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While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein. This book is intended for general information and is not a substitute for professional medical or psychological advice.

The scientific claims in this book reflect the mainstream understanding of brain lateralisation and handedness at the time of writing, drawing on published neuroscience including split-brain research and large-scale neuroimaging studies of hemispheric function.





Introduction: The Idea That Won’t Die

You have almost certainly taken the test, or one like it. A magazine quiz, a corporate workshop, a video that promises to reveal your “dominant hemisphere” from the way a dancer appears to spin. At the end you are handed a verdict: you are a left-brained person — logical, verbal, analytical, organised — or you are right-brained — creative, intuitive, artistic, emotional. Perhaps it felt true. Perhaps you have described yourself that way ever since.

It is one of the most successful ideas in the history of popular psychology. It appears in career guides, parenting books, management seminars, and classroom teaching strategies. Surveys suggest that around four out of five teachers around the world believe some version of it. It is repeated so often, in so many respectable-sounding places, that it has the texture of settled fact.

There is only one problem. As a description of how human personality is wired into the brain, it is not true. Neuroscientists have never accepted the notion that people come in left-brained and right-brained types, and the largest study yet conducted to look for such types found no trace of them.

That could be the end of a very short book. But it would be the wrong ending, because the real story is far more interesting than the myth it replaces — and, once you understand it, far more useful.

This book sets out to do three things. First, to tell you honestly where the left-brain/right-brain idea came from, because its origins are genuinely remarkable: a Nobel Prize, a set of patients whose brains had been surgically divided, and a decade in which the popular press turned a careful scientific finding into a personality test. Second, to explain what your brain actually does — which parts really are specialised, which are not, and why the two hemispheres are far more like collaborators than rivals. Third, to salvage what is worth keeping. Because buried inside the myth are a few real and valuable truths: that people do think in different styles, that creative and analytical modes of thought are both learnable, and that understanding your own habits of mind can genuinely help you at work, in study, and with the people you love.

We will also spend time with a group of people the myth has always used as its star witnesses: the left-handed. Roughly one person in ten writes with their left hand, and for centuries that simple fact has attracted an astonishing amount of superstition, cruelty, and — more recently — flattering mythology. The truth about left-handedness is stranger and more human than either the old prejudice or the new compliment.

So this is not a book that asks which side of your brain you use. It is a book about why that question feels so compelling, why the honest answer is “both, all the time,” and what you can do with that once you stop looking for your type and start developing your range.




Chapter 1: Where the Story Came From

Every myth has an origin, and this one begins not with a quiz but with a surgeon’s saw.

In February 1962, at a hospital in Los Angeles, a middle-aged war veteran named William Jenkins was wheeled into an operating theatre. Jenkins had suffered from severe epilepsy since a bomb blast near the end of the Second World War, sometimes enduring as many as ten seizures a day. He had heard of a radical operation and had volunteered for it. The surgeons opened his skull and cut through the corpus callosum — the thick bundle of some 250 million nerve fibres that connects the brain’s two hemispheres and allows them to talk to each other. The theory was that severing this bridge would stop seizures from spreading across the whole brain. It worked. Jenkins recovered, his convulsions gone, and to casual observation he seemed entirely normal.

He was not entirely normal, and revealing exactly how became the life’s work of a neuroscientist at the California Institute of Technology named Roger Sperry.


The split-brain patients

Sperry, working with his graduate student Michael Gazzaniga, devised a series of ingenious experiments on Jenkins and other patients who had undergone the same operation. Because the human visual system is wired so that the left half of what each eye sees is processed by the right hemisphere, and vice versa, Sperry could flash an image to just one hemisphere at a time and watch what happened.

The results were extraordinary. When an object was shown only to the left hemisphere, the patient could name it aloud without difficulty. When the same object was shown only to the right hemisphere, the patient would insist they had seen nothing at all — yet their left hand, controlled by that same right hemisphere, could reach out and pick the object from a group of hidden items. The right hemisphere knew the answer; it simply could not speak.

From experiments like these, Sperry and Gazzaniga established something real and important: the two hemispheres are specialised. In most people the left hemisphere houses the main machinery of speech and language, while the right hemisphere carries more of the load for certain spatial and perceptual tasks. In a split-brain patient, whose hemispheres can no longer share what they know, these specialisations become visible in dramatic form — almost as though two separate minds were sharing one skull.

This was Nobel-quality work. In 1981 Sperry was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, shared with David Hubel and Torsten Wiesel, for discoveries about the specialised functions of the cerebral hemispheres. The science was sound. It still is.



The brain that tells stories

Buried in this research is a discovery so striking that it deserves its own telling, because it turns out to explain not only the split-brain patients but the myth itself.

Gazzaniga ran a version of the experiment in which he showed each hemisphere a different picture at the same time. To the right hemisphere he flashed a snow scene; to the left hemisphere, a chicken’s foot. Then he laid out an array of images and asked the patient to point, with each hand, to a related picture. The left hand — driven by the right hemisphere, which had seen snow — pointed to a shovel. The right hand — driven by the left hemisphere, which had seen the chicken foot — pointed to a chicken. So far, so logical: each hemisphere answered its own question.

Then Gazzaniga asked the patient to explain his choices. And here the left hemisphere, which controls speech, faced a problem. It could see that the left hand was pointing to a shovel, but it had no idea why, because it had never seen the snow. A truthful answer would have been “I don’t know.” That is not what happened. Without hesitation, the patient said he had chosen the shovel because you need one to clean out the chicken shed. A confident, plausible, and entirely invented reason.

Gazzaniga called this the “interpreter.” The left hemisphere, he found, runs a constant narration — a storyteller that takes whatever the rest of the brain and body happen to be doing and stitches it into a sensible account of why. When it knows the real reason, it reports it. When it does not, it does not fall silent or admit ignorance. It makes something up, and it believes what it makes up. Crucially, this is not a quirk of damaged brains. Later work showed the same storytelling machinery running in all of us, all the time. We are constantly generating tidy explanations for our own behaviour, often with no real access to the causes.

Hold on to that finding, because it is the quiet key to this whole book. We are built to prefer a clean story over an honest “it’s complicated.” The left-brain/right-brain myth is, in a sense, the interpreter operating on a cultural scale — a satisfying narrative laid over a set of facts far messier than the story admits. Understanding that we are natural-born storytellers is the first step toward noticing when a story is too neat to be true.



Where it went wrong

The trouble began when the science left the laboratory.

Sperry had studied a very particular and very unusual group of people: patients whose brains had been surgically divided. That was the whole point of his method — cutting the bridge was what let him see each hemisphere working in isolation. In everyone else, in the billions of people whose corpus callosum is perfectly intact, the two hemispheres are in constant, seamless communication. Whatever one side knows, the other side knows almost instantly. There are no two separate minds; there is one integrated brain.

The popular press missed this crucial distinction entirely. In 1973 The New York Times Magazine ran an article headlined “We Are Left-Brained or Right-Brained,” which opened by announcing that two very different persons inhabit our heads — one verbal and analytical, the other artistic. Time magazine picked up the theme in 1975. In 1976 the Harvard Business Review published “Planning on the Left Side and Managing on the Right.” Psychology Today followed in 1977. By the time Sperry received his Nobel Prize, the floodgates were fully open.

Through a kind of cultural game of telephone, a finding about surgically altered brains had been transformed into a theory of personality for everyone. The careful claim — these specific functions tend to be handled more by one hemisphere than the other — became the sweeping claim that you, as a whole person, are ruled by one side of your brain. The first statement is true. The second does not follow from it at all, and it is the second that conquered the world.

It is worth pausing on why the myth spread so easily, because the reasons tell us something about ourselves. It is simple: two categories, easy to remember. It is flattering: whichever type you are assigned, it comes with a list of virtues. It offers an explanation for the ordinary experience that some things come easily to us and others do not. And it gives us permission — “I’m just not a maths person, I’m right-brained” is a comforting thing to be able to say. A good myth does not survive by being true. It survives by being useful, and this one was useful to almost everyone who repeated it.





Chapter 2: What Your Brain Actually Does

If we are not left-brained or right-brained, what are we?

The honest answer requires holding two ideas at once, and the myth’s real failure is that it can only hold one of them. Idea one: the two hemispheres are not identical, and some functions genuinely do lean to one side. Idea two: no whole person runs on one hemisphere, because every meaningful mental task recruits networks spread across both. Keep both ideas in view and the picture becomes clear.


Lateralisation is real

The technical word for functions leaning to one side is lateralisation, and it is a genuine feature of the brain. Language is the clearest example. In the large majority of people — somewhere around eight or nine in ten — the core work of producing and processing speech is concentrated in the left hemisphere. This is not a personality trait; it is a structural fact of how most human brains are organised, and it is one of the more reliable findings in all of neuroscience.

Other functions lean the other way. The right hemisphere tends to take a larger role in certain aspects of spatial attention, in recognising faces, and in processing some of the musical and emotional qualities of sound and speech — the melody of a voice as distinct from its words. So there is a real asymmetry in the brain, and the myth is not conjured out of nothing. It is an exaggeration of something true, which is exactly why it is so hard to kill.



But dominance is not

Here is where the






Why the corpus callosum matters
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