REITH LECTURES 1950: Doubt and Certainty in Science
John Zachary Young
Lecture 5: How We Learn to Communicate

TRANSMISSION: 30 November 1950 - Home Service

When I was in Paris preparing these lectures I went one Sunday afternoon to the
cathedral of Notre-Dame. As I looked up at the tremendous vertical lines of the nave |
found that there were tears in my eyes. Why is it that one is sometimes moved in this
way by a great church? I have felt the same in St. Peter’s in Rome.

When I left Notre-Dame that Sunday I walked around the outside and looked at the
mountain of stone supported by its flying buttresses. Then, sitting in the sun, I
speculated on this extraordinary human habit of making great buildings. /AS@

Secondlyzwhy dosuchworks fmove usinthis way2i! have been maintaining in earlier

lectures that a special characteristic of modern man is the faculty of communication

between individuals. Ilbelieve thatitis possibleito shiow thathe symbols of society]
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ater, the child gradually develops sexual reactions to other
individuals, but only after its brain has learned different ways of activity. [Fheésenon=

















the calculating powers of the cortex had reached their present stage. The sexual

system gradually comes into operation as a child matures and approaches puberty. But
it may not always fit easily into the rules that the cortex has been learning since

carliest childhood. A resuit of the confusion may sometimes be the partial or complete

But what we especially want to know about are the characteristically human methods
of communication. How does the brain make us speak and therefore think as we do?
We can compare the use of the words we speak with that of tools and other indirect
means of satisfying need. Even an ape will get food that is out of reach by dragging a
box beneath and standing on it. He may make a pile of as many as four boxes. He can
use a stick lying near the boxes to pull food into his cage. He may join two bamboo
sticks together for the purpose. These are examples of indirect solutions by the use of
very simple tools.
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With them it selects those parts of the sensory input that are significant. A man born

blind, on acquiring his sight, has to learn to pay attention to the outlines of things. He
does this as a child does, by learning to select those features of the sensory input that
have names.

I have explained earlier the suggestion that the brain works by fitting the input that
comes to it into the models it has already learned. The use of words helps enormously
in this process of fitting. With a word we extract from any situation the feature
referred to. Then by using the same word again we can compare things seemingly
unlike. To take a very simple example. We can compare an orange with the sun by
holding the one up towards the other. But we can do it when neither is present by
saying of each that it is ‘round’. Then we can go on to discuss ‘roundness’, with all
that it involves














Teaching a Child
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controls all the others, which are later learned through it. Once this is established it is
not necessary to set up an elaborate apparatus of rewards and punishments to teach

each new association. By giving the signs of approval or disapproval the child can be
shown instantly whether he has produced the right reactions or not.

Early on the child finds that there are rivals in the
field with whom he must compete if his wants are to be satisfied. He uses his growing
talents of communication to attract the attention that he needs and even to prevent that
attention being given to others. Everyone who has been reared in or who has reared a
family knows how deep these influences are. A complete psychological theory has
been developed as to the way in which position in the family influences the
development of character. The point is that as the child grows it develops its methods
of response to other members of its own species


















The individual depends in adult life for the satisfaction of
his needs on others. This is a relationship that in animals does not usually extend
beyond childhood. Biologists have seen many other signs that adult men are like
unborn apes. We have sparse hair, weak muscles, and thin bones of the skull.
Moreover, sexual maturity is reached much later in man than in any ape. So it is no
surprise to find in adult man behaviour that in apes occurs only in childhood.

By study of the remains left by these early civilisations and by
comparison with modern man we can make a plausible reconstruction of how this
came about.

possible. At first, this must have been learned by all coming together at one place.
Ritual feasting at such assemblies would indicate the satisfaction to be derived from
association.

Mankind has gone on assembling and building assembly places
ever since.




















The Hill as a Symbol

formed. Everyone can stand or sit on the symbol while the ceremonies are performed.
There have been, of course, many variants of the place of assembly; an early one is
perhaps a huge stone circle such as Stonehenge, a symbol that everyone can get into.
But there are obvious disadvantages about large symbols too. If they are to act as a
sign for the whole of a big population it soon becomes hardly possible to get everyone
on or in.

A similar way of action may have led to other inventions of the same sort, namely still
smaller symbols, such as images. These must also have standard form, and their
significance can be learned by exhibiting them in temples and naming them, after
which they, or others of the same form, can be carried away and yet still preserve the
associations. I need not pursue this subject here into its endless ramifications, Bt
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shall find this alternation between new associations and new inventions and new
names proceeding continuously up to the present day.

He has come to find
much more powerful methods later, but they are not quite so easy to use and the old

methods survive for those who have not yet quite mastered the new. [Huian brains;


















We can imagine how in this way modern religious and ethical systems have come into
being and given great strength to the communities that have them. We do not know
whether this development occurred once only or many times separately. But in these
lectures I am mainly concerned to trace the ways of human action that have led up to

our present scientific age JRORUISIPUTPOSEICS SUFfCieNt Lo otice Mhat ispiteontie

Christian communities worshipping one god. Ever since it has flourished chiefly in
the more strictly monotheistie parts of the Christian World, In later lectures I shall be

dealing with this development of science. Before we go on to these newer ways of
speaking that are current today, 1 should say a word or two about symbols other than
religious ones.

My purpose in this lecture has been to show you how it is possible to use our
knowledge of brain functioning to understand even the highest activities of man. Of
course I have not been able to make anything like a complete survey. But I hope that
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by these ways of thinking it may be possible to see the common factors that influence
our behaviour in early childhood, as we grow and feel the influence of sex, and even

in the development of our religion. By iacing e Nistory o CommuICatON by e






