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Lesson One

TEXT
What Can We Communicate?

The obvious answer to the question how we know about the ex-
periences of others is that they are communicated to us, either through
their natural manifestations in the form of gestures, tears, laughter,
play of feature and so forth, or by the use of language. A very good
way to find out what another person is thinking or feeling is to ask
him. He may not answer, or if he does answer he may not answer
truly, but very often he will. The fact that the information which
people give about themselves can be deceptive does not entail that
it is never to be trusted. We do not depend on it alone; it may be,
indeed, that the inferences which we draw from people’s non-verbal
behaviour are more secure than those that we base upon what they
say about themselves, that actions speak more honestly than words.
But were it not that we can rely a great deal upon words, we should
know very much less about each other than we do.

At this point, however, a difficulty arises. If I am to acquire in-
formation in this way about another person’s experiences, I must un-
derstand what he says about them. And this would seem to imply
that I attach the same meaning to his words as he does. But how,
it may be asked, can I ever be sure that this is so? He tells me
that he is in pain, but may it not be that what he understands by
pain is something quite different from anything that I should call
by that name? He tells me that something looks red to him, but how
do I know that what he calls ‘red’ is not what I should call ‘blue’,
or that it is not a colour unlike any that I have ever seen, or that it
does not differ from anything that I should even take to be a colour?
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All these things would seem to be possible. Yet how are such ques-
tions ever to be decided?

In face of this difficulty, some philosophers have maintained
that experiences as such are uncommunicable. They have held that
in so far as one uses words to refer to the content of one’s experi-
ences, they can be intelligible only to oneself. No one else can un-
derstand them, because no one else can get into one’s mind to verify
the statements which they express. What can be communicated,
on this view, is structures. I have no means of knowing that other
people have sensations or feelings which are in any way like my own,
I cannot tell even that they mean the same by the words which
they use to refer to physical objects, since the perceptions which they
‘take as establishing the existence of these objects may be utterly dif-
ferent from any that 1 have ever had myself. If I could get into my
neighbour’s head to see what it is that he refers to as a table, I
might fail to recognize it altogether, just as I might fail to recognize
anything that he is disposed to call a colour or a pain. On the
other hand, however different the content of his experience may be
from mine, I do know that its structure is the same. The proof
that it is the same is that his use of words corresponds with mine, in
so far as he applies them in a corresponding way. However different
the table that he perceives may be from the table that I perceive,
he agrees with me in saying of certain things that they are tables
and of others that they are not. No matter what he actually sees
when he refers to colour, his classification of things according to
their colour is the same as mine. Even if his conception of pain is
quite different from my own, his behaviour when he is in pain is
such as I consider to be appropriate. Thus the possible differences
of content can, and indeed must be disregarded. What we can
establish is that experiences are similarly ordered. It is this similari-
ty of structure that provides us with our common world: and it is
only descriptions of this common world, that is, descriptions of
structure, that we are able to communicate,
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On this view, the language which different people seem to sharé
consists, as it were, of flesh and bones. The bones represent its
public aspect; they serve alike for all. But each of us puts flesh
upon them in accordance with the character of his experience. Wheth-
er one person’s way of clothing the skeleton is or is not the same
as another’s is an unanswerable question. The only thing that we
can be satisfied about is the identity of the bones.

(From The Problem of Knowledge, by A. J. AYER.)

NOTES

1. either through ... or by ...

Jvif] through FLARRHHERFERHETSES by #M.4m.
We learn to speak through (by) speaking. '

BAEL B E PHE,
2. play of feature = expression of the face
mEERE
3. it may be, indeed, that the inferences which ... about themselves,
D
that actions speak more honestly than words,

®
#ExAaaE, it BEREE, AEMSTIERG that 3[SH M4
®©, # that S|FHMNG@ BEIENHELIE,
4. Were it not that we can rely ... = if we could not rely, but for
the fact that we can rely ...

BEPRBMEBER
5. If I am to acquire ... MERESZH -

“be + FREATHED If SIRHMTPHEATEBRREERML 2.
6. ...this would seem to imply ...

this would seem JRpk this seems ikt —BeAgi 2k, BYEhiA
would REHBRH R, BNRBEMTET will ftxR, M.
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Would you give me a little more?
FAB—5EFT,
REHREAIE,
8. ...anything that I should even take to be a colour?
ZhiA take fEiXBAA2YT assume s suppose, HERZ“LLY”, “B
E”,5m.

We took the news to be true.
RALAK3EA 14 8 R Kk,
How can you take him to be a fool?
VRIE L REHEAE 2 RN IE 2
9. experiences as such = such experiences

10. uncommur)icable WELAR  incommunicable

11. on this view ARBIXAHA
Irid on W RRFRREB R EBH”, Hidn.
92 what grounds do you suspect him?

PR R 2 PR R B Ao
This is not based on mere supposition.

BRI RO ER T,

12. Tt is this similarity of structure that provides us with our common

world: and it is only descriptions of this common world ... that

we are able to communicate.
ERFABROY, L ALHGR T is ... that ..., F—HBEEE
this similarity of structure, J5—4J3Bif&iE only descriptions of
this common world, # k.
This similarity of structure provides us with our common world.
{ XFE AR E RIS A 358 24k,

It is this similarity of structure that provides us with our common

world,



ERXFEHAUERNESE LE 2L,

We are ableto communicate only descriptions of this common
world ...
BT sEr X Fhat @ Z e p R AT R 3

It is only descriptions of this common world ... that we are

able to communicate.

SRR b LSRR S 2 A R

13, as it were
XEANBAE, EREGRE" “ATLAGE” Bl

He is, as it were, a walking dictionary.

fib AT EAGE B — AT R R

THE TECHNIQUE OF TRANSLATION FROM ENGLISH
INTO CHINESE (§;1§i§ﬁr5) ¢)) '

% &

KEMUEERAMZESR LBEREAAMNMLY, WEHELERE
EECPERIARR S —X1A, SERE-DTFRIBRS R, 18
ERXFAREBEORER, REEENHEARRAS, TERERH.

1. iRiE k. -

A dictionary tells you what words mean.
FASEHFRAENEL, GhaEREAA) -

He has no objection to our plan.
AR RATGH R, (RiRERRZHIE)

She is fg@lﬁlg with English.
HEBE RIS, (ERIARRREIR)

It has great importance.
XABEREE, (HABRREER

We are for your plan.
BORBIRGH R, riaskRzhia)

It is an absolute necessity for the beginners. -

- O ®



X mEEREMNLEY . (OBFRABRARDIT;QLNHRERE FiA)
OO

2. TR
Please put these books where they were.
iRk REREL. (REERRRIE)
Many of our country’s resources remain untapped.
REHREARBEAFR. (BIEHREREED

We have friends all over the world.

RMHPKBRT. (RERBRTE)
3.FRP BT

He tells me that he is in pain,
S FRIEBREIME . (AR RHIT)

... théy can be intelligible only to oneself.
T ®
REHCHA. (DRFAERRDIA; ONMANEIESRRTIE)

@ ©

A very good way to find out what another person is thinking or
O @
feeling is to ask him.
R
%Tﬁ@%~’|‘)\&@iﬁﬂjﬁ!§i, %"n‘ﬁﬂm@)&, RERME, (DX
® & ® a
RERRE QEERHRBRRIE:OOziAKBR A1)

EXERCISES

I. Answer the following questions:

1. In what way can the experiences of other people be communi-
cated to us without the use of words?

2. What difficulty arises when we use words to communicate
our experiences?

3. Why have some philosophers maintained that experiences as
such are incommunicable? )

4. What does the author mean by saying that it is only descrip-
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tions of structure that can be communicated?

Complete the following sentences using the words ‘can’, ‘may’,
‘could’, or ‘might’, as required:

1.

If you ask another person about what he is thinking or feeling,
he ___ not answer, or if he does answer, he

not answer truly, but very often he will.

It is no use asking him for information; he ________ not an-
swer, as he does not know English.

If I am to acquire information about another person’s experi-
ences, I must be sure that I attach the same meaning to -his
words as he does. But how, it _______ be asked,

I ever be sure that this is so? He tells me that he is in pain,
but __ it not be that what he understands by pain is
something quite different from anything that I should call by
that name?

In face of this difficulty some philosophers have maintained
that experiences as such _________ not be communicated. They
believed that in so far as one uses words to refer to the con-
tent of one’s experiences, they . be intelligible only to
oneself. No one else ________ understand them, because no
one else get into one’s mind to verify the statements
they express.

1 have no means of knowing that other people have sensations
like my own. I not tell even that they mean the
same by the words which they use to refer to physical objects,
since the perceptions which they take as establishing the exis-
tence of these objects be quite different from any that
I have ever had myself.

fIi__ get into my neighbour’s head to see what it is
that he refers to as a table, I _ fail to recognize it alto-
gether, just as I fail to recognize anything that he
is disposed to call a colour or a pain.

Complete the following sentences with the prepositions ‘by’,
‘through’, ‘out of’ or ‘from’ as required:
1. We know about the experiences of other people because they

7



are communicated to us, e€ither_____ their natural manifesta-
tions in the form of gestures, or . the use of wq;‘ds.

2. He was absent last week illness.

His progress has been retarded illness.

"4, You should not take any notice of what he says; he makes

- remarks like that envy, quite regardless of whether

they are true or not.

5. Children ask questions ______ a perfectly natural desire

Wl

to learn. .
6. He tells me that he is in pain, but may it not be that what
he understands _ . a pain is something quite different

from anything that I should call _ __ that name. _

7. 1 understand __ this letter that the meeting has been
cancelled.

8. As they did not know each other’s language, they had to carry
on a conversation ________ an interpreter.

IV. For each blank in the following passage, choose the best answer
" from the choices given below: -

The fact that the information which people @ about themselves
can be deceptive does not entail that it is never to be trusted, It may
be that the inferences which we draw (2) people’s non-verbal behaviour
are more secure than those which we base upon what they say about
themselves. But if we want to know what another person is think~
ing, we have to depend (& upon words.

When we try to find out the experiences of others by @ language,
a difficulty @ If I am to obtain information in this way about an-
other person’s experiences, I must understand what he says about
them. - And this would seem to imply that I attach the same mean-
ing-to his words _® he does.

@ a. tell b. give c. get d. talk
@ a. from b. upon c. to d. by
(3) a. many b. a lot of
C. a number of d. a great deal
(@ a. used b. the use C. use d. using
® a. arises b. rises C. arose d. arisen



V.

VL.

VIIL

® a. like b, if c. as .d. that

Complete the following sentences in any way you wish:

1. One of the ways to know about the experience of others is ...

2. When you ask someone what he is thinking ...

3. When you want to know some people’s feeling, you should not
only base upon ... v

4. If people could not rely upon word to communicate their ex~
periences ...

5. If you try to find out what another person is feeling by the use
of language ... _

6. Is it possible that what he understands by pain is something
different from ...

7. The perceptions which you take as establishing the existence
of something may be completely different from ...

8. No matter how different the table you perceive may be from
the table I perceive, you agree with me in ...

Translate the following sentences into English:

L AR A/ B2 T LA 15 & AR IR

2. TR A — A A BIER T AR o B AR R R

SRS TATHELTRINEREANIES. )

4 REBRERUA - ARBESRSRNREN, AABECRYA,

5. BMBATTLLEE EHRHIEH RS EELTA,

6. AEALTHCHHERFIEHRBER TR, XA,

T REBEL-AABHRT RBOBRR, FREZRNESSE R
fbfnis,

8. =AM EHEHHERTRIB AN ZLTAE,

Translate the following passage into Chinese:

People have been misunderstanding each other ever since they
began to make noises that meant something to somebody else. Words
are not inert vessels, the capacity of which we decide on once and
for all time, unchangeable and unalterable. They contain people’s
hopes and fears, and their meanings vary and change as people
vary and change and as society varies and changes. There are
groups of people in the world who develop powerful feelings about
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a certain object and endow that object (it could be almost any-
thing — an animal, a shell, a skull, a particular tree) with religious
significance. The object becomes taboo — that is, touching it be-
comes sacrilege. Eventually the feelings become so strong that
the word which names the object also becomes taboo, so that
uttering the word becomes sacrilegious. How these feelings develop
and spread is of interest to anthropologists, who study such manifes-
tations in people all over the world and who conclude many things
about a culture from its taboo items.

The study of word meanings and how they develop is called
semantics. Semantics and word symbolism are closely related in
literary works: an author can make use of double and often triple
meanings of words to add depth and scope to his work. Thus
yellow, a word originally simply denoting a certain color, has come
to be associated with cowardice — an example of both semantics
and symbolism at work.

Words and objects can become powerful symbols of a family,
a tribe, a nation, a whole civilization and should thus be dealt with
tenderly.

VIII. Explain in your own words what the author says about the
problem of communicating experiences by means of words, using
different examples from the ones in the text.

10



