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lain McGilchrist’s Boyle Lecture looks at the implications of the human brain's
structure and modus operandi for our understanding of reality and our awareness of
the divine. Here, | extend the argument by looking at the implications for education. |
focus onschooling and the teaching of science and religion. In both science education
and religious education, there is evidence for the development of a more balanced
approach to teaching, with more right-hemisphere thinking being encouraged among
learners. From a McGilchristian perspective, this is to be welcomed. At a time of
increasing global fragmentation and the growing influence of post-truth movements,
we need the next generation to be better educated, both with regards to the specifics
of knowledge and more holistically, about what it is to be human and how knowledge
might be used for the good of all life.
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The word “polymath” is used quite widely, though too often said of someone
simply because they know a lot about a wide range of subjects. Iain McGilchrist
not only knows a lot about a wide range of subjects, he has made major academic
contributions to a wide range of subjects. I say this not only as a compliment to
him but because the exceptional breadth of his knowledge has meant that from
a very solid foundation in neurobiology, psychiatry, and philosophy, he has been
able, over the past twenty years, to erect a powerful argument that connects how
the human brain is organized and functions to how we perceive reality.

Beginning with The Master and His Emissary (McGilchrist 2009), which
is said to have sold over 200,000 copies, and then in The Matter with Things
(McGilchrist 2021), which, despite being 1,578 pages, is already said to have
sold over 100,000 copies, McGilchrist has developed an argument that begins
with our brains having two hemispheres. At one time, it was thought that the
left hemisphere was responsible for things like language and analysis, with the
right hemisphere responsible for things like creativity, music, and emotional
processing. McGilchrist’s argumentis that this is the wrong way of understanding
the left—right hemisphere asymmetry. It is not so much that our hemispheres
perform different functions but that what they do, they do differently. They
attend to the world differently. To simplity, the left hemisphere focuses on detail,
on the specifics; the right is more holistic.

One of McGilchrist’s points is that each of us needs both of these ways of
attending to the world—we need the detail, but we also need the overview. To
give one illustration of what can happen if one focuses only on the specifics,
psychologists Christopher Chabris and Daniel Simons (1999) undertook a
research project to examine the phenomenon of selective attention. Spoiler
alert—if you haven’t seen the associated basketball video, have a look at it online
(search for “basketball video Chabris Simons”) before reading further. Viewers
were told to watch a short (seventy-five-second) video of students passing a
basketball among themselves and to count the number of passes. The first
time I saw the video, with others, I was concentrating and counting when I was
somewhat disturbed by a colleague of mine who started laughing, But I ignored
her and carried on counting. At the end of the video, we were first asked how
many basketball passes we had counted—and I confidently gave what proved
to be the correct answer. But then we were asked how many of us had seen the
gorilla. Gorilla? I had no idea what the questioner (the psychologist Richard
Wiseman) was talking about. We were then shown the video a second time and
told to watch out for the gorilla. There—in full view—a “gorilla” (a studentin a
gorilla costume) walks onto the court, waves at the camera, and then walks off.

As someone who has a natural tendency to focus on the specifics and not
attend to the bigger picture, I had totally failed to spot the gorilla the first time
I watched the video. I used to work at the Royal Society and have been told that
the first time the video was shown to a group of Fellows, not only did none of
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them spot the gorilla, but when they were shown the video a second time, some
of them flatly refused to believe it was the same video, preferring to believe that
they were being lied to and that a second, doctored video was now being shown
to them. That’s the left hemisphere in charge!

McGilchrist maintains that too many of us now live in societies where
the balance between our left and right hemispheres has been eroded so that
a somewhat sterile scientific materialism has come to prevail, with our left
hemispheres in charge. This has clear implications for our apprehension of
the divine. The left hemisphere wants to tie things down; the right can cope
with ambiguity, with “both/and” rather than “either/or.” As McGilchrist
points out in his Boyle Lecture, the sacred and divine cannot be reduced
(as the left hemisphere would like) to a set of concepts. He cites Saint
Augustine: “If you think you have understood God, it is not God that you
have understood.” Unsurprisingly, McGilchrist espouses the apophatic
tradition in theology.

My day job is as an educator, and I want now to begin to explore some of
the implications of McGilchrist’s argument for school education, specifically
school science education and school education about religion.

Implications of McGilchrist for School Science Education

Readers of this article will have memories of their own school science
education. Depending on the country in which you were educated and when
this was, there will be some variation. But the core of school science education
has, until recently, been quite consistent over time and varied surprisingly little
between countries. I remember once watching a secondary physics lesson in
Japan, where, even though my Japanese is mediocre, it was immediately clear to
me when the teacher made a slip writing on the blackboard in a lesson on the
equations of motion. I don’t think any of the students realized that something
had gone wrong, through the teacher soon did. The point is that the slip was one
not uncommonly made, and my many years’ experience of watching countless
school science lessons in England enabled me immediately to realize what was
going on.

Chances are that you remember from your school science things like Bunsen
burners, the periodic table, Newton’s laws, photosynthesis, and so forth.
Hopetully, such concepts will have been underpinned by some practical work.
You may also have been introduced to something about “the nature of science.”
When I was at school, this was called “the scientific method,” but the nature
of science is a broader concept and tends to include not only the specifics of
formulating and testing scientific hypotheses but more general issues to do with
how scientific knowledge is built up and revised. In this, it is less beholden to
a left-hemisphere-specific version of science. Indeed, the very notion of the
revision of scientific knowledge (unless one holds that, remarkably, it is just
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now and only now that we have arrived at scientific certainty) suggests a more
right-hemisphere approach to scientific knowledge.

Even more recently, school science sometimes looks at socio-scientific
issues. Socio-scientific issues address questions like whether we should permit
genetically modified organisms, how we can mitigate anthropogenic climate
change, and how we should decide on the best balance between the range
of ways of generating electricity. The point is that such questions cannot be
answered by science alone. Other disciplines need to play a part—including
moral philosophy, sociology, economics, and politics. It needs to be admitted that
not all science teachers welcome this shift (McCrory and Reiss 2023)—it makes
greater demands on teachers, for example. Butitis a version of science education
that draws on both left hemisphere and right hemisphere thinking. Indeed, in a
way that I think McGilchrist would approve of, the specific knowledge and ways
of thinking of science and other disciplines (predominantly left-hemisphere
thinking) need to be brought together and synthesized (predominantly right-
hemisphere thinking) if defensible answers to such socio-scientific questions
are to be provided.

Even if one restricts oneself to science (rather than school science), there is
much to be said for ensuring that it is more open to right-hemisphere thinking
than is sometimes the case. For instance, in my own science area of biology,
what has been termed “the new biology” is increasingly turning away from
a narrow, linear way of understanding the natural world and towards a more
holistic perspective (Reiss and Ruse 2023). To give just one example, too left
hemisphere a perspective on inheritance is likely to overestimate the role of
genes in biology, including their importance for the determination of human
behavior. A more balanced left hemisphere/right hemisphere perspective
includes genes but also gives weight to the environment, to gene—environment
interactions, and to a range of nonlinear effects.

Implications of McGilchrist for School Education about Religion
A poor way of understanding, within a McGilchristian framework, the
relationship of science education and religious education would be to envisage
science education as being a matter for the left hemisphere and religious
education a matter for the right hemisphere. I suggested earlier that school
science education (and science itself) can benefit from taking account of both
left and right hemisphere ways of thinking, and the same argument can be
made for religious education (and religion itself).

There are some parallels between debates about the scope of school science
education and debates about the scope of school religious education. However,
there are far greater differences between countries when it comes to education
about religion. In some countries, education about religion is prohibited, in
some it is permitted, and in some it is mandated. England is fairly unusual in
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that religious education is mandated, but what is mandated in state schools is
no longer solely the teaching of Christianity. Generalizations are difficult as,
uniquely, there is no national curriculum for the subject of religious education;
rather, the content is determined by Standing Advisory Councils on Religious
Education (SACREs)—Iocal bodies, of which there are more than 100, that are
responsible for the authoring of “agreed syllabuses,” which can therefore take
account of local circumstances.

Nevertheless, some generalizations can be made about school religious
education in England. First of all, confessional religious education, in which the
intention is to transmit and foster a specific religious tradition, is less common
than was once the case. Second, children are far more likely nowadays to be
educated about at least two “major” religions. Third, somewhat paralleling the
growth of socio-scientific issues in science education, children are more likely
now to be introduced to aspects of the sociology of religion; they will certainly
be introduced to ethical reasoning, and not only from a scriptural perspective.

These developments in religious education, as with the developments in
science education, have not, of course, followed directly from McGilchrist’s
arguments. Nevertheless, from a McGilchristian perspective, they are to be
welcomed. At a time of increasingly global fragmentation and the growing
influence of post-truth movements, we need the next generation to be better
educated, both with regards to the specifics of knowledge and, more holistically,

about what it is to be human and how knowledge might be used for the good
of all life.
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