the 
software has no ability to guide its own functionality seems equally naïve, while 
acknowledging that this software is not conscious.  
 

Note: One possible, but not necessarily achievable approach might be that 

science continues to work towards developing an advance computer AI system, 

i.e. hardware and software, that could pass a Turing-like test for consciousness. 

While this system would not be equivalent to a biological brain-mind system, the 

fact that it might emulate the idea of consciousness might be an important step 

in further understanding.  

 
However, from the perspective of this commentary, this summary is only attempting to 

frame the debate of issues raised by the book, not to solve them. So, having simply highlighted some of the issues of debate, 

this review process will now consider some of the ideas in part-1, the divided brain. 
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The comments raised in terms of the preface and introduction have tried to focus on the more physical and tangible arguments 

surrounding the structure of the brain and how its development might be explained within the context of evolutionary theory. 

This appears to be compatible with the stated objective of part-1, which 

consists of six chapters, as listed below.    

 

1. Asymmetry and the Brain,  

2. What do the Two Hemispheres Do,  

3. Language, Truth, and Music, 

4. The Nature of the Two Worlds,  

5. The Primacy of the Right Hemisphere,  

6. The Triumph of the Left Hemisphere.  

 

Given the scope of this section, it is not possible to comment on all the 

arguments being forwarded in any details. Therefore, this commentary will 

simply cite just a few paraphrased extracts, which it is hoped are generally 

representative of the author’s arguments. However, it is highlighted that 

some arguments related to the conscious mind appear to transcend any obvious physical causality, and while this may be so, 

caution is necessarily, if the evidence also appears to transcend verification. Given this scope for debate, we might start with a 

quote by the author that this commentary fully supports.  

 

Is consciousness a product of the brain? The only certainty here is that anyone who thinks they can answer this question 

with certainty has to be wrong. 

 

1.2.1 Chapter-1: Asymmetry and the Brain 
 

Reference is made to the ‘split-brain’ procedures that severs the corpus callosum connecting the left-right hemispheres. While 

this appears to be a very drastic solution to any problem, people were surprised that the recovering patients appeared to be 

able to function in everyday life, almost as if nothing had happened. Of course, this procedure is clearly different from people 

who suffer left or right brain damage, where functions of the brain-mind are lost. However, a split brain suggests that people 

can survive, possibly not optimally, without any obvious exchange of ‘worldviews’ between the two hemispheres.  

 

You might think that as brains evolve to become larger, the interhemispheric connections would increase in tandem. But 

not at all: they actually decrease relative to brain size. The bigger the brain, the less interconnected it is, such that 

evolution appears to be moving in the opposite direction.  

 

What evolutionary evidence supports this claim? It is assumed that any comparison of the brain structure of homo sapiens over 

long periods of evolutionary time is limited, although some brain comparisons might be extrapolated based on present-day 

inter-species comparisons. However, if we simply accept the suggestion presented above, it might suggest that evolutionary 

survival did not perceive any significant benefit in developing left-right connectivity. Using the assumptions of the 

predator-prey model, survival may have only required the left-hemisphere to focus on the task at hand, while the 

right-hemisphere kept a ‘watchful eye’ on the rest of the world in the background. If so, evolution may not have perceived an 

additional survival need for the connectivity between the hemispheres to develop further. In this context, the right hemisphere 

was only required to raise an alarm bell to the conscious level of self-awareness and shift the focus of the mind to something 

else. As a consequence, the development of the human conscious mind may have always been biased to the left, i.e. the focus 

of immediate attention. 

 

1.2 Part-1: The Divided Brain 
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The functional differences between the hemispheres is not a new phenomenon in evolutionary terms as lateralisation of 

brain function is widespread in vertebrates and shown to be the case in the brains of rats. As such, human evolution 

appears only to have developed this difference and therefore question its original purpose. 

 

Again, we might return to the predator-prey model for development of two levels of attention. The idea that present-day 

humanity has no need to consider the predator-prey model may be overly naïve, to say the least, and certainly would not have 

been the case when homo sapiens first appeared. So, while humanity may have developed extension to its conscious mind 

based on the size of the frontal cortex, the idea that this consciousness is not still linked to its evolutionary roots may be equally 

naïve.  

 

1.2.2 Chapter-2: Neurological and Neuro-Psychological Evidence 
 

Again, the paraphrased extracts being presented should only be seen as general 

examples for commentary and debate.  

 

Are the hemispheres really that different? If there are differences, are the 

difference consistent and significant, rather than just a random carve-up of 

‘functions’ according to the dictates of space? It should be taken for granted 

that important activity is not confined to a specific region, but that it acts in concert with many others, principally 

regions within the same hemisphere, but not in complete isolation to the other hemisphere. 

 

The author provides many details as to how left-right hemispheres differ from each other, which have been verified over many 

years. However, the author then seeks to explain the difference in the right hemisphere within a wider framework, where the 

left hemisphere prioritises local communication.  

 

Structural and functional difference at the brain level suggest there may indeed be basic differences in what the two 

hemispheres do. So, what does the neuropsychological literature tell us about that? However, while it is true that we 

know a lot about what different areas within each hemisphere ‘do’, at least, in terms of what they help mediate, we do 

not necessarily know ‘how’. For example, where language is and where aspects of language are, we start to see 

differences between the hemispheres emerge. 

 

At one level, we might reasonably assume that physical differences in the left-right brain would translate into differ functions as 

the author rightly points out. Equally, simply having names for different regions in the left-right hemisphere does not mean we 

really understand ‘how’ they integrate to form a conscious mind, which is highlighted in the next extract. 

 

Although the brain is often described as if it were composed of ‘modules’, it is in fact a single, integrated, highly dynamic 

system. Events anywhere in the brain are connected and can affect other regions, which in-turn may respond to, 

propagate, enhance an initial event, or alternatively inhibit or seek to re-establish some equilibrium. As such, the brain is 

primarily a network with an almost infinite array of pathways, such that processes of the cognitive mind cannot be 

considered as isolated modular functions. 

 

As an example of the complexity of the ‘how’ issues, it might be highlighted that people with higher IQs have lower cerebral 

metabolic rates during mentally active conditions, as do those with bigger brain size, which is also correlated with IQ – see 

neural circuits for more details. However, this commentary will now jump to what might be a wider point of central interest. 

 

It may seem obvious that the task of the brain is to put us in touch with whatever it is that exists apart from ourselves. 

But this conclusion is not quite as obviously right as it seems. Different aspects of the world come into being through the 

interaction of our brains with whatever it is that exists apart from ourselves, and precisely which aspects come into 

being depends on the nature of our attention.  
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While the author may disagree, it seems that the predator-prey model might go a long way to explaining this issue. Right from 

the outset, evolutionary survival required both predator and prey to have some form of perception of self-awareness, i.e. that 

which must be protected in order to survive. By definition, self-awareness is an internal perception, where everything else 

exists outside. Exactly ‘what aspect of the world comes into being’ depends on the sophistication of the rest of brain, e.g. senses 

and intelligence. It is therefore argued that anchoring the abstraction of the human consciousness to its evolutionary root 

possibly mitigates the assumption the human mind requires an explanation that transcends any physical explanation. However, 

we might attempt to summarise the author’s argument in the following concatenated extract. 

 

There is evidence of left-hemisphere dominance for local, narrowly focussed attention and right-hemisphere dominance 

for broad, global, and flexible attention. The scope of the right hemisphere’s world is broad. Patients with a 

right-hemisphere lesion, therefore relying on their intact left hemisphere, start with the pieces and put them together to 

get the overall picture. Those with a left-hemisphere lesion, relying on their right hemisphere prefer a global approach. 

Patients with right-hemisphere damage don’t seem able to adjust the breadth of the ‘spotlight’ of their attention: they 

suffer ‘an excessive and more or less permanent narrowing of their attentional window’…what is new must first be 

present in the right hemisphere, before it can come into focus for the left. For one thing, the right hemisphere alone 

attends to the peripheral field of vision from which new experience tends to come; only the right hemisphere can direct 

attention to what comes to us from the edges of our awareness, regardless of side. Anything newly entering our 

experiential world instantly triggers a release of noradrenaline, mainly in the right hemisphere. Novel experience induces 

changes in the right hippocampus, but not the left. So, it is no surprise that the right hemisphere that is attuned to the 

apprehension of anything new.  

 

This commentary broadly accepts this argument, as it also appears to be supported by the evolutionary development of the 

predator-prey model. Of course, we still need to recognise that this division is taking place below the conscious mind along with 

the integration of a range of sensory information and other cognitive processes based on intelligence, experience and memory. 

However, it is highlighted that these brief comments do not reflect the scope of the detailed information covered in chapter-2, 

such that the reader needs to review this information for themselves, therefore, we might close this section with the author’s 

own conclusions. 

 

The literature on brain function is extensive, which this chapter cannot, in the nature of things, pretend to be an 

exhaustive review: to achieve that alone would require a team of experts, and a book several times the size of this one. 

Rather it is designed to highlight the differences between the hemispheres, where there is coherent evidence, and 

particularly to reverse the entrenched prejudice that, while the right hemisphere may add a bit of colour to life, it is the 

left hemisphere that does the serious business. With the exception of 

explicit manipulation, involving language and serial analysis, the left 

hemisphere is not the ‘dominant’ hemisphere. 

 

1.2.3 Chapter-3: Language, Truth and Music 
 

Again, commentary will be limited to just a few paraphrased extracts, which it 

is hoped will reflect the essence of the chapter, if not its detail. We will start 

with a quote that does not appear too contentious in light of previous 

comments.  

 

I want to suggest that the differences between the left-right hemispheres is not just a curiosity with no further 

significance, but rather represents two individually coherent, but incompatible, aspects of the world. 

 

However, the next extract starts to address a much broader topic, which this commentary will described in terms of ‘cognition’, 

where knowledge exists within a hierarchical process of acquisition, structure, context and interpretation, which is then subject 

to some overall ability defined as cognitive intelligence. 
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I want to suggest a different way of looking at the role played by the brain in forming our experience of the world. This 

involves concerning oneself with the nature of knowledge itself… The way we approach knowledge is personal, such that 

it cannot be passed to someone else without being changed. As such, it is not fixed or certain or easily captured in words 

and, as a consequence, it often has to be experienced. 

 

However, while this interpretation of knowledge can be linked to personal experience, we also know that our personal  

‘worldview’ exists within a collective framework in which we filter information, such that knowledge may be constrained by 

ideology or beliefs. In part, it would seem that this process exists outside the limitations of the left-right hemisphere perception 

of external reality. If so, our perception of reality is not only limited by our senses, but also the impact of our upbringing, which 

comes to affect the metaphysical processes of our mind in terms of cognitive bias. 

 

If we assume a purely mechanical universe and take the machine as our model, we will uncover the view that the body 

and the brain is a machine. To a man with a hammer everything begins to look like a nail. But because we can come to 

know things only in terms of other things we know, every ‘explanation’, however convincing, is merely a model. 

 

Taking the arguments of this quote in reverse, it must be accepted that much of our knowledge of the world has to be reduced 

and conceived in terms of simplifying models. This does not invalidate the usefulness of these models, as long as we recognise 

their limitations. For example, we might again consider the idea of temperature as something tangible. However, on further 

examination we might realise that temperature has to be explained in terms of energy, which actually translates into the kinetic 

energy of particles within a certain volume of space. However, the notion of temperature is a useful statistical measure of the 

kinetic energy of particles, when too numerous to consider in isolation. Therefore, even if we were to accept the idea that 

biological life, e.g. body and brain, is not a machine, which may be a conjecture that requires further evidence, trying to 

understand this complexity by way of simplifying models may still represent the most sensible starting point, again, as long as 

we recognise its limitations. Of course, by the same token, the author may legitimately pursue another model, if it offers 

further insights into a problem space, which science is only beginning to understand.  

 

Language is the province of both hemispheres and, like everything else, has different meanings in either hemisphere…we 

know that it is not true that language is subserved by one hemisphere, as its functioning is distributed across the two. If 

it is true that most syntax and vocabulary of language are generally housed in the left hemisphere, it is nonetheless the 

right hemisphere which subserves higher linguistic functions. Therefore, if the right hemisphere, in linguistic terms, 

paints the picture, it is still the left hemisphere that holds the ‘paint box’. 

 

Again, this paraphrased quote appears to suggest the left-right separation in the physical brain is not necessarily representative 

of overall conscious cognition, i.e. it is not schizophrenic in nature. For most of us, the idea of language, both spoken and 

written, appears to be a unified concept, which is further integrated with visual information underpinning our internal model of 

external reality. If so, might we accept that while this internal model is a simplification of external reality, it has still been useful 

in terms of evolutionary survival.  

 

While assuming language must have developed for communication, the common ancestor of homo sapiens and 

Neanderthals had a large brain and vocal apparatus comparable to those of modern humans some 300,000 to 400,000 

years ago. However, evidence suggests that humanity did not develop the degree of sophisticated symbol manipulation 

required by language until much later, e.g. possibly as late as 40,000 years ago. It would seem, then, that for most of 

human history, despite a large brain and presumably high intelligence, managed to communicate satisfactorily without 

language, as we understand it.  

 

Given the preference for some form of evolutionary causality, it is unclear why ‘sophisticated symbol manipulation’ would be a 

prerequisite of language as children learn to vocalise language long before recognising symbols in terms of their ABC’s. While 

any spoken language used by our common ancestors may not have had any formal structure outside a local hunter-gatherer 

group, general vocalisation may still have been the evolutionary driver for more formalised spoken language followed by the 
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use of symbols predating the written word. Again, it might be argued that any initial ability to infer meaning to vocalised sounds 

led to more formalised language, because it could more accurately convey information within expanding populations. So, in this 

evolutionary arms-race, more structural language became the accepted norm, while music was not only retained, but expanded 

in sophistication, because it could better convey emotions.  

 

Even if language isn’t strictly necessary for communication, its advent was necessary for humans to become the thinking 

beings capable of forming concepts, making judgments, taking decisions, solving problems. Well, not really, in fact, not 

at all. The belief that one cannot think without language is yet another fallacy of the introspective process, whereby 

thinking in words about language only serves to confirm the importance of the verbal process. 

 

While accepting that this might be an accurate statement, e.g. language is not a fundamental requirement of higher thought 

processes in an individual, the development of language was possibly a key requirement for individuals to convey information 

within ever-wider groups. While this is simply speculation, it is anchored to evolutionary causality, as small hunter-gatherer 

groups merged into ever-larger groups that where to become the first civilisations in human history.  

 

Note: By way of a tangential topic, feral children are the result of being isolated from normal human contact, such that 

they have little or no exposure to human language – see Linguistic development of Genie by way of a specific example. 

Children learn the structure of language in two distinct ways, i.e. speech production and speech comprehension. At birth, 

a child cannot comprehend or produce speech, but by the age of 4, most have learnt the basics of language. In the case 

of feral children, most fail to develop the necessary vocal control to then master sophisticated language. Clearly, in an 

evolutionary context, it might be speculated that earlier homo sapiens had to first develop increasing vocal control, over 

multiple generations, such that more sophisticated language might be developed. 

 

While this briefest of outlines does not cover the scope and detail of chapter-3, it is hoped that it might capture the nature of 

the debate. The following note is taken from an earlier essay entitled ‘The Trouble with Generations’ that might also highlight 

that man-made developments, especially over the last 500 years may be predicated on the ability to communicate information, 

both spoken and written, independent of any evolutionary developments.  

 

The increasing rate of human development can be linked to a growing ability to share and distribute information. Ten 

thousand years ago, information sharing was restricted to the spoken word and confined to very localised regions. The 

development of the written word was a step change in this ability, although the means of distributing the information to 

a wider population was still limited. Therefore, we might recognise the invention of the printing press as another step 

change, which not only allowed the information to be replicated in volume, but also distributed across a much wider 

geography. Today, information transfer between, and within, generations is supported by computer processing, global 

communication networks and a multitude of graphic and application interfaces, e.g. social media. It might be recognised 

that social media may not always be adopted by older generations for a variety of reasons.  

 

1.2.4 Chapter-4: The Nature of the Two Worlds 
 

It might be generally agreed that human perception is a somewhat subjective interpretation 

of what we see, as illustrated in the diagram right, where some people see a young woman 

looking away, while others see an old lady looking down. Therefore, we might start this 

section of commentary with a concatenation of statements from the beginning of chapter-4 

related to the scope of attention we give the external world and the degree of influence it 

has on our internal perception of this reality.  

 

It is not just that what we find determines the nature of the attention we accord to it, 

but that the attention we pay to anything also determines what it is we find… Attention has consequences. One way of 

putting this is to say that we neither discover an objective reality nor invent a subjective reality, but that there is a 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_history
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feral_child
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistic_development_of_Genie
http://www.mysearch.org.uk/website4/html/15.Generations.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attention


In Two Minds 

The Mysearch Website 
 

37 
 

process of responsive evocation, the world ‘calling forth’ something that in turn ‘calls forth’ something in the world. That 

is true of perceptual qualities, not just of values. If there is no ‘real’ mountain, for example, separate from one created by 

the hopes, aspirations, reverence or greed of those who approach it, it is equally true that its greenness, or greyness, or 

stoniness lies not in the mountain or in my mind, but comes from between us, called forth from each and equally 

dependent on both. 

 

In part, this argument might be likened to the philosophical debate surrounding whether a falling tree makes a sound if no one 

is around to hear it. There is also a somewhat analogous concept in quantum physics, where the outcome of a quantum state 

only comes about by the act of observation. Clearly, our acceptance of these two perspectives may depend on personal 

preference, as well as our state of mind, which it often a product of both nature and nurture. However, this commentary holds 

to the position that external reality does exist independent of any observer, although the exact nature of this external reality 

may be very different from our internal perception. In this context, there is a ‘real’ mountain, although its actual reality may 

only exist in terms of the bonds between countless atoms, such that its colour is meaningless. Therefore, the author’s 

statement about the scope of reality is valid, but where humanity, as a whole, must share some common perception of external 

objective reality, otherwise we could not make any sense of the world that binds us into a collective society. So, while people 

from different cultures may have very different worldviews, e.g. religious beliefs, most will still generally agree about their 

description of a mountain. Again, this agreement appears to be a function of a coherent mind, irrespective of the divisions 

between our left-right brain – see Perceptions & Hallucinations for wider discussion. However, the author then raises an 

interesting question.  

 

If the world of the left hemisphere and the world of the right hemisphere are both present to the mind, and form 

coherent aspects of experience, should we expect to find the resultant incompatibilities reflected in the history of 

philosophy? 

 

While a multitude of great minds have debated the reality of our existence and other unsolved issues for millennium, it is 

unclear that they have ever reached any consensus of opinion. So, while claiming no authoritative high-ground on such issues, it 

is unclear that the mind has any conscious experience of the left-right divide. Equally, it might be accepted that the coherence 

of our conscious mind is subject to a multitude of mental states affected by physical chemistry in the body and other emotional 

experiences of the mind itself. However, because much of this chapter is focused on various historic and philosophical 

perspectives, which is beyond the scope of this commentary, it will jump to the conclusion section of the chapter, which is 

paraphrased at some length below, because it appears to be an important summary of the ideas within the book as a whole.  

 

If one had to encapsulate the principal differences in the experience mediated by the two hemispheres, their two modes 

of being, one could put it like this. The world of the left hemisphere, dependent on language and abstraction, yields 

clarity and power to manipulate things that are known, fixed, static, isolated, de-contextualised, explicit, disembodied, 

general in nature, but ultimately lifeless. The right hemisphere, by contrast, yields a world of individual, changing, 

evolving, interconnected, implicit, incarnate, living beings within the context of the lived world, but in the nature of 

things never fully graspable, always imperfectly known. The knowledge that is mediated by the left hemisphere is 

knowledge within a closed system. It has the advantage of perfection, but such perfection is bought ultimately at the 

price of emptiness, of self-reference. It can mediate knowledge only in terms of a mechanical rearrangement of other 

things already known. It can never really ‘break out’ to know anything new, because its knowledge is of its own 

re-presentations only. Where the thing itself is ‘present’ to the right hemisphere, it is only ‘re-presented’ by the left 

hemisphere, now become an idea of a thing. Where the right hemisphere is conscious of the Other, whatever it may be, 

the left hemisphere’s consciousness is of itself. And this brings us finally to the third question I asked at the outset in this 

chapter: can all this tell us something about the nature of the brain? I think so. That answer is implicit in all that has 

gone before. There is no such thing as the brain, only the brain according to the right hemisphere and the brain 

according to the left hemisphere: the two hemispheres that bring everything into being. So, to some people the brain is a 

thing, and a particular type of thing, a machine; which is only to say that it is something we understand from the bottom 

up and which exists for a purpose we recognise. To others it is something the nature of which is unique, which we can 
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understand, therefore, only by being content with a degree of not-knowing which opens the mind to whatever is, and 

whose purpose is not so easily determined. In other words, we should expect that some people will be confident that 

they know precisely what sort of thing the brain is, while others may know ‘precious little’ about that. 

 

Again, while this commentary does not have the weight of authority to refute this conclusion, it will question it. The main 

difference of opinion is the inference that the left-right hemispheres have their own form of independent consciousness. Of 

course, there are a multitude of ideas, i.e. scientific, philosophic and theological, about the scope of human consciousness, 

which this commentary cannot even begin to outline. However, there does appear to be empirical evidence that our conscious 

self-awareness is dependent on cognitive functions that mostly reside in the frontal lobes of the brain, both left and right. This 

empirical evidence is based on the observation that if these areas of the brain are damaged, then the higher cognitive states of 

consciousness are often impaired or lost. However, this description does not refute the idea that left-right hemispheres provide 

input into some form of collective consciousness of the mind, which might be perceived as being greater than the ‘sum of its 

parts’. However, again, if the whole stops working due to a failure of one of its parts, we might still question the idea that 

consciousness transcends the physical, although this argument might immediately be rejected on the grounds of religious belief 

in an afterlife – see Life after Death and The Things We Believe for wider discussions.  

 

1.2.5 Chapter-5: The Primacy of the Right Hemisphere 
 

In part, many of the arguments being forwarded are similar in scope, but being debated in different contexts. We might see 

that the next paraphrased quote returns to the differences between the left-right hemispheres, but now in a more 

metaphysical context of the mind rather that the physical structures of the brain. 

 

I believe that the relationship between the hemispheres is not equal, and that while both 

contribute to our knowledge of the world, which therefore needs to be synthesised, one 

hemisphere, the right hemisphere, has precedence, in that it underwrites the knowledge 

that the other comes to have, and is alone able to synthesise what both know into a 

usable whole…We might be persuaded by the fact that the left hemisphere provides a 

detailed and precise picture, to suppose that it, rather than its irritatingly imprecise 

counterpart, gives us the truth about the world. 

 

This commentary will simply restate its agreement that physical difference between the left-right hemispheres will be reflected 

in differences in cognitive functions of these hemispheres. However, what has been questioned is whether the conscious mind 

has any control over what appear to be unconscious sub-processes. If so, then the debate about the primacy of the left-right 

hemisphere might not be so different from discussing the primacy of the left-right leg in the process of walking.  

 

This is why the last chapter looked for indications from philosophy. I began by suggesting that there might be some clues 

from physics, the other path by which we try to apprehend ultimate reality. There is a tendency for the life sciences to 

consider a mechanistic universe more ‘real’, even though physics long ago moved away from this legacy of 19th century 

materialism, with the rather odd result that the inanimate universe has come to appear animate, to take part in mind, 

while the animate universe appears inanimate, mindless. Science has to prioritise clarity; detached, narrowly focussed 

attention; the knowledge of things as built up from parts; sequential analytic logic as the path to knowledge; and the 

prioritising of detail over the bigger picture. 

 

In some respects, this extract might be a discussion about the primacy of philosophy versus science. However, if it is accepted 

that neither philosophy or science has access to absolute understanding, as both must represent a simplified model of causality, 

then we might consider the limitations of each viewpoint. The following extract comes from A Universe of Consciousness  and 

might be seen as a possible alternative perspective on the issue of primacy, where consciousness is fragmented even within the 

left-right hemispheres.  
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“It is argued that memory is not a symbolic representation, but a reflection of how the brain has changed its dynamics in 

order to achieve motor activity…The problem of integrating the activity of functionally segregated areas of the brain in 

order to concentrate attention on a particular activity in a short amount of time, after a stimulus event can only happen 

if some elements interact more strongly among themselves than with the rest of the system. At any given time, only a 

small subset of the neuronal groups in the brain are contributing directly to consciousness and this cluster is called a 

dynamic core…A small perturbation of a group of neurons can affect the whole in a very short space of time provided the 

system is kept in a state of readiness by the thalamus. Primary consciousness can build up a bodily based reference 

space even before language and higher-order consciousness appear”. 

 

Again, certainty about the viewpoint expressed above cannot be assumed, simply that there is potential for further debate. As 

this commentary cannot review all the issues being raised by the author, one final paraphrased extract will be used only by way 

of example.  

 

We have already touched on a number of reasons for supposing that the right hemisphere plays a primary, grounding 

role in the relationship between the hemispheres. There is the primacy of broad vigilant attention: though focussed 

attention may appear to its owner to be under conscious control, in reality it is already spoken for; we direct attention 

according to what we are aware of, and for that we need broad, right-hemisphere, attention. Then there is the primacy 

of wholeness: the right hemisphere deals with the world before separation, division, analysis has transformed it into 

something else, before the left hemisphere has re-presented it. It is not that the right hemisphere connects, because 

what it reveals was never separated; it does not synthesise, what was never broken down into parts; it does not 

integrate, what was never less than whole.  

 

This commentary has also been attempting to review other evidence related to the lateralization of brain function, where the 

left-right hemispheres perform different functions along with some degree of signalling via the corpus callosum. Broadly, there 

appears to be a general consensus in support of this lateralisation, although the primacy in the left or right hemisphere is 

possibly more questionable. This said, the idea that different individuals might have a bias to functions in the left or right 

hemisphere also appears to be supported by empirical evidence, although to what degree might be an open question.  

 

Note: Despite the support for the left-right divide outlined above, many neuroscientists still appear to question the 

nature of this divide, when discussing the functioning of a unified cognitive mind. For example, recent studies have 

suggested equal activity in the right and left hemispheres, although regions of the brain that are in charge of functions 

like memory seem to vary depending upon which hemisphere is dominant in specific individuals. 

 

If we accept that the understanding of the brain is still limited, then it might also be accepted that there is no single theory that 

explains all of the complexities of brain functions. However, the development of new neuro-imaging is now showing some 

distinct asymmetrical differences in left and right activity. For example, these differences can be linked to language function in 

the Broca and Wernicke areas, which are generally found in the left hemisphere, although often requiring support of other 

emotional and non-verbal functions found in the right hemisphere. In this respect, the primacy of the right or left is therefore 

questioned, if both serve important functions in the operation of the whole, i.e. the cognitive mind.  

 

Note: The issue of primacy of the left-right hemisphere may differ in young children. For in development, the right 

hemisphere may play a key role in focusing attention and the ability to process visual shape, which may help resolve 

ambiguity in their limited understanding of verbal speech within a wider emotional framework. In this respect, it is 

believed that the right hemisphere may play a more dominant role up to about 3 years of age.  

 

If we return to the predator-prey model, evolution might support the idea that while the focus of left hemisphere was on the 

task at hand, the right hemisphere remained alert to other external dangers. If so, then the right hemisphere may not have had 

primacy, if its task was to simply to raise an alarm bell, which switch the focus of attention in the left-hemisphere to some 

high-priority danger that threatened survival.  
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1.2.6 Chapter-6: The Triumph of the Left Hemisphere 
 

Let us start with a description by the author for which we might seek 

further clarification, as it seems to suggest the left hemisphere has a 

‘personality’ and ‘consciousness’ if it is both ‘competitive’ and ‘motivated 

by power’. 

 

The left hemisphere is competitive, and its concern, its prime 

motivation, is power. If the working relationship were to become 

disturbed, so that the left hemisphere appeared to have primacy 

over the ‘processing’ of experience, the world would change into 

something quite different.  

 

While possibly more extreme than being suggested by the author, we 

might assume that when a person suffers right hemisphere injury, the 

‘triumph’ of the left hemisphere would be unchallenged. However, in cases 

where this type of injury has occurred, the overall functioning of the 

person appears to be impaired – see general summary below. 

 

Note: Characteristics of right hemisphere injury includes left visual neglect, facial recognition difficulties, poor awareness 

and self-monitoring leading to impulsive behaviour and degrees of disorientation. This can be compounded by impaired 

attention and memory leading to organization and reasoning problems. Likewise, people with right hemisphere damage 

often have impair social skill due to loss of language skills and difficulties understanding humour. 

 

At face value, this description would hardly appear to suggest that the left hemisphere would ‘triumph’ without the right, which 

appears to be partly supported by the author’s next description. 

 

And we can say fairly clearly what that would be like: it would be relatively mechanical, an assemblage of more or less 

disconnected ‘parts’; it would be relatively abstract and disembodied; relatively distanced from fellow-feeling; given to 

explicitness; utilitarian in ethic; over-confident of its own take on reality, and lacking insight into its problems, the 

neuropsychological evidence is that these are all aspects of the left hemisphere world as compared with the right. 

 

Of course, the acceptance of the asymmetry of left-right brain functions also implies a different set of problems should the left 

hemisphere be damaged, e.g. loss of logic and reasoning, number skills, analytic thought, listening, right-hand control and 

sequential thinking to name just a few. As discussed in the previous discussion, it is unclear how the right hemisphere would 

achieve ‘primacy’ over left any more than the left hemisphere could ‘triumph’ over right. However, the author then appears to 

provide another somewhat contradictory counter-point by highlighting that neither hemisphere functions in isolation. 

 

What do we know of the relationship between the hemispheres…not of the differences, but of the working relationship 

of the hemispheres come from? There is a tendency simply to find, at any one moment in time, that areas in both 

hemispheres are involved…everything human involves both hemispheres: we do virtually nothing with one hemisphere 

alone. 

 

Again, this commentary cannot review all the evidence in this chapter, such that it will simply highlight a perceived level of 

ambiguity in some of the successive statements made by the author, e.g.  

 

I’m well aware that hemispheres are not people… 

I do think a hemisphere can have a will, but it needs time to exert it… 

I now want to turn to the influence of the divided brain on Western culture. 
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While the first statement appears to refute the idea of comparing each hemisphere to a person, it is unclear in what way, if 

each hemisphere is then described as being independently ‘competitive’ and having a ‘motivated will’ of its own that seeks to 

‘influence western culture’. However, the last issue has more to do with Part-2 of the book, such that this commentary will 

return to the idea of the evolutionary causes that led to the functional divides within the brain.  

 

So, how might we speculate on the development of a divided brain? 

 

In part, this commentary has accepted the arguments presented in the book for the asymmetrical division of functionality 

between the left-right hemispheres. However, it has also presented speculative arguments that this divide might be explained 

in terms of an evolutionary predator-prey model. Likewise, it has also attempted to highlight that there are many other 

structural divisions within the brain, which have evolved from the basic triune brain divisions through to the functional lobes, 

e.g. frontal, parietal, occipital and temporal. As such, this commentary might seek an evolutionary cause that might help explain 

brain development, although one aspect has not really been considered up until this point. This is because it is both speculative 

and possibly not compatible with the thesis of the book.  

 

Is the brain a parallel processor?  

 

As previously outlined, it is estimated that the brain may consist of around 100 billion neurons and that each may make up to 

10,000 connections with neighbouring neurons. While each neuron might be considered as a parallel process, we might better 

conceptualise the idea of parallel computing as a way of performing aggregated logical functions simultaneously. Within this 

general computer model, large problems are divided into smaller ones and solved in parallel. Of course, the brain also has an 

ability to simultaneously process incoming ‘information’ in parallel, but now considered in terms of functional units. For 

example, vision processing might be subdivided into four functions, e.g. colour, motion, shape and depth, which are processed 

essentially in parallel, after which comprehension is combined within the higher functions of the brain. Functional magnetic 

resonance imaging (fMRI) has allowed brain activity to be measured in terms of oxygen levels in the blood passing through 

different regions of the brain. Using such techniques, it has been estimated that the human brain may perform up to 50 parallel 

processes, if so, the concept of parallel functional processing does not occur on the level of individual neurons but rather at 

higher structural and functional levels.  

 

Note: As an aside, an artificial brain-like structure may not require a massively parallel architecture as implied by the 

interconnection of billions of neurons, but rather a more limited set of functional processes that run in parallel. If so, AI 

research may be one logical way for science to pursue its understanding of the brain. We might also consider another 

technology analogy, this time from networking, where functionality is divided into multiple local area networks (LANs) 

rather than everything having to be bottlenecked through a single wide area network (WAN).   

 

So, having simply introduced the idea of parallel processing in the brain, we need to ask whether this idea can be supported 

from an evolutionary perspective. In part, it might be recognised that the thesis of the book is also describing a degree of 

parallel processing in terms of the two hemispheres, which possibly allowed the focus of attention to operate in parallel on two 

different levels. However, as cited above, there appears to be many other degrees of parallel processing in the human brain, 

such that the left-right divide may only be an initial evolutionary blueprint, encoded into DNA, on which further developments 

were built. In this respect, evolution was never a clean-sheet design process, but rather one built on incremental developments 

of established configurations that simply pass the test of survival. Therefore, if we assume that the left-right divide was an early 

configuration that allowed the focus of attention to operate on two levels, subsequent evolutionary developments may have 

simply localised additional functions within each hemisphere in order to reduce signalling times by minimising axon lengths, 

which was also improved in terms of the development of myelin sheaths. While recognising that these comments are 

speculative, we might recognise that localised modules operating in parallel would have greatly reduced the size of 

interconnecting axons between neurons in the brain and therefore allowed more neurons to be packed into the physical 

limitations of brain size in virtually all species. From the perspective of evolutionary, faster brains helped survival. 
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As stated on several occasions, the discussion of the book ‘The Master 

and his Emissary’ was never intended to be an authoritative review of the 

entirety of the author’s thesis, but rather a self-learning exercise as it 

might relate to evolution. In this context, this commentary has been 

more of an exploration of the ideas, which can be anchored to 

evolutionary cause and effect rather than a debate about philosophical 

or spiritual beliefs, which appears to be the focus of Part-2. Therefore, as 

it is felt that this aspect has been broadly addressed, this discussion will 

simply try to pull together some closing comments. This said, some initial 

reference was made to a video entitled ‘What Happened to the Soul?’ 

that provided some insight into the author’s philosophy about the nature 

of the mind, which might appear to transcend the physical universe. While the reader is urged to review the video for 

themselves, it appears that whatever beliefs the author has about a spiritual soul, they are possibly anchored to a philosophical 

conviction rather than any specific religious doctrine. While this commentary might be misrepresenting the author’s beliefs, the 

quote below is taken from a conversation with Jordan Peterson, see YouTube Video, that appears to support a more 

philosophical perspective.  

 

It’s a fool who says anything positive about the nature of God, but I’m not convinced that God is omniscient and 

omnipotent, either. I think God is in the process, is becoming. God is not only just becoming, but is becoming, if you see 

what I mean. 

 

However, it is recognised that much of the discussion up to this point has questioned what appear to be the author’s more 

philosophical arguments, which possibly needs some explanation. In part, the main points of debate might be described in 

terms of beliefs, where the views of this commentary might be considered in terms of an essay entitled ‘The Things We Believe’, 

where a quote by Voltaire is thought to articulate a fundamental conflict in the human condition. 

 

“Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd.” 

 

As a generalisation, people do not like doubt or uncertainty, especially when concerning the big question surrounding ‘life, the 

universe and everything’. Therefore, if fact-based science cannot provide an answer, the field is left open for philosophy, 

religion and even theoretical science to construct a possible answer that cannot be verified. If we put the extremes of theism 

and atheism to one side, then the position of an ‘agnostic’ might simply reflect the acceptance of doubt and uncertainty, such 

that it remains open to debate. However, it might be suggested that the basic idea of agnosticism might be expanded to include 

three different perspectives labelled as ‘religious-agnostic, philosophic-agnostic and scientific-agnostic’.  

 

Note: It is suggested that a religious-agnostic might accept that doubts about the nature of God having to exist, but 

believe that religious faith provides a useful, possibly even essential, guiding purpose in life. In contrast, the 

philosophic-agnostic might be more circumspect about the existence of a theist god, but considers the possibility of some 

purpose that transcends a physical explanation. Finally, a scientific-agnostic may not reject the merits of the two 

previous positions, but prefers to pursue verifiable science in the hope that it might one-day provide better answers.  

 

While it is not known where the author might position himself on this spectrum, he appears to seek answers that science 

cannot necessarily verify at this time, possibly anchored more in philosophical belief. In this respect, this commentary has 

simply adopted the position of a scientific-agnostic as a matter of preference. While, for this reason, this commentary will not 

make too many references to statements in Part-2 or the conclusion sections of the book, the following extract is used simply 

to reflect the overall direction of the author’s ideas, which this discussion has, in part, challenged. 

 

1.3 Closing Commentary 
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Knowing what we do about the nature of the different worlds each hemisphere brings about, and understanding their 

relationship, we can, I believe, begin to see a pattern in the course of Western history. I believe there has been a 

succession of shifts of balance between the hemispheres over the last 2,000 years, and the second part of this book will 

explore this point of view. 

 

As previously outlined, this commentary is biased towards understanding whether an evolutionary model might provide a 

causal explanation of developments within the brain. This argument was first anchored to the idea of a predator-prey model, 

where the evolution of consciousness may have first appeared as a limited form of self-awareness. This model was then used to 

rationalise the development of the left-right brain in terms of two different levels of attention required by evolutionary survival, 

i.e. the task at hand and the wider dangers in the world.  

 

Note: As the author highlights, the evolution of the left-right brain appears to have been a very early evolutionary 

development, such that it is present in almost all species. However, this commentary has also highlighted that the brain 

has many other divides, which in outline were only characterised in terms of the triune brain model and the functional 

lobes, e.g. frontal, parietal, occipital and temporal. The author also highlights that the brain is asymmetric in its 

structural left-right divide, which a scientific-agnostic might also want to explain in terms of evolution, such that a 

speculative analogy with parallel computing was forwarded, although some evidence was cited based on functional 

magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), which appears to show that the human brain may have up to 50 functional regions 

capable of various degrees of parallel processing. It was then suggested that the asymmetry of evolution developments 

in the left-right brain might be explained by considering that these functions needed to be localised in order to minimise 

signalling delays associated with axon length, which was further improved by the development of myelin sheaths. 

Finally, it was highlighted that the process of evolution has never had the option of clean-sheet design, such that 

evolution has always proceeded on the basis of building onto existing structures within the physical limitation of brain 

size, presumably as long as it provided some survival benefit in a given environment. 

 

However, evolution is a relatively slow process, where evidence suggests that the brain of homo sapiens may have undergone 

an increase in size in the period 600-35 thousand years ago, but after 35,000 years ago, it may have decreased in overall size. 

Therefore, there appears to be little evidence to support the idea of any major structural change in the brain over the last 

10,000 years, let alone in the 2,000 years claimed in the quote above. Of course, it might be debated as to what might really be 

implied by a ‘shift of balance between the hemispheres’. For example, might the author be making reference to a psychological 

shift in the way humanity started to think about the world, such that it was more of a change of mind, in a literal sense, but not 

necessarily of the brain. However, irrespective of the interpretation, it 

would appear that the evolutionary model ceased to be a major causal 

explanation in the development of human culture over the last 2,000 

years. If so, then the scientific-agnostic must seek another causal 

explanation, such that previous commentary forwarded the idea of 

external developments, as outlined below, which ultimately led to modern 

technology, but started anchored in the idea of communicating ever more 

information to successive generations.  

 

Note: The exact point when spoken language allowed ideas, beliefs 

and behaviour to be communicated in increasingly sophisticated 

ways is still an open question, as it cannot be resolved by skeletal 

or archaeological data. However, the history of the written word is 

more tangible and can be tentatively dated back some 5,000 years, such that it might be seen as a prerequisite of the 

development of the first civilisations. While the printed word also has a long history, its full impact might be better 

understood in terms of the European Renaissance and the Age of Enlightenment, where the printed word increased in 

volume and geographic distribution. 
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From a historic perspective, the periods cited above represent a profound transition in human thinking, where ‘important’ 

knowledge was initially assumed to lie in the past as ordained by religious scriptures, to a more forward-looking perspective, 

where new knowledge could be gain based on logical deduction and verification. If this type of thinking is more characteristic of 

the left hemisphere, it might be argued that it was not necessarily a conscious choice, but simply a form of natural selection 

based on success, at least, as defined by modernity. If so, we might then consider the next question raised by the author. 

 

Are there drives behind the differences I have outlined between the hemispheres? 

 

This question is the starting point of a section in the book entitled ‘Conclusion’, which reads more like a continuance of ideas 

with its own conclusion. However, from a scientific-agnostic perspective, this question might also be considered in terms of a 

causal evolutionary process, even though the author seems to prefer a more philosophical approach, based on the allegory of 

the Master and his Emissary.  

 

The right hemisphere, the one that believes, but does not know, has to depend on the other, the left hemisphere, that 

knows, but doesn’t believe. The Master needs to trust, to believe in, his emissary, knowing all the while that that trust 

may be abused. The emissary knows, but knows wrongly, that he is invulnerable. If the relationship holds, they are 

invincible; but if it is abused, it is not just the Master that suffers, but both of them, since the emissary owes his existence 

to the Master.  

 

This description gives the perception that the left-right divide is a 

conscious battle of wills rather than the result of a structural divide, 

which operates below the control of human consciousness. However, 

the premise of the master, right hemisphere, and his emissary, left 

hemisphere, then begs the question. 

 

What would the left hemisphere’s world look like? 

 

From the perspective of a scientific-agnostic, we might consider 

addressing this question by considering the observations of people 

with right hemisphere brain damage. In such cases, there are known 

problems associated with attention, memory and problem solving, 

but where the person may also have trouble communicating with 

others – see a broader summary in the note below.  

 

Loss of attention causing an inability to focus on a task. Loss of perception of function on the left side. Loss of reasoning 

that affects problems solving. Loss of memory that also affects the learning of new information. Loss of social 

communication skill inclusive of non-verbal cues. Loss of organising skill requiring both logic and planning. Loss of 

perspective due to the previous issues listed.  

 

While not within the scope of the question raised above, we might also consider the problems associated with left hemisphere 

brain damage by way of comparison – again see a broader summary in the note below.  

 

Impaired vision on the right-hand side of both eyes, known as hemianopia. Speech and language problems, known as 

aphasia. Difficulties in recognizing objects, known as agnosia. Problems with daily activities and routines, known as 

apraxia. Reduced memory for verbal spoken language and a reduction in analytical skills plus a host of other related 

problems. 
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The author’s answer in respect to a left-only perspective appears to be that a person would lose the broader picture of the right 

hemisphere, such that they would have a ‘more narrowly focussed, restricted, but detailed, view of the world’. Whether this 

description entirely aligns to the problems outlined above might be questioned, if a loss of attention occurs with damage to the 

right hemisphere. Therefore, it is not clear that the following quote really reflects what must be the impersonal functionality of 

either hemisphere. 

 

The broader picture would in any case be disregarded, because it would lack the appearance of clarity and certainty 

which the left hemisphere craves.  

 

However, it is unclear that an individual with either left or right hemisphere brain damage would necessarily have an optimum 

view of the world, at least, from the perspective of evolutionary survival. Therefore, assigning the description of the ‘master’ to 

the right hemisphere might actually be misleading, if damage to either hemisphere leads to a loss of overall rational cognition. 

Of course, we cannot really close this discussion without some attempt to 

address what appears to be the central theme of the thesis. 

 

Does consciousness transcend the material universe? 

 

From any agnostic perspective that rejects certainty, when there is no conclusive 

evidence to mitigate doubt, there can be no definitive answer to the question 

above. If so, much of the debate within this commentary may simply be a 

personal preference. However, some aspects of the debate might still be 

considered in terms of the probability of any inference. 

 

Note: This website has often used an essay by William Clifford entitled 

‘The Ethics of Belief’ as a guiding principle. One of Clifford’s three 

principle arguments defines the ‘limits of inference’, which states that we may believe in that which goes beyond our 

experience, only when it is inferred from our experience and by the assumption that what we do not know, is like what 

we do know. 

 

While Clifford’s essay is only a guiding principle, not a universal law, it may still provide some clarity of thought in terms of how 

the unanswered question above might eventually be resolved. While it is recognised that the author may reject the computer 

hardware-software analogy of the brain-mind divide, because it is implicitly materialistic in scope, it might yet come to shed 

some light on the problem. As previously argued, the scope and purpose of a software program cannot be resolved from an 

understanding of the processing hardware, such that the function of the software might appear to transcend the limitations of 

the hardware. Of course, it might still be accepted that any failure in the hardware will, in all probability, lead to a failure of the 

software. As this relationship appears to hold true in the relationship between brain and mind, the analogy is not without some 

parallels. However, we might also consider the example of two haploid cells that form a gamete in a process called meiosis, 

which might appear to be more representative of life, although clearly before any obvious form of a conscious mind exists. 

 

So, how does the gamete know what to do next? 

 

While there is still much that is not known, science appears to have considerable evidence that development is guided by a 

program in the form of DNA encoding, which might also appear to transcend the physical mechanisms within the cell. However, 

again, we might recognise that any damage to the cell may also damage the functioning of its DNA. Of course, we might 

immediately see that there is a fundamental difference in these two examples in that we know who wrote the computer 

software, which is far from obvious in the case of DNA. As such, it can immediately lead to the idea that there has to be some 

form of intelligent design, e.g. a deity, that is responsible for its creation. While the position of a scientific agnostic cannot 

refute this possibility, it might question both the probability and nature of this intelligence. 
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Note: Accepting that science cannot refute the possibility of an intelligent purpose in the universe, it might cite history 

where numerous issues that were once considered in terms of magic, or a deity, are now more clearly understood in 

terms of science. So, accepting there is still much that science does not understand, or only assumes it does, it does hold 

out the hope that some aspects of what is currently unexplainable may, in time, become less contentious.  

 

Overall, the thesis of the Master and his Emissary appears to be anchor to the idea of functional differences in the left-right 

hemispheres of the brain, which this commentary has accepted based on the scientific evidence presented. However, it has 

found the characterisation of the left-right hemispheres having what appears to be different personality and conscious 

objectives associated with the master and emissary more problematic. From the perspective of this commentary, while the 

left-right hemispheres do have functional differences that may be explained by evolution, these functions appear to exist below 

the unification of a conscious mind and therefore cannot be consciously controlled.  

 

But, might a bias toward left-hemisphere thinking be explained in another way?  

 

While speculative, part of the evolutionary rationale for the left-right divide was based on the predator-prey model, where the 

left hemisphere becomes more focused on the task at hand, while the right hemisphere pays more attention to dangers in the 

wider world. In terms of the initial evolution of homo sapiens, we might assume that this two-level divide remained important 

to survival, but possibly becoming less so over time as humanity became increasingly protected from most obvious predators 

within the relative safety of expanding civilisations. Of course, today, we might observe individuals walking along a busy street 

with their attention solely on their smartphone with no obvious awareness of any potential dangers that might still surround 

them, e.g. traffic. If so, we might speculate that the importance of the right-hemisphere, at least, in its original evolutionary role 

might be diminished, although such an idea appears to ignore all the other functional developments of the brain, both left and 

right. An alternative suggestion that might be applicable to more recent human developments might be considered in terms of 

knowledge defined by a field of expertise, where the dangers to society was previously characterised in the form of the quote 

below.   

 

An expert is somebody who knows more and more about less and less, who may ultimately become somebody who 

knows absolutely everything about nothing. 

 

In a wider context, we might recognise that the modern worldview has a tendency to demand that we focus our attention on 

the task at hand, secure in the knowledge that few predators, of the animal kind, are hiding in some dark corner. If so, all of 

these possibilities might indeed be biasing our worldview to what the author describes as the ‘triumph of the left hemisphere’.  

 

So, is this commentary agreeing with the author on this point? 

 

Yes and no. Yes, in the sense that the characteristics of left-hemisphere thinking might be winning out, but no, in the sense that 

that it does not appear to be a conscious choice that humanity can make. As argued, the modern world, both good and bad, has 

made a form of natural selection biased to the functionality in the left-hemisphere, possibly because it is more reflective of 

scientific thinking, although the evidence appears to suggest that overall brain function is not polarised to either the left or 

right. Finally, the future of AI intelligence may make much of this debate 

somewhat obsolete. While this suggestion will probably horrify the author, this 

fact will not necessarily prevent it – see Brave New Worlds and the section entitled 

AI-Robotic Developments for more details on this line of speculative thought. This, 

in part, is why this commentary has tried to argue the case from the perspective of 

a scientific-agnostic, not because it has certainty in its assumptions, but for the 

more simple reason that it appears to offer the most rational path to a better 

understanding even if doubt remains. While this commentary could continue to 

debate the details, possibly from the bias of left brain thinking, it will simply leave 

the last word to the author.   
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In the opening pages of this book, I wrote that I believed it to be profoundly true that the inner structure of our intellect 

reflects the structure of the universe. By ‘profoundly’ I meant not just true by definition, as would be the case for those 

who believe that the universe is in any case a creation of our brains. I think it goes further than that. I believe our brains 

not only dictate the shape of the experience we have of the world, but are likely themselves to reflect, in their structure 

and functioning, the nature of the universe in which they have come about. What the neuropsychological data I have 

considered in this book exhibit are some underlying tendencies, tendencies that can, however, be ultimately highly 

revealing. Overall a picture develops from a mass of small details, not necessarily by summing them all, left-hemisphere 

fashion, but perhaps by seeing the pattern, as the Dalmatian emerges from the blur of splashes and dots, 

right-hemisphere fashion. If I am wrong, the picture I discern in the dots and splashes will simply not be recognised by 

others; if there is any truth in it, it may awaken thoughts.  
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As this website cannot, does not, claim any weight of authority on the science surrounding 

Iain McGilchrist’s book ‘The Master and his Emissary’, some wider review of the book was 

sought. Therefore, reference is now made to a critique by Kenan Malik linked to a 

workshop discussion organised by the RSA in London and the response of Iain McGilchrist. 

While the critique and response appear to be dated around February 2013, a search of the 

RSA website does not appear to make any reference to this workshop. However, the links 

above to both the critique and responses will first take you to the paraphrased version in 

this appendix, but which then link to the actual webpage for full reference.  

 

By way of introduction, Kenan Malik is an Indian-born British writer, lecturer and broadcaster, trained in neurobiology 

and the history of science. As an academic author, his focus is on the philosophy of biology, and contemporary theories 

of multiculturalism, pluralism and race. As such, it is assumed that Malik is broadly qualify to critique the work of 

McGilchrist. 

 

Simply by way of reciprocal reference, Iain McGilchrist is a psychiatrist, writer, and former Oxford literary scholar. After 

reading English at New College, Oxford, he later retrained in medicine and has been a neuroimaging researcher at Johns 

Hopkins University in Baltimore and a Consultant Psychiatrist at the Maudsley Hospital in south London. He is also a 

Fellow of the Royal College of Psychiatrists, and has three times been elected a Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford. 

 

The following subsections are edited versions of the critique and response simply to provide some brevity of the detail that can 

be reviewed in full by referencing the original webpage, such that there is no intention to infringe the copyright of either 

person. The format of this review is as follows: 

 

• Critique: Kenan Malik 

• Response-1: Iain McGilchrist 

• Response-2: Kenan Malik 

 

While this appendix will not make any further commentary on the arguments, for or against, it will be indicated that the 

critique and responses appear to be focused on more philosophical issues, which this commentary has tried to avoid, rather 

than scientific detail. However, readers must make up their own mind on the nature of this debate, possibly biased to their own 

left or right thinking.  

 

 

  

1.4 Appendix: Critique and Responses 
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1.4.1 Critique: Kenan Malik 
 

This critique, posted Feb-2013, discusses Iain McGilchrist’s book ‘The Master and his 

Emissary’, where the previous link allows access to the original webpage as the following 

section represents an edited version. Broadly, the book deals with the social, political and 

philosophical implications of the lateralisation of the brain, i.e. its division into two 

hemispheres, left and right. The difference between the two hemispheres is not, 

McGilchrist suggests, as much pop psychology would have it, that the left hemisphere 

primarily processes language, and the right visual imagery and spacial representation. The 

difference, for McGilchrist, lies in the manner in which each hemisphere analyses the 

world, rather than in what it analyses. 

 

‘For us as human beings’, McGilchrist argues, ‘there are two fundamentally 

opposed realities, two different modes of experience; that each is of ultimate 

importance in bringing about the recognizably human world; and that their 

difference is rooted in the bi-hemispheric structure of the brain’. What opposed realities or modes of existence? The 

left-hemisphere tends to deal more with pieces of information in isolation, and the right hemisphere with the entity as a 

whole, the so-called Gestalt’: The right hemisphere… is vigilant for whatever it is that exists ‘out there’, it alone can bring 

us something other than what we already know. The left hemisphere deals with what it knows, and therefore prioritises 

the expected – its process is predictive… The right hemisphere is, in other words, more capable of a frame shift…The 

right hemisphere sees the whole before whatever it is gets broken up into parts in our attempt to ‘know’ it. The right 

hemisphere takes whatever is said within its entire context. It is specialized in pragmatics, the art of contextual 

understanding of meaning, and in using metaphor… The left hemisphere, because its thinking is de-contextualised, tends 

towards a slavish following of the internal logic of the situation, even if this is in contravention of everything experience 

tells us… The left hemisphere is the hemisphere of abstraction, which, as the word itself tells us, is the process of 

wresting things from their context… Where the left hemisphere is more concerned with abstract categories and types, 

the right hemisphere is more concerned with the uniqueness and individuality of each existing thing or being. 

 

In the West, however, McGilchrist argues, the left hemisphere of the brain is gradually colonising our experience. The left 

hemisphere, i.e. the ‘master’ is dependent upon the right hemisphere, i.e. the ‘emissary’. The emissary is, however, not only 

unaware of its dependence on the Master, but has ‘has his own will, and secretly believes himself to be superior to the Master’. 

And ‘he has the means to betray him. What he doesn’t realize is that in doing so he will also betray himself’. A world in which 

the left hemisphere suppressed the right, McGilchrist argues, is one in which: 

 

There would be a loss of the broader picture, a substitution of a more narrowly focussed, restricted but detailed view of 

the world, making it perhaps difficult to maintain a coherent worldview… In general, the ‘bits’ of anything, the parts into 

which it could be disassembled, would come to seem more important, more likely to lead to knowledge and the 

understanding, than the whole, which would come to be seen as no more than the sum of the parts… This in turn would 

promote the substitution of information, and information gathering, for knowledge, which comes through experience. 

Knowledge, in its turn, would seem more ‘real’ than what one might call wisdom, which would seem too nebulous, 

something never to be grasped. 

 

This, McGilchrist argues:  

 

Is what the world would look like if the emissary betrayed the Master. It’s hard to resist the conclusion that his goal is 

within sight.  
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McGilchrist’s argument has won considerable support and praise, not least from the participants at the RSA workshop. The 

workshop opened, however, with a critical review of the argument from Ray Tallis.  

 

McGilchrist’s thesis, a thesis that is highly systematising, linguistic, explicit and is built upon massive quantities of 

painstakingly acquired, precise data, 2,500 sources rather left hemisphere according to his own characterisation. The left 

hemisphere, according to McGilchrist, is ‘out of touch with reality’. ‘Doesn’t this make it rather odd’,  

 

Tallis then asks: 

 

That he relies on the neurological data presumably gathered by that hemisphere to support his extraordinarily ambitious 

account of ‘reality’, a reality that encompasses the history of mankind? It may be that my own left hemisphere has 

atrophied but I would hesitate to make the kind of sweeping generalisations that McGilchrist does, such as his assertion 

that ‘the left hemisphere’s purpose is to use the world. It sees everything – education, art, morality, the natural world – 

in terms of a utilitarian calculus only.  

 

Similarly, Tallis argues:  

 

I wouldn’t be at all certain of the truth of such massive claims as that ‘Far Easterners attend to the world in ways typical 

of both the left and right hemispheres, and draw on strategies of either hemisphere more or less equally, while we in the 

West are heavily skewed towards the attentive viewpoint and strategies of the left hemisphere alone’’.  

 

Consider, Tallis asks, McGilchrist’s assertion that since the Industrial Revolution we have constructed an image of the world 

externally that is an image of the left hemisphere internally: 

 

Who are we? What image of the world, as if there were only one image and one world, are we talking about? And what 

would an image of the left hemisphere be? 

 

Such gigantic generalisations, Tallis observes, overlook the teaming ocean of particulars that make up our shared world, and 

overfly the infinite variety of the lives of billions of people and the countless cultures and micro-cultures in which they live.  

Finally, Tallis asks: 

 

From what hemisphere is McGilchrist able to observe the two hemispheres, pass judgement on them, and see their 

rivalry as the motor of the unfolding of human cultures. Does he have a third hemisphere? Or does he have something 

that is not a hemisphere at all? In short, is he talking from a standpoint that transcends his hemispheres? I suspect he is; 

it is the standpoint from which we all speak when we speak about pretty well everything: namely the shared, 

extracranial human world woven over the millennia out of a zillion human interactions. And it is this that he seems to 

by-pass when he argues that the outcome of the rivalry or balance between the two hemispheres plays a major role in 

determining the predominant characteristics of cultures, civilisations or epochs. And I would argue that this extracranial 

viewpoint is the one we adopt when we comment on our own and other brains and cultures. This is more relevant than 

neural circuitry. It is the community of human minds, the human world, which has gradually built up at least over the 

hundreds and thousands of years, since hominids emerged. It is here, and not in the intracranial darkness, that we 

should look for the motors of history, of cultural change and the evolution of civilizations. Histories, cultures, societies, 

institutions, have their own internal dynamic… that cannot be usefully captured in neural terms. 

 

The irony of Tallis’ criticism is that he adopts what McGilchrist would undoubtedly label a ‘right brain’ posture. Tallis’ 

long-standing hostility towards what he calls ‘neuro-mania’ is precisely a critique of a de-contextualised understanding of the 

human condition, and of the growing tendency to locate social, political and philosophical issues in the brain. I have 

considerable sympathy with Tallis’ scepticism. There are three fundamental questions we can ask of McGilchrist’s argument. 
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• First, is McGilchrist’s characterisation of brain lateralisation, and of its consequences, correct? 

• Second, is his understanding of the social and philosophical problems that Western societies face, and of the history of 

those problems, plausible?  

• Third, if his characterisation of brain lateralisation and his understanding of the social and philosophical problems that 

Western societies face both make sense, does it also make sense to link the two in cause and effect terms; that is, does it 

make sense to view the social and philosophical problems in terms of neurological processes? 

 

McGilchrist’s is a sophisticated account of the consequences of brain lateralisation, underpinned by a mountain of data. The 

trouble is, there is considerable cherry-picking and idiosyncrasy in the presentation of that data. As Owen Flanagan, professor 

of philosophy and neurobiology at Duke University, put it in a review in New Scientist, 

 

McGilchrist promises to avoid glib pop theorising about right-brain/left-brain dichotomies… But the expressed caution is 

all pretence.  

 

In truth, Flanagan pointed out, ‘Hemispheric differences are not well understood’ and certainly not well enough to make the 

kinds of claims that McGilchrist does. For instance, McGilchrist insists that ‘the left’s hemisphere’s world is ultimately 

narcissistic’. It is ‘driven forward by a desire for power and control’. It has a tendency for ‘dangerously unwarranted optimism’. 

It ‘sees itself as the passive victim of whatever it is not conscious of having willed’. It ‘misunderstands altruism as a version of 

self-interest’ and sees it as ‘a threat to its power’. The left hemisphere ‘must conceive of society as an aggregate of individuals, 

seen as equal, but inert, units. The right hemisphere alone can understand that individuals are unique and reciprocally bound in 

a network, based on a host of things that could never be rationalised, creating something much greater than the sum of its 

parts, a society’. The left hemisphere is responsible for ‘the destruction and despoliation of the natural world and the erosion of 

established cultures. It has ‘set about neutralising or neutering the power of art’. The left hemisphere, whose ‘version of liberty 

is a mere concept, not the freedom which can be experienced only through belonging’ was apparently responsible for ‘the 

mayhem and carnage of the French Revolution’. Democracy, as the American Revolutionaries saw it, on the other hand, which 

apparently was ‘essentially local, agrarian, communitarian, organic’ was ‘in harmony with the ideals of the right hemisphere’. 

And so on. After a while one almost begins to pine for the days in which the left hemisphere was merely ‘logical’, the right 

‘creative’. 

 

I have some sympathy with McGilchrist’s claim that there is a growing tendency to de-contextualise knowledge, to think of the 

parts as more important than the whole, which is often regarded as no more than the sum of the parts, to substitute 

information for knowledge. But this is only one side of the story. Another trend, equally important, is the downgrading of 

reason, the celebration of tradition, intuition and myth, the glorification of the holistic, the organic and the local. If we are 

forced to use McGilchrist’s terminology and imagery, we might say that the problem is not that the left hemisphere has control 

over the right but that there has been a tendency to develop both ‘left hemispheric thinking’ and ‘right hemispheric thinking’ in 

isolation and that both are, in isolation, equally troublesome. Or to put it another way, the problem is increasingly that reason 

has become mechanistic, contextualisation anti-rational. 

 

McGilchrist seems unable to see this because he is primarily in tune with what he would call ‘right hemisphere thinking’. He 

dismisses the idea, for instance, that a ‘greater capacity to control and manipulate the world for our benefit’ is a good. He is 

dismayed with ‘urbanization, globalization and the destruction of local cultures’ because these developments have ‘led to a rise 

in the prevalence of mental illness’. The fact that ‘over history intuition has lost ground to rationality’ seems like an indication 

of progress only because ‘we have already fallen for the left hemisphere’s propaganda.’ He bemoans ‘the left hemisphere’s 

attack on religion’ arguing that ‘when we decide not to worship divinity, we do not stop worshipping: we merely find something 

else less worthy to worship’. In other words, even though McGilchrist insists that what he desires is a proper balance between 

the two hemispheres, what is clearly drawn to is the holistic, organic, local forms of ‘right hemispheric thinking’. The very praise 

showered upon The Master and his Emissary suggests that he is not alone in this. Finally, even if I am wrong, and McGilchrist 

right, both about the consequences of brain lateralisation and about the character of contemporary intellectual problems…. 
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Does it make sense to see these problems in neurological terms? 

 

The left hemisphere usurping the right, the emissary betraying the master, these are striking metaphors. But if these are 

metaphors then all that McGilchrist would be saying is that a particular form of thinking, which we can metaphorically label ‘left 

hemisphere thinking’, has squeezed out another form of thinking, metaphorically ‘right hemisphere thinking’, to our detriment. 

Whatever the merits of that argument, it has no neurological significance. But McGilchrist insists that the Master and Emissary, 

and the idea of the one usurping the other, are more than simply metaphors.  

 

What could this mean?  

 

It could mean that because we live in a world which has de-contextualised knowledge, fetishish reductive thinking, elevated 

information over knowledge and because these are forms of thinking embodied in different hemispheres, so we are 

increasingly relying on one hemisphere to do our thinking for us. There are all sorts of problems with such a claim, but it is 

nevertheless a plausible argument to make. It is also an argument in which the neurology, interesting though it may be, has 

little to say about the social and intellectual problems we face. To put it another way: If we want to ensure, say, that we always 

think contextually, or if we want to elevate the importance of knowledge over information, we could do so without any 

understanding of brain lateralisation; and having an understanding of brain lateralisation would not give us better insights into 

how to make thinking more contextual, or how to elevate knowledge over information. So clearly McGilchrist is saying more 

than simply that we are over-relying on one hemisphere. He is suggesting that the way the two hemispheres operate has 

somehow allowed the emissary to usurp the Master, the left hemisphere to usurp the right, and to colonize our experience. 

And it has done so independently of our desires or needs or wishes. For only then would the neuroscience be relevant to the 

social issues that McGilchrist raises.  

 

But in what way is it operating independently?  

 

Presumably, McGilchrist is not suggesting that the hemispheres are agents in their own right. So, what is he suggesting? He 

does not say. And as Ray Tallis asks,  

 

‘From what hemisphere is he able to observe the two hemispheres, pass judgement on them, and see their rivalry as the 

motor of the unfolding of human cultures?’ 
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1.4.2 Response-1: Iain McGilchrist 
 

This response by Iain McGilchrist reflects his comments on the critique by Kenan Malik, 

which were both posted in Feb-2013 along with some additional comments by Kenon 

Malik. Again, there has been some editing of the exchange, which the interested 

reader can consider against the original webpage.  

 

When the director of the RSA’s Social Brain Centre and I agreed to attempt this short 

publication, we did so with a degree of foreboding. We knew that the attempt to 

abbreviate an argument that is, for the most part, carefully articulated, and already 

somewhat compressed, in its original 350,000-word form, was inviting difficulties. One 

such difficulty was that in further compression much would be lost: subtlety, nuance, 

complexity of argument, qualification of expression, and that I would be taken as 

saying something cruder than I am. Another was that the casual reader might be led to think that they could substitute an 

acquaintance with the paper for a careful reading of the book. Yet we were encouraged by the advice of many readers from 

many academic disciplines and from many walks of life to think that it was worth risking such casualties in order to engage 

readers who otherwise might not have come across it at all, trusting that, at least before passing judgment, they would be led 

to do the book justice by reading it for themselves. 

 

But perhaps even the RSA document is too long for today’s reader. Our fears would appear to have been more than justified. It 

is a little dispiriting that most, if not all, the comments and objections that KM raises are addressed, sometimes at considerable 

length, in the course of the document. Of course, those responses might still not satisfy KM, but at least if he had read them the 

debate would be at a higher level. I am sure that, as a scientist, KM would agree that science involves acquainting oneself with 

the facts, keeping an open mind, and trying to maintain balance in considering the whole picture. 

 

On that last matter, it is interesting, and not a little sad, that KM refers to the contribution of only one participant at the RSA 

workshop, probably the only one out of the 20 or so present who appeared largely unconvinced, Ray Tallis. Dissenters to any 

proposition are to be expected. And indeed, Ray and I are nowhere near as far apart as this might suggest: our standpoints on 

all the big issues involved here are almost identical, and it is in fact only by attributing beliefs to me that I do not hold that he 

could find targets to criticise. You would not think from KM’s account that I had in fact responded, as did several others, to 

every one of the points that Ray is quoted as making. Similarly, the only review KM refers to, that of Owen Flanagan, is also the 

only truly negative review the book has received out of about 50 or so published reviews or commentaries, most of which have 

been to say the least, positive. It is also the weakest review – of course I would say that, wouldn’t I? But anyone who has read 

my book and reads that review will realise what a shameful piece of writing it is. The review appeared the same week that the 

book came out, and so one could hardly expect the author to have read it (most thoughtful readers say that it takes about two 

or three months to get properly to grips with). But ignorance doesn’t make a promising basis for an informative review. You can 

see how well Flanagan understood his subject by the fact that he does not seriously engage with anything in it – not the 

science, the philosophy, the cultural history or anything else, manages to misunderstand the primary metaphor of the book by 

getting the Master and the Emissary the wrong way round, accuses me of wanting us all to ‘sit on the beach and sing Kumbaya’, 

and thinks I want to reduce human history to brain events. A cursory read would have saved him such howlers. The entire drift 

of the book is against such reduction of human phenomena to brain events. It would not be the first time that shoddy invective 

made up for lack of care and ignorance of one’s subject, but one might have expected better of a journal with Science in the 

title.  

 

On the hypothesis of The Master and his Emissary, balance in treating this tertiary evidence, what people generally say about 

the book and its hypothesis, would have been one-way KM could have displayed an open mind. Another would have been 

balance in treating the secondary evidence – reading the book and being fair to its arguments. I get no sense that KM has read 

my book, but if he has, he would appear not to have understood it. I am very definitely not a critic of reason. Quite the 

opposite. I am a critic of what has in our time come to take the place of reason, a mindless rationality which neglects judgment 
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and experience. As Mary Midgley pointed out in her Guardian review, it is not about thinking versus feeling, but about two 

kinds of thinking. Just because I believe that certain questions do not have answers that could ever be proved to be true does 

not mean that I think anything goes, and that we are condemned to the realm of the purely subjective. Absolutely not. I could 

not have made this point clearer in my writings. On all these matters I am KM’s ally. I am also a defender of the proper use of 

language in an age where both reason and language are too often travestied. But, in turn, it would be sloppy thinking to assume 

that that meant that there were no limits to what language can precisely express. 

 

Analysis itself shows the limits of analysis, reason shows the limits to reason. As Pascal said, ‘the ultimate achievement of 

reason is to recognize that there is an infinity of things which surpass it. It is indeed feeble if it can’t get as far as understanding 

that.’ This famous mathematician also wrote: ‘Plenty of things that are certain are mutually contradictory; plenty of things that 

are false contain no inconsistency. Contradiction is not a sign of falsehood, nor the lack of contradiction a sign of truth.’ He also 

wrote: ‘it is equally excessive to shut reason out and to let nothing else in’. The mistake that some readers make is to think that 

I see no place for reason if I argue the case for carefully nurtured intuition, people who reason well have better intuitions, 

people who have good intuitions reason better, in a world that has ceased to respect it. We need both. One hemisphere 

difference KM would read about in my book is that this black and white, either/or, ‘if it isn’t this, it must be that’ attitude is 

characteristic of the left hemisphere’s exclusive, precision-directed outlook, when compared with the ability of the relatively 

inclusive right hemisphere to see more than one option and to hold them together. 

 

But what about balance in treating the primary evidence, the scientific data?  

 

I don’t know how well KM knows the literature on hemisphere asymmetry. I say that merely because there are not many 

people these days who really know it well, partly because of the very prejudice which has led scientists to neglect the issue for 

the last approximately 30 years. He does say with an air of authority that I have ‘cherry-picked data’, so maybe he is well-versed 

in it, although I suspect he may have borrowed this idea from the insightful Flanagan. In my case, it took 20 years to familiarise 

myself with this literature, in so far as I can say I have. I did not speak about hemisphere asymmetry, nor write about it except 

in the context of a few technical papers reporting research data, until I had spent two decades pondering the material and 

being fairly sure I was not misrepresenting it.  

 

Incidentally, it would be quite counterproductive for me to attempt misrepresentation, since my only interest is in finding 

out what is actually the case. That is all that has kept me going: not having a large budget or the likelihood of a 

prestigious chair to pursue, there have been no temptations in my path. 

 

It is a rather too simple dismissive comment to say ‘he’s cherry-picked the data’. In reality most people can’t have that kind of 

knowledge of the area. I quote from about 2,500 papers, and I am not sure how many more would have satisfied. I didn’t pin 

my argument on a handful of unrepresentative findings. It’s also somewhat underhand, if I may say so, to talk of cherry-picking, 

because it involves the critic in no work, can’t be answered except by silence or indignation, depending on one’s mood, and 

casts aspersions which cannot easily be dispelled, while giving the impression that the critic is far more knowledgeable than his 

critical object. Quite a reward for little effort! Unless the critic is willing to demonstrate a knowledge of the asymmetry 

literature and show me what he is talking about in the context of the whole, it is not a remark that should be made. And, by the 

way, a study or even a brace of studies, that do not chime will not in themselves do. Nothing in the biological sciences yields 

entirely consonant data.  

 

One must see the whole. A finding can be perfectly valid, and even of the greatest significance overall, and yet admit of 

contrary findings. The average temperatures in Iceland and Indonesia are clearly very different, which goes a long way to 

explain the wholly different characteristics of the vegetation, animal life, landscape, culture and economy of these two regions, 

as well as no doubt much else that differentiates their ‘feel’ and the ways of life there. But it is still true that the lowest average 

annual temperature in Indonesia is lower than the highest average annual temperature in Iceland and, of course, the average 

temperature varies considerably from month to month, as well as, less predictably, from day to day, and indeed from place to 

place within each region. The nature of generalisations is that they are approximate, but they are nonetheless of critical 
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importance for understanding what is going on. A misplaced need for certainty may stop the process altogether. I know that 

that means that the critic would have to address the whole of the data, not just pick off bits, but that is the price of fairness and 

objectivity. 

 

Having said all of that, it is not as though I do not refer to contrary data. Originally, I did so in the body of the text, but 

my editor, I think wisely, suggested that all such excursus should be put in the notes, in order not to lose the thread of an 

often-complex argument. So, KM should read the footnotes too, I am afraid. I might add that many who do really know 

this literature: see references to Colwyn Trevarthen, Roger Sperry, Jaak Panksepp, VS Ramachandran, Alwyn Lishman. 

 

Let me just remind the reader that the brain is not only profoundly divided, but profoundly asymmetrical. There are clear, 

subtle but significant, observable differences at every level. The two hemispheres are different sizes, shapes, and weights, the 

right hemisphere is bigger and heavier in all social mammals and have different gyral conformations on the surface, and in 

places different cytoarchitecture, i.e. the arrangement of the cells; different proportions of grey matter to white, different 

sensitivity to neuroendocrine influences, and rely on different preponderances of neurotransmitters. And in psychometric 

testing they consistently yield different results, which is in keeping with something any clinician could tell you: when there is 

damage to one hemisphere or the other, through injury, tumour or stroke, there are consistent differences in what happens to 

the subject and his world depending on which hemisphere suffers the lesion. So, before we move on to look at specifics, let me 

ask KM some questions. 

 

1) Given that the brain consists in a mass of connections, whose power depends on the number and complexity of those 

connections, why is it divided? Or is that just random, and we should give up trying to find a pattern which make sense in 

terms of evolutionary advantage? Animal ethologists have already found that asymmetry is an evolutionary advantage, 

and some of the reasons why – I take those into account in the book. 

 

2) Is it logical or just a prejudice to dismiss the idea that there are significant hemisphere differences?  

 

3) If it is logical, why? If it is not logical, should we not all be interested in what sort of difference this might be?  

 

4) If not, why not? If so, what sort of difference would he himself suggest?  

 

5) Failing any suggestion of his own, why is he opposed to others making suggestions?  

 

6) Since it is in the nature of a general question that the answer will be general, what sort of criticism is it that an answer that 

has been offered is general in nature (though highly specific in its unfolding of the many aspects of cerebral function 

involved, of the implications for the phenomenological world, and in the data that are adduced)? 

 

7) It is in the nature of generalisations that they are general. It is also almost always the case that there will be exceptions. 

Does that mean that no generalisations should ever be attempted for fear of being called generalisations or because there 

are exceptions?  

 

8) I have never tried to hide the difficulties surrounding generalisations. My book is replete with caveats, qualifications, and 

admonitions to the reader. Does either KM or Ray Tallis think they have said anything substantial by calling a 

generalisation ‘sweeping’? What kind of generalisation is not, other than one that is qualified? 

 

Turning to specifics, KM quotes Ray Tallis as follows. 

 

http://www.mysearch.org.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colwyn_Trevarthen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roger_Wolcott_Sperry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jaak_Panksepp
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/V._S._Ramachandran
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Alwyn_Lishman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gyrus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cytoarchitecture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Raymond_Tallis


In Two Minds 

The Mysearch Website 
 

56 
 

McGilchrist’s thesis, a thesis that is highly systematising, linguistic, explicit and is built upon massive quantities of 

painstakingly acquired, precise data, 2,500 sources, looks rather left hemisphere according to his own characterisation. 

The left hemisphere, according to McGilchrist, is out of touch with reality. Doesn’t this make it rather odd, Tallis asks, 

that he relies on the neurological data presumably gathered by that hemisphere to support his extraordinarily ambitious 

account of ‘reality’, a reality that encompasses the history of mankind? There are a number of points to make here. 

 

• First, I have no quarrel with using the left hemisphere. We all use the left hemisphere all the time! Civilizations, as I again 

constantly remind people, are founded on it. It is the same old basic mistake to suppose I am arguing against the 

usefulness of the left hemisphere. I myself rely on the world as revealed by the left hemisphere very substantially, as Tallis 

says. My quarrel is not with the left hemisphere per se. It is with a lack of balance between left and right. My suggestion is 

that the left hemisphere is not aware of its own limitations, this is a neurological as much as metaphorical truth. 

Sometimes people say, ‘you’ve depicted the world according to the left hemisphere, what would the right hemisphere 

world look like, then?’ To which I answer, ‘very balanced’. Because the right hemisphere is more aware that it needs the 

left hemisphere than the left hemisphere is aware that it needs the right. This idea is embodied in the parable of the 

master and his emissary. 

 

• Second, reliance on data and evidence is at least as much in keeping with the right hemisphere’s take on the world, with 

what is actually the case, rather than with what accepted opinion tells us is the case, which tends to be more typical of the 

left hemisphere’s stance. 

 

• Third, the left hemisphere is only out of touch with reality when it fails to work in partnership with the right. Tallis’s point 

is, once again, illogical, since I use strategies of the left hemisphere, yes, and of the right, to convey the complexities of the 

world as the right hemisphere is aware of it, a difficult thing to achieve because the language that is available naturally 

construes things in the left hemisphere sense, but necessary because it is no use expressing the right hemisphere’s 

perceptions only in right hemisphere ways, implicit, rather than explicit ways, if you want to reach people who are 

currently, for cultural reasons, over-reliant on the left hemisphere’s take on the world. If you, then, as I have done, make 

heroic efforts to speak to the left-hemisphere culture in terms it will understand, you are accused of using left hemisphere 

strategies … not an accusation I feel at all concerned about. 

 

• Fourth, I am not trying to give a comprehensive account of ‘reality’, or of the history of mankind, which would be an 

overambitious undertaking for a team of scholars working for centuries. I am trying to do something much more modest. I 

am pointing to differences in the ways our cerebral hemispheres attend to the world, to the differences this makes to the 

way we construe the world, and to how reconciling these conflicting, but nonetheless both necessary, ‘versions’ of the 

world might be expected to be reflected in the history of ideas. I deal with the history of the West, true, but only in that 

one respect, whether we see something new or thought-provoking emerge when we look at each of the great epochs of 

the history of ideas in the light of what we know about the cerebral hemispheres. 

 

I have commented on the problem of what seem to be ‘sweeping’ generalisations. Personally, I love the unique and particular, 

and if KM were to read my book, he would find it contains many examples of both. But in a short document one can only speak 

shortly. To talk of the left hemisphere ‘using’ the world is shorthand, which makes more sense to those who have read why I 

reach that conclusion. It refers to a point argued at some length that the left hemisphere’s narrowly focussed attention has 

evolved in response to an evolutionary need, manipulation of the external environment, which is incidentally why the right 

hand, which it controls is the tool-utilising hand, and why its contributions to language are the parts which enable us to ‘grasp’ 

something, cognates of ‘grasp’ exist in almost all languages. There is a mass of fascinating data about this which fleshes out the 

picture: for example, the current mainstream hypothesis that speech evolved from bodily gestures, in particular hand gestures, 

located in the same part of the left frontal cortex near Broca’s area. 
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Equally the point about Far Easterners in comparison with Westerners is a shorthand for the exposition of a fair number of 

studies over the last 20 years that suggest that we differ not only in the ways in which we think, but even in what we perceive, 

which is what one would expect from the fact that there are attentional differences. This is dealt with at greater length in the 

book. In relation to this, it is not accurate to say that ‘McGilchrist has taken a long-standing dubious argument about cultural 

differences and modernized it by locating it in the brain’. First, the old cliché was that the West was ‘left-hemisphere’, and the 

East was ‘right-hemisphere’. What the data suggest is more interesting: that people in the Far East use strategies of both left 

and right hemisphere equally, whereas Western responses have become strongly skewed towards the left hemisphere point of 

view only. It’s not a point about some oddity of Easterners, but yet another sign, if such a sign be needed, that our culture has 

become less balanced in its outlook. Second, I report studies which show such differences in experimental situations. Does KM 

dispute the studies? Only if so, can I see the problem here. If he does, on what basis does he dispute them? Does he think they 

do not really demonstrate any difference? 

 

One-point KM makes is, however, quite legitimate. ‘But McGilchrist insists that the Master and Emissary, and the idea of 

the one usurping the other, are more than simply metaphors. What could this mean? Clearly McGilchrist is saying more 

than simply that we are over-relying on one hemisphere. He is suggesting that the way the two hemispheres operate has 

somehow allowed the emissary to usurp the Master, the left hemisphere to usurp the right, and to colonize our 

experience. And it has done so independently of our desires or needs or wishes. For only then would the neuroscience be 

relevant to the social issues that McGilchrist raises. But in what way is it operating independently? Presumably, 

McGilchrist is not suggesting that the hemispheres are agents in their own right. So, what is he suggesting? He does not 

say.’ 

 

In fact, I do, and many others have helped articulate it. I would draw KM’s attention especially to the response of John 

Wakefield, included in the RSA report, which KM would seem not to have read along with much else. The point is a difficult one 

to convey because we think, I would say ‘in left-hemisphere fashion’, only in terms of linear causation. Either the brain must 

‘cause’ events in the phenomenological world, or the phenomenological world ‘causes’ the brain to be the way it is. A constant 

theme of my book is the importance of the hermeneutic circle. Indeed, it is a primary point of understanding for the whole 

hemisphere hypothesis that there is not a naively realist, objective world that exists apart from our knowing it, but also that 

there is not a naively idealist, subjective world, equally omnipotent and impotent, post-modern fashion. Brain and the world, 

each shapes the other, and various worlds with different characteristics come into being as a result of the nature of the 

attention we pay to whatever it is that exists apart from ourselves. There is a constant dialogue between brain and 

environment, which is traceable, if one wishes to do so, at the level of the synapse, but is also traceable at the 

phenomenological level. Each helps to mould the other. And so the answer to the left hemisphere question ‘which causes 

which?’ is right hemisphere fashion, ‘both and neither’. But out of that relationship everything that we know, or can know, 

ultimately comes. 

 

Note: The response by Kenan Malik responded to Iain McGilchrist is outlined in the next page. 
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1.4.3 Response-2: Kenan Malik 
 

Iain, I am sorry that you should seem so irritated by my post, and somewhat puzzled as to why you should be so. The original 

post was written in good faith and while it is critical of your argument, it is also, it seems to me, respectful of it and of your 

work. I had assumed that it was precisely this kind of debate that you wanted to generate with your book. Perhaps I was wrong. 

 

A couple of minor points before I answer some of your questions. First, you suggest more than once that I have not read The 

Master and his Emissary. Given that I quote at length from the book (and you must know that all the quotes from you in the 

post were taken from The Master and his Emissary, apart from one which came from your website), it is difficult to see how I 

could not have read the book. It is striking that you seem to think that only those who agree with your argument have actually 

read the book properly. That is perhaps an understandable sentiment, I feel the same way sometimes about criticisms of my 

books. All I would say is that it is quite possible to have read the book thoroughly and still disagree with your argument. Second, 

you suggest that ‘it is interesting, and not a little sad, that KM refers to the contribution of only one participant at the RSA 

workshop, probably the only one out of the 20 or so present who appeared largely unconvinced, Ray Tallis’. What I actually 

wrote was that 

 

McGilchrist’s argument has won considerable support and praise, not least from the participants at the RSA workshop. 

The workshop opened, however, with a critical review of the argument from Ray Tallis. 

 

I acknowledged, in other words, the support your thesis has won, elsewhere I mentioned ‘the praise showered upon The 

Master and his Emissary’, but sought deliberately to pick up on Tallis’ criticisms. Why? Because, first, it was the key response at 

the RSA workshop and in the RSA document itself; and, second, because it chimed with concerns I have with your argument. I 

was writing a blog post, not a comprehensive review of all the responses to the book or the thesis. 

 

So, what of that thesis?  

 

You ask a series of eight questions. In order to keep this response to a moderate length, let me collapse those eight into two 

key sets of questions: 

 

Is it logical or just a prejudice to dismiss the idea that there are significant hemisphere differences? If it is logical, why? If it is not 

logical, should we not all be interested in what sort of difference this might be? 

 

I am not sure where I might have suggested that there are no significant differences between the hemispheres, or that we 

should not be interested in such differences. All I did was to query the kinds of labels you hung on the two hemispheres, for 

instance that one is ‘narcissistic’ and ‘driven forward by a desire for power and control’, while the other possesses ‘ideals’ 

consonant with an outlook that is ‘essentially local, agrarian, communitarian, organic’. These, it seems to me, are labels that 

belong to the whole person in a social context, not things that one can attribute to an isolated hemisphere. It is in the nature of 

generalisations that they are general. It is also almost always the case that there will be exceptions.  

 

Does that mean that no generalisations should ever be attempted for fear of being called generalisations or because there are 

exceptions? Does either KM or Ray Tallis think they have said anything substantial by calling a generalisation ‘sweeping’? What 

kind of generalisation is not, other than one that is qualified? 

 

We all make generalisations. But it is nature of the generalisations in your book that I was questioning. When someone suggests 

that the distinction between the ideas animating the French and American Revolutions can be understood in terms of 

hemispheric differences, then I get queasy. Similarly, when you suggest that early Jeffersonian democracy was ‘in harmony with 

the ideals of the right hemisphere’ but that later democracy ‘came to be swept away by the large-scale, rootless mechanical 

forces of capitalism, a left-hemisphere product of the Enlightenment’. The ideological differences between the French and 

American Revolutions, or the changing character of democracy, are immensely complex issues; to reduce them to the left 
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hemisphere-right hemisphere distinction seems to me to be, to say the least, unwarranted and unhelpful. I have no doubt, even 

though my first degree was in neurobiology, that you have a vastly superior knowledge of brain lateralization. That does not 

mean, however, that I cannot criticize either your use of data or, more pertinently, your interpretations of that data and the 

generalisations you draw from them. I am sorry if my line about ‘cherry-picking and idiosyncrasy in the presentation of data’ 

upset you. I was not trying to question your knowledge or impugn your integrity. I was simply pointing out that the kinds of 

unwarranted generalisations to which I have just alluded requires one to be highly selective and idiosyncratic in one’s 

interpretation of the data. In any case, my key criticism was not about the data on lateralization. It was, rather, about the link 

you make between the neuroscience, on the one hand, and, on the other, the social and philosophical problems you raise, and 

your insistence that the first is an explanation of the second. You seem to think that you have answered this criticism. And not 

for the first time you insist that I disagree with you only because I ‘seem not to have read the RSA report along with much else’. 

Let me say again: It is quite possible to have read your book and the report thoroughly and still disagree with you. Since you flag 

some comments as addressing my points, let me say a few words about those comments. 

 

McGilchrist insists that his book provides no ‘causal explanation’ of what may be going on in the world. He says that 

when asked what the book tells us about the world that could not be discovered by other forms of human inquiry his 

answer is: ‘Nothing’. 

 

If this was the case then we would, indeed, have nothing to debate. But this is not how I understand your argument. As you put 

it your book, ‘I believe [the hemispheres] are in fact involved in a sort of power struggle, and that this explains many aspects of 

contemporary Western culture’. If the ‘power struggle’ between the hemispheres ‘explains many aspects of contemporary 

Western culture’, then clearly you are providing a ‘causal explanation’ and suggesting, if not insisting, that ‘what the book tells 

us about the world could not be discovered by other forms of human inquiry’. 

 

What exasperates Iain is that Ray Tallis is saying nothing that he has not himself said in the book. 

 

Your critique of Tallis, and of me, is more than simply that we repeat what you have already said. It is that we are mistaken in 

many of our claims. 

 

[McGilchrist] is telling us that in inhabiting the world we inhabit we are increasingly in thrall to the left hemisphere’s 

‘take’ and that this is radically affecting our behaviour and, as a consequence, the very substance of the actual world we 

are living in. 

 

If this means that we are increasingly in thrall to a de-contextualized, mechanistic culture, or that we are over-relying on one 

hemisphere, then, as I wrote in the post, I partly agree. But, as I suggested above, you seem to mean much more. You seem to 

want to provide a causal explanation, to insist that the left hemisphere’s ‘power struggle’ with the right, the emissary’s 

usurpation of the Master’s role, is somehow driving the social and intellectual changes. That is where I disagree. 

 

Iain’s thesis provides us with ‘an understanding’ that is metaphoric and that may (or may not) one day come to be 

regarded as literal. 

 

Insofar as the thesis is metaphoric, I do not have a quarrel with it as such, though I would question both the 

over-generalisations and some aspects of the presentation of the intellectual history. But I was, in my post, pointing out some 

of the conceptual problems in thinking about your thesis as providing a ‘literal’ account. For instance, you write in your post, in 

response to Ray Tallis’ criticisms: 

 

My suggestion is that the left hemisphere is not aware of its own limitations – this is a neurological as much as 

metaphorical truth. What does it mean to say that the ‘left hemisphere is not aware of its own limitations’? It is, after 

all, not an agent in its own right. It is not aware of anything. It is only the person who is aware. 
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I am not, of course, suggesting that the structure of the brain has no impact on the character of our perception or 

understanding. Clearly it does. What I am suggesting is that part of the conceptual problem in your argument is the constant 

elision between brain, or hemisphere, and person, an elision that allows you to attribute agency to a hemisphere while denying 

that you are doing so. If what you mean by the sentence above is that ‘the person embodying the left hemisphere is not aware 

of that hemisphere’s limitations’ in the sense that he or she is unaware of the limitations of ‘left hemisphere kind of thinking’, 

then I would agree with you, but it would seem to be a truism. But if what you mean is that the left hemisphere ‘is unaware of 

its own limitations’ as an agent in its own right, independently of the person embodying it, then it becomes far more than a 

truism. But it also becomes a highly implausible account of agency, consciousness and personhood. Your thesis, it seems to me, 

rests to a large degree upon this ambiguity in the understanding of agency. 
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