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Do you know that you died last night? Well, almost. Your
body was crushed in an accident, but your brain was connected
to a supercomputer running a virtual reality programme. The
computer is currently feeding stimuli into your brain so it
seems to you as though you are still in a living body, living
your old life in the real world. But everything seemingly
existing around you, from the chair you are sitting in to the
mouse you are holding, is actually virtual. You are no more
than a pulsating grey mass kept alive in a vat, wired up to a
computer.

You intuitively attempt to prove it otherwise, that you are
not living in a fictitious world, but you may find that quite
difficult. The “Brain in a Vat” is a very famous philosophical
hypothesis and its underlying supposition has been the premise
behind movies such as The Matrix. In The Pig That Wants to
Be Eaten: And 99 Other Thought Experiments, Julian Baggini,
a British philosopher, has collected 100 such thought
experiments, each beginning with an imaginary scenario,
followed by a few hundred words of thought-
provoking discussion. The reader is
introduced to a myriad of
philosophical conundrums
and ethical dilemmas
covering reality, religion,
epistemology, ethics and
morals, logic and language,
self-consciousness, and
more.

The book provides not
just food for thought, but a
smorgasbord of the canon of
Western philosophy, from Plato
to Pascal, and from Russell to
Ryle. Baggini rehashes some of the ideas in a more appealing
way. Plato’s Cave becomes a secret sect where no one can
escape; the prisoner’s dilemma is framed in terms of marital
relationships; the old adage “If a tree falls in a deserted forest,
does it make a sound?” is turned into a tale of aliens with
unusual sense perception. Some ideas have their roots in
modern fiction. For instance, the pig of the title is inspired by
the talking bovine in Douglas Adams’s The Restaurant at the
End of the Universe. It presents itself to diners as the main
dish and makes such suggestions as this, “May I urge you to
consider my liver? ... It must be very rich and tender by now,
I’ve been force-feeding myself for months.” Some people go
vegan because they think slaughtering animals is wrong. But
what if the animal were genetically engineered to have no
interest in its own survival or to want nothing more than to be

eaten? Would eating such an animal, however revolting the
idea might sound, be morally justified?

Baggini points out that such thought experiments are
designed to “isolate the key variables, the specific factors under
examination, to see what difference they, and they alone, make
to our understanding of the world”. When the laboratory is in
the mind and imagination is the only apparatus, kept in check
only by logic and reasoning, then floating brains and pigs that
want to be eaten are only starters. Baggini’s book is as
fascinating and enthralling as a fantasy fiction. Readers will
encounter a demon who systematically deceives us, poor
Achilles forever trying yet failing to catch up with the tortoise,
a talking parrot fighting for his rights, and a computer
instigating lawsuits against her owner. Most of the stories are
good, some fabulous, a few of them too abstract, but without
doubt all entertaining and enlightening.

Apart from the outlandish stories exploring

abstract philosophical issues, there are realistic

scenarios in which the reader is challenged with

mind-bending questions and dilemmas with no

easy answers. Would you return the extra

money mistakenly dispensed by an

ATM machine? If you could only

save your spouse or 12 people,

which option would you

choose? Is it right to

do something wrong

if no one is hurt? What

role does luck play in

ethics? Is it moral to

torture an innocent

peron in order to save a

hundred? Baggini offers no

firm answers. He may challenge the obvious, give hints as to

where the discussion might go next or play the devil’s advocate.

But in trying to come up with solutions, it is clear that what we
are actually doing is questioning our own beliefs and values.

While even the existence of the physical world is called
into doubt, Descartes assures us that, Cogito, ergo sum, or “1
think, therefore I am.” Our capacity to think critically and
rationally enables us to have diverging perspectives and make
choices—and life is all about choices. Baggini’s book evokes
introspection and provides a depth of insight, inspiring the
reader to re-examine conventional wisdom, as well as one’s
own assumptions and knee-jerk opinions. To quote the author,
“Many lines of thought can be started from this book. But none
ends in it.”

Life is a matter of choices, and every choice you make

makes you.

John C. Maxwell
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Some writers have no trouble delivering the mot juste, a
phrase borrowed from French which means the exact right word
or phrase. If the desired word is out of reach, they simply create
one. “Bedroom”, “chortle”, “muggle”—these are just some of
the words invented by authors that have made it into the
dictionary. Wordsmiths from Shakespeare to JK Rowling have
the marvellous gift of pulling words out of thin air. Not the more
mediocre of us. We tend to resort to a thesaurus in pursuit of the
best word, the one that really fits. Although almost everyone has
used a thesaurus at one time or another, few may know that
18 January is Thesaurus Day in honour of Peter Mark Roget,
author of the seminal Roget’s Thesaurus, who was born on this
day in 1779.

Peter Mark Roget was a most extraordinary man. He was
a successful doctor and delivered popular lectures on anatomy
and physiology, subjects little studied then. Medicine, however,
was not his only or principal calling. His life and pursuits were
more of a scientist and a literary scholar than a practising
physician. His invention of the “log-log” slide rule formed the
basis of slide rules that were used until the age of the calculator.
His paper on optics inspired the development of the zoetrope
and hence the earliest motion pictures. He had been the Secretary
of the Royal Society, Britain’s national academy of science, and
a fellow of many other august bodies. He also contributed to the
founding of the medical school in Manchester and the University
of London.

Philologist, theologian, mathematician, chess master,
expert on bees, phrenology, Dante and the kaleidoscope, Roget
was indeed an eminent Victorian polymath. Yet he is best known
for making lists. Since childhood, Roget had kept a notebook,
jotting lists of related words and phrases that helped his prolific
writing. List making offered a welcome relief for him from a
messy reality and troubled family life. His mother suffered
from severe depression and lapsed into paranoia. His father
and wife died young. Both his sister and daughter had mental
problems. His beloved uncle slit his own throat in front of him.
Sorting words into categories brought order and stability to an
otherwise chaotic life, keeping him from succumbing to
depression.

Retiring from medicine at the age of 61, Roget decided to
use his new-found leisure time to classify and arrange these lists
of words in a hierarchical taxonomy of concepts. When in 1852
this retirement project was published, he christened it
“thesaurus”, the Greek word for “treasure house”. And Roget’s

Thesaurus of English Words and Phrases, the reference book
that made his name, has never been out of print since.

Roget’s Thesaurus is constructed around six broad classes
devoted to abstract relations, space, matter, intellect, volition,
and affections, within which are sections (existence,
dimensions, motion, etc.) that boast 1,000 categories of various
concepts. Opposing notions are organised across from each
other. For example, category 323 Hardness is next to category
324 Softness; and category 483 Underestimation is in the
adjoining column of category 482 Overestimation. Words and
phrases are fitted into these categories according to their
meanings and parts of speech. Roget intended for his readers
to immerse themselves in the orderly classification system of
the Thesaurus so that they might better understand the world
through language. Shortly before publication, Roget included
an index at the end of the volume as an afterthought, listing
the words in alphabetical order, along with their category
numbers. The index has become indispensable for all those
who wish to use the Thesaurus without necessarily going
through its complex classification system.

Roget’s Thesaurus became an instant success in Britain.
By Roget’s death in 1869, 28 editions had been printed. The
crossword craze in the 1920s made Roget a household name
across the pond as well. More than 40 million copies have since
been sold and the name of Roget has become synonymous with
thesauruses. Numerous editions of his masterpiece have been
published, with more efficient and useful features introduced
and the size and scope expanded. But Roget’s time-honoured
structure survives: classification according to ideas, followed by
an enormous alphabetical index.

Readers unfamiliar with the shades and nuances of the
potential alternatives listed in a thesaurus should look them up
in the dictionary so as to make an informed choice. But if you
know full well the meanings of all the words, you can easily
weave through the thicket of the lexicon and find the one that is
on the tip of your tongue, and probably make some serendipitous
discoveries along the way. A Roget-style thesaurus is more than
a compendium of synonyms. It gives you wings to fly to some
other far more interesting places. It offers a glimpse into the
mind of the lexicographer whose perception and understanding
of the world shines through the tome. If it does nothing else, it
could be the saving grace for even the nastiest villain. The vicious
Captain Hook in JM Barrie’s play Peter Pan, we are told, “is not
wholly evil: he has a Thesaurus in his cabin”.

The most difficult thing is the decision to act, the

rest is merely tenacity.

Amelia Earhart



Few words are exactly equivalent in meaning, usage,
and connotation. Choosing the right word is therefore crucial
to effective communication. Mark Twain put it succinctly,
“Use the right word, not its second cousin.” The synonyms
in a thesaurus are either cousins of varying degrees, or siblings
that share a striking resemblance. Unthinking substitutions
might wind up with phrases like “lacerates falling from my
eyes”.

Compared with its printed counterparts, an online
thesaurus offers a simple, speedy and convenient alternative
to thumbing through the pages. Among the many available
options, Merriam-Webster’s Online Thesaurus seems
particularly useful and comprehensive. Unlike those online
thesauruses that merely offer a list of synonyms and antonyms
without further elaboration, Merriam-Webster’s Online
Thesaurus has separate entries listed for each different part
of speech such as verb, noun, adverb, etc. Each sense of the
word is treated individually with brief yet clear definitions,
alongside an example sentence and its own paragraphs of
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synonyms, related words and near antonyms. If you decide
to dig into a word, say, its pronunciation, meaning or origin,
the corresponding dictionary page is only a click away.

“Conduct”, for example, has two entries under which
five senses are listed as a verb and two senses as a noun.
Towards the bottom of the entries are some frequently asked
questions such as “How is the word conduct distinct from
other similar verbs?”, “In what contexts can control take the
place of conduct?”’ and “When might direct be a better fit
than conduct?” A close examination of the fine distinctions
among synonyms will help the reader choose the one that
best suits a particular context.

A well-designed online thesaurus allows the user to drift
from word to word and from concept to concept, making the
search experience more enjoyable and productive. To help
you get off the ground, click here to Merriam-Webster’s
Online Thesaurus and start to choose, pick, select, find,
determine, decide and settle on the mot juste.

S —MAEREA > Bl ERe 727 ﬁ%@
3w Tﬁn“%%EﬁWiH@&%$M“@ﬂ”

HELFEA &3 > MR 57 Eﬂ%ﬁtfﬁ%ﬁ%
PR IR IR MIE R - E@“#%ﬁilliﬂ” = BT Y AT
REOOACEEWATT  “EBEWMATE o EEMATIE
%Eﬁ?ﬁﬁ%fﬁ T CERE AR R R R AT A F R
NEARGE o A > %8 i aaE 0 17 A 65 R AR 1Y)

=z
B ©

EREAEREKC D> B0 A T SR
A& s Rl SRR R AR T AT T SR R o TR
AT 15 B S AR AN SEAE © © — AT SR A RS
o R gE R ERRBEC AT o 15 MR R AR
g -

AH R A T T AR A o

(ZF - #ET)


https://www.merriam-webster.com/thesaurus
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The following winners will be notified individually by post:

Solution of Issue No. 80

) Department

1. Coop 6. Formicary Law Yim-fong Civil Engineering and Development Department

2. Kennel 7. Den Leung Tak-yi Census and Statistics Department

3. Warren 8. Sett Wesley Lo Civil Engineering and Development Department

4. Pen 9. Drey Tam Wing-shan Department of Health

5. Mound 10. Lodge Breeze Wai Office of the Communications Authority
Issue No. 82 (January 2021) : A Lesson TR AR BN B EE .
Issue No. 83 (April 2021) : Forgetting TRTMAENHBNTEN A B8R
Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please click here for details. BOW I S8R > SR EE -

ORI AEE AR YESERIM Prof. Grant Hamilton Hon Chinese Adviser Prof. Fan Sin-piu Hon English Adviser Prof. Grant Hamilton

T mERLE ZH MAcLL WiTH 2ER 4L Chairman ~ Mr Tin Kai-yin Member ~ Ms Gladys Ng Executive Editor ~ Ms Michelle Lau

ZHBEILL ZH Rkt UL RS e Member Ms Teresa Chan Member  Ms Cynthia Yue Assistant Editor Miss Lau Yuen-ying

ZH FEB 4L ZH RUHEE Member ~ Ms Shirley Man Member ~ Mr Andy Ng

ZH RiER L L ZH Rt Member ~ Miss Amy Wan Member ~ Mr Tim Cheung
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If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway
Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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