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Engineering is an important discipline in the development of society. It spans across 
many different concentrations but each hold one critical component in common: they are driven 
by a creative design process. Creative design holds a critical role in the success of engineers. 
Unfortunately, engineers tend to overlook the importance of artistic, right-brained thinking in 
their studies. Not only does this type of thinking benefit the engineer, one could consider it 
essential. Artistic and creative thinking can offer more well-rounded approaches to studies in 
engineering. It can offer the inspiration and fuel behind the ideas for engineering based thinking. 
Also, art offers a cultural and societal approach to the world and it is the engineer’s 
responsibility to be able to use this knowledge to positively impact the world. 

When most people hear the word “engineer” they do not think of art. They think of 
left-brained skills such as math, science, and technical skills. However, right-brained, artistic 
thinking offers an important role to more well-rounded approaches in engineering. “Building a 
Better Engineer: The importance of Humanities in Engineering Curriculum” supports this idea 
by stating that, “Engineering educators need to emphasize the importance of humanities and arts 
courses in the engineering curricula so the engineering education is complete and the graduates 
are diverse well rounded, socially conscious individuals that can work effectively with others in 
teams” (Khalid, Chin, Atiqullah, Sweigart, & Stutzmann, 2013). 

One of the most beautiful opportunites an engineer has is to balance their right and left 
brained skills. Walesh (2016) discusses this “whole-brain approach” in his blog “Art for 
Engineers: Encouraging More Whole-Brain Thinking.” Walesh states that, “If engineers are to be 
effective players on the world stage, they must complement their traditional left-brain orientation 
with right-brain characteristics; they must take a whole-brain approach.” Although engineers are 
thought of predominantly as left-brained, technical thinkers, they should understand the 
importance of right-brained approaches. Unfortunately, many engineers limit themselves to 
purely left-brained thinking because it is what comes most naturally. Khalid, Chin, Atiqullah, 
Sweigart, & Stutzmann state that, “A number of engineering students take humanities courses 
thinking that they are wasting their time.” However, Walesh goes on to give a personal example 
of how his interest in learning freehand drawing later contributed to his engineering skills. He 
states, “Improved seeing, whether literally as described here or possibly, by extension, 
figuratively, further enables an engineering student or practitioner.” Drawing could give an 
engineer the ability to express their ideas visually and be able to better communicate them to 
other engineers and the community. However, freehand drawing is just one example of how the 
arts can positively aid an engineer in their work. Walesh points out that engineers have the 
potential to use any of the visual arts to further express their ideas. 

Not only must an engineer be able to express their ideas but they also must be able to 
create the ideas. Walesh states that, “This whole-brain approach may enable aspiring engineers 
to be more creative and innovative during their formal studies and later in professional practice, 
to their, their employer’s, and society’s benefits.” Right-brained artistic thinking can offer the 
inspiration and fuel behind engineering based innovations. It is important to have an “outside of 
the box” approach in order to think of new and exciting ideas to later be able to design and 
implement. In the article “Why the best engineers should study humanities,” Yakov Ben-Haim 
offers inspiration on this saying, “... the subtle and intellectually sophisticated interplay between 
science, technology, and man’s understanding of nature and of himself draws the student to the 
highest levels of abstract thought” (1998). In “The Eternal Relationship between Art and 
Engineering,” Sa’d agrees on the importance of art and engineering synergy stating, “You may 



come up with brilliant ideas, but they could never be materialized without the help of tools that 
technology provides” (2014). Art is the fuel, the inspiration, and the reason behind technological 
projects and innovation. S’ad goes on to say that, “...art is an idea and engineering is the 
implementation of that idea…” S’ad uses the famous Leonardo da Vinci as an example 
supporting the art and engineering relationship. He says, “An important question to ask would be 
whether his works would have come into existence without his engineering expertise or vice 
versa?” Henry Fountain in “Putting Art in Stem,” also uses the the famous Leonardo da Vinci as 
an example in the relationship between art and engineering. He says, “Engineering and art were 
not always completely separate disciplines. Take Leonardo da Vinci, who seamlessly combined 
the two” (2014.) Engineering is all about innovation and the implementation of new ideas, all 
fueled by artistic thinking. Therefore it is important for engineers to study art to help them in 
their success. Khalid, Chin, Atiqullah, Sweigart, & Stutzmann say “Education in arts is a key to 
creativity, and creativity is an essential component of, and spurs innovation.” 

But why is thinking of new ideas so important for the engineer? The engineer has the 
ability to impact the world through new technological innovations. Take the famous invention of 
Thomas Edison's light bulb for example. This invention enabled a newer, safer way for people to 
light a room as opposed to a candle. Ben-Haim states, “Technology influences individuals, 
society, and the course of history.” Societal needs are constantly driving the need for more 
engineering. It is the engineer’s responsibility to able to positively impact the societal and 
cultural needs of our world. Ben-Haim goes on to say, “It is the responsibility of the engineering 
community to collaborate in a broad and penetrating attempt to understand where our 
innovations are taking us.” Engineers have shaped the world as we know it today due to the 
demands of our society. They are able to positively do so through their knowledge of culture 
learned through art and right-brained thinking. Ben-Haim suggests a prominent example of how 
engineers shaped the world through the industrial revolution. He says, “...the [industrial 
revolution] was rooted in an intimate interaction between new technologies, new social concepts, 
and mores.” 

It is clear that there holds a special relationship between the arts and engineering. They 
are two halves of one whole, yin and yang. Henry Fountain discusses John Maeda, a professional 
in the field of electrical engineering and computer science, who stated that, “Both are dedicated 
to asking the big questions placed before us: ‘What is true? Why does it matter? How can we 
move society forward?’ Both search deeply, and often wanderingly, for these answers.” 

Although often overlooked. creative right-brained thinking is an essential component to 
the success of an engineer. A right-brained approach to engineering can offer a more 
well-rounded structure to ideas. Without the art and creativity can inspire the engineer and 
provide fuel for their thought. Without the arts and humanities supported by right-brained 
thinking, engineering has no purpose or reason to grow. The importance of art should not be 
overlooked in the engineer's studies because it is ultimately the engineers who are responsible for 
the way our world evolves socially and culturally.  
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