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Warm-up Activities

Read the following quotes or proverbs, and figure out their meanings.

1.
2
3.
4. Every person has two education, one which he receives from others, and one, more

Better be unborn than untaught, for ignorance is the root of misfortune. ——Plato
. | know nothing except the fact of my ignorance. ——Socrates
Fear always springs from ignorance. ——Emerson

important, which he gives himself. ——Edward Gibbon
Not ignorance, but the ignorance of ignorance, is the death of knowledge.
——Whitehead

The Pleasures of Ignorance®

Robert Lynd®

“This ignorance . . . is not altogether miserable.”

It is impossible to take a walk in the country with an average
townsman — especially, perhaps, in April or May — without being
amazed at the vast continent of his ignorance. It is impossible to take a
walk in the country oneself without being amazed at the vast continent of

one’s own ignorance. Thousands of men and women live and die without
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knowing the difference between a beech and an elm, between the song of
a thrush and the song of a blackbird. Probably in a modern city the man
who can distinguish between a thrush’s and a blackbird’s song is the
exception. It is not that we have not seen the birds. It is simply that we
have not noticed them. We have been surrounded by birds all our lives,
yet so feeble is our observation that many of us could not tell whether or
not the chaffinch sings, or the color of the cuckoo. We argue like small
boys as to whether the cuckoo always sings as he flies or sometimes in the
branches of a tree — whether [ George] Chapman drew on his fancy or his
knowledge of nature in the lines:

When in the oak’s green arms the cuckoo sings,

And first delights men in the lovely springs.

2 This ignorance, however, is not altogether miserable. Out of it we
get the constant pleasure of discovery. Every fact of nature comes to us
each spring, if only we are sufficiently ignorant, with the dew still on it.
If we have lived half a lifetime without having ever even seen a cuckoo,
and know it only as a wandering voice, we are all the more delighted at
the spectacle of its runaway flight as it hurries from wood to wood
conscious of its crimes, and at the way in which it halts hawk-like in the
wind, its long tail quivering, before it dares descend on a hill-side of fir-
trees where avenging presences may lurk. It would be absurd to pretend
that the naturalist does not also find pleasure in observing the life of the
birds, but his is a steady pleasure, almost a sober and plodding
occupation, compared to the morning enthusiasm of the man who sees a
cuckoo for the first time, and, behold, the world is made new.

3 And, as to that, the happiness even of the naturalist depends in some
measure upon his ignorance, which still leaves him new worlds of this kind
to conquer. He may have reached the very Z of knowledge in the books,
but he still feels half ignorant until he has confirmed each bright particular
with his eyes. He wishes with his own eyes to see the female cuckoo —
rare spectacle! — as she lays her egg on the ground and takes it in her bill
to the nest in which it is destined to breed infanticide. He would sit day
after day with a field-glass against his eyes in order personally to endorse or

refute the evidence suggesting that the cuckoo does lay on the ground and not in
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a nest. And, if he is so far fortunate as to discover this most secretive of birds in
the very act of laying, there still remain for him other fields to conquer in a
multitude of such disputed questions as whether the cuckoo’s egg is always of the
same color as the other eggs in the nest in which she abandons it. Assuredly the
men of science have no reason as yet to weep over their lost ignorance. If they
seem to know everything, it is only because you and I know almost nothing.
There will always be a fortune of ignorance waiting for them under every fact
they turn up. They will never know what song the Sirens sang to Ulysses any
more than Sir Thomas Browne® did.

If T have called in the cuckoo to illustrate the ordinary man’ s
ignorance, it is not because I can speak with authority on that bird. It is
simply because, passing the spring in a parish that seemed to have been
invaded by all the cuckoos of Africa, I realized how exceedingly little I, or
anybody else I met, knew about them. But your and my ignorance is not
confined to cuckoos. It dabbles in all created things, from the sun and
moon down to the names of the flowers. I once heard a clever lady asking
whether the new moon always appears on the same day of the week. She
added that perhaps it is better not to know, because, if one does not know
when or in what part of the sky to expect it, its appearance is always a
pleasant surprise. I fancy, however, the new moon always comes as a
surprise even to those who are familiar with her time-tables. And it is the
same with the coming in of spring and the waves of the flowers. We are
not the less delighted to find an early primrose because we are sufficiently
learned in the services of the year to look for it in March or April rather
than in October. We know, again, that the blossom precedes and not
succeeds the fruit of the apple tree, but this does not lessen our amazement
at the beautiful holiday of a May orchard.

At the same time there is, perhaps, a special pleasure in re-learning
the names of many of the flowers every spring. It is like re-reading a book
that one has almost forgotten. Montaigne® tells us that he had so bad a

“memory that he could always read an old book as though he had never read
it before. I have myself a capricious and leaking memory. I can read
Hamlet® itself and The Pickwick Papers® as though they were the work of
new authors and had come wet from the press, so much of them fades
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between one reading and another. There are occasions on which a memory
of this kind is an affliction, especially if one has a passion for accuracy.
But this is only when life has an object beyond entertainment. In respect
of mere luxury, it may be doubted whether there is not as much to be said
for a bad memory as for a good one. With a bad memory one can go on
reading Plutarch and The Arabian Nights® all one’s life. Little shreds and
tags, it is probable, will stick even in the worst memory, just as a
succession of sheep cannot leap through a gap in a hedge without leaving a
few wisps of wool on the thorns. But the sheep themselves escape, and the
great authors leap in the same way out of an idle memory and leave little
enough behind.

And, if we can forget books, it is as easy to forget the months and
what they showed us, when once they are gone. Just for the moment I tell
myself that I know May like the multiplication table and could pass an
examination on its flowers, their appearance and their order. Today I can
affirm confidently that the buttercup has five petals. (Or is it six? I knew
for certain last week.) But next year I shall probably have forgotten my
arithmetic, and may have to learn once more not to confuse the buttercup
with the celandine. Once more I shall see the world as a garden through
the eyes of a stranger, my breath taken away with surprise by the painted
fields. I shall find myself wondering whether it is science or ignorance
which affirms that the swift (that black exaggeration of the swallow and
yet a kinsman of the humming-bird) never settles even on a nest, but
disappears at night into the heights of the air. I shall learn with fresh
astonishment that it is the male, and not the female, cuckoo that sings. I
may have to learn again not to call the campion a wild geranium, and to
rediscover whether the ash comes early or late in the etiquette of the trees.
A contemporary English novelist was once asked by a foreigner what was
the most important crop in England. He answered without a moment’s
hesitation, “Rye.”Ignorance so complete as this seems to me to be touched
with magnificence; but the ignorance even of illiterate persons is
enormous.

The average man who uses a telephone could not explain how a

telephone works. He takes for granted the telephone, the railway train,
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the linotype, the airplane, as our grandfathers took for granted the
miracles of the gospels. He neither questions nor understands them. It is
as though each of us investigated and made his own only a tiny circle of
facts.

8 Knowledge outside the day’s work is regarded by most men as a
gewgaw. Still we are constantly in reaction against our ignorance. We
rouse ourselves at intervals and speculate. We revel in speculations about
anything at all — about life after death or about such questions as that
which is said to have puzzled Aristotle®, “Why sneezing from noon to
midnight was good, but from night to noon unlucky.” One of the greatest
joys known to man is to take such a flight into ignorance in search of
knowledge. The great pleasure of ignorance is, after all, the pleasure of
asking questions. The man who has lost this pleasure or exchanged it for
the pleasure of dogma, which is the pleasure of answering, is already
beginning to stiffen. One envies so inquisitive a man as [ Benjamin ]
Jowett?, who sat down to the study of physiology in his sixties. Most of us
have lost the sense of our ignorance long before that age. We even become
vain of our squirrel’s hoard of knowledge and regard increasing age itself
as a school of omniscience. We forget that Socrates® was famed for
wisdom not because he was omniscient but because he realized at the age of

seventy that he still knew nothing.

(1,671 words)

New Words /

beech/bi:t[/ n. L EREW

elm/elm/ n. L)

thrush/Ora[/n. ) E]

blackbird/'bleekba:d/ n. 55

chaffinch/tfeefint|/ n. Tk

spectacle/'spektokl/ n. something that can be seen or viewed, especially

something of a remarkable or impressive nature

U
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descend/di'send/ v.
lurk/1atk/ v.
sober/'soubs/ad j.
plodding/'plodiry/ adj.
behold/bi'hauld/ vt.

infanticide/infsentisaid/n.

endorse/in'dos/ v.

multitude/ maltitju:d/ n.
parish/'peerif/n.

dabble/'deebl/ v.

primrose/'primrauz/ n.

capricious/kaprifss/ adj.

affliction/sflikfan/ n.
hedge/hed3/ n.

multiplication
/maltiplikeifen/n.

buttercup/'batokap/ n.

petal/'petal/ n.

celandine/'selondain/ n.
swift/swift/n.

kinsman/'kinzmean/ n.

campion/'’keempian/ n.

geranium/d3i'reinjom/ n.

etiquette/'etiket/ n.

come or go down T 3

lic in wait ¥R, 34K

completely lacking in playfulness /i i), B E i
hard and monotonous .1 = Bk Y

look(used in the imperative for the purpose of
calling attention) B ,&H W

the act of killing an infant; one who kills an
infant X5, REH

express formal support or approval for someone
or something 3 ¥, # 7]

the condition or quality of being numerous X &
the area that a priest in some Christian churches
is responsible for # X

splash or undertake something superficially or
without serious intent Fg , Wig

WELE

characterized by or subject to whim; impulsive
and unpredictable & & J& % ) ; 5 v &0 F1 R 7
KL

a cause of great suffering and distress 3 1% , 37 B8
a row of closely planted shrubs or low-growing
trees forming a fence or boundary &

the operation that consists of adding a number
to itself a certain number of times ez E

& KL

part of the perianth that is usually brightly
colored 1Eil

H U 3%

an insect-eating bird noted for their long, strong
wings and swift flight 7 ‘

a male relative 5 3 &

Rk E M

KA

the practices and forms prescribed by social
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convention or by authority #L7

rye/rai/n. the seed of the cereal grass B &

linotype/lainataip/n. 1 HEF AL

gospel/'gospal/ n. something, such as an idea or a principle,
accepted as unquestionably true %Xt E B, {@ &

gewgaw/'gjuigoy/ 1. a decorative trinket /N3 1ffi 5

speculation/ spekjuleifon contemplation or consideration of a subject &

degma/‘'dogma/ n. a religious doctrine that is proclaimed as true

without proof # %

inquisitive/in'kwizitiv/adj. unduly curious and inquiring & #

omniscient/omnifant/adj.  knowing everything JG it A H1#)

Phrases and Expressions /

draw on

in some measure

in respect of

a succession of

revel in

use (information, experience) for a particular purpose

I H

e.g. We can draw on the experience of other regions.

to a degree ZERXFRFE L

e. g. His success was in some measure the result of
perseverance.

in relation to XF, % &

e.g. Thisv is especially true in respect of the UK.

one after another — 3% &

e.g. In many fields, people start out their careers with a
succession of rapid salary increases.

take pleasure in P& T

e.g. Swimmers and water skiers also revel in the wet
stuff. |

become(be) vain of be excessively proud of Xt @ﬁl HfK

e.g. Being vain of her white hands, she longed at heart

to be a fine lady.
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Proper Names /

Siren/'saiorin// [FmMIET CEANES IR, LUK B 5| K F H 6 f

HixE)

Ulysses/ju(:)1lisizz/ [ 75 ] JtH 78 87
Plutarch/ pluta:k/ Greek biographer and philosopher 7 % Ji& £ 12 /E &

TER

Cultural Notes /

@

Originally appearing in The New Statesman, The Pleasures of Ignorance
by Robert Lynd served as the lead essay in his collection The Pleasures of
Ignorance (Riverside Press and Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921).
Robert Lynd (1879—1949) was an Irish writer, an urbane literary
essayist and strong Irish nationalist. Writing under the pseudonym of Y.
Y., Robert Lynd contributed a weekly essay to The New Statesman
magazine from 1913 to 1945. One such essay was The Pleasures of
Ignorance, in which Lynd offers examples from nature to demonstrate
his thesis that “the great pleasure of ignorance is, after all, the pleasure
of asking questions.”
Sir Thomas Browne (1605—1682) was an English author of varied works
which reveal his wide learning in diverse fields including medicine,
religion, science and the esoteric. Browne’ s writings display a deep
curiosity towards the natural world, influenced by the scientific
revolution of Baconian enquiry, while his Christian faith exuded
tolerance and goodwill towards humanity in an often intolerant era.

Montaigne (1533—1592) was one of the most influential writers of the
French Renaissance, known for popularizing the essay as a literary genre
and is popularly thought of as the father of Modern Skepticism.

Hamlet is a tragedy by William Shakespeare. Set in the Kingdom of
Denmark, the play dramatizes the revenge Prince Hamlet exacts on his
uncle Claudius for murdering King Hamlet, Claudius’ s brother and
Prince Hamlet’s father, and then succeeding to the throne and taking as

his wife Gertrude, the old king’s widow and Prince Hamlet’s mother.
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The play vividly portrays both true and feigned madness—from
overwhelming grief to seething rage—and explores themes of treachery,
revenge, incest, and moral corruption.

The Pickwick Papers is the first novel by Charles Dickens. It is a
sequence of loosely-related adventures. The action is given as occurring
1827—1928, though critics have noted some seeming anachronisms.

The Arabian Nights known as One Thousand and One Nights, is a
collection of Middle Eastern and South Asian stories and folk tales
compiled in Arabic.

Aristotle (384BC—322BC) was a Greek philosopher. A pupil of Plato,
the tutor of Alexander the Great, and the author of works on logic,
metaphysics, ethics, natural sciences, politics, and poetics, he
profoundly influenced Western thought.

Benjamin Jowett(1817—1893) was renowned as an influential tutor and
administrative reformer in the University of Oxford, a theologian and
translator of Plato. He was Master of Balliol College, Oxford.

Socrates (469BC—399BC) was a classical Greek Athenian philosopher.
Credited as one of the founders of Western philosophy, he is an
enigmatic figure known chiefly through the accounts of later classical
writers, especially the writings of his students Plato and Xenophon, and

the plays of his contemporary Aristophanes.

Exercises /

Reading Comprehension

A. Answer the following questions according to the text.

1. What accounts for our amazing ignorance?

2. Why ignorance is not altogether miserable?

3. What is the difference in pleasure between a naturalist and a man who sees

a cuckoo for the first time?

4. When is it a pleasant surprise to see the appearance of a moon?

5. What is the pleasure of a leaking memory?

6. What kind of people will not stiffen according to the author?



