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Lesson 1: Student Worksheet 1

MULTIPLE ASPECTS OF THE FALLACY OF 'NOTHING-BUTTERY'
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One familiar illustration is that of lamps used by ships at sea to signal. When a man sends a message from ship to shore, in one sense all that is coming from the ship is a series of flashes of light but the trained sailor who sits on the shore watching this light says,' I see a message ordering so and so to proceed somewhere', or 'Look, they are in trouble! Why does he say this? All he has seen is 'nothing but' flashes of light. The whole pattern of activity can be correctly labeled thus by a physicist, and described so completely that he is able to reproduce at any time exactly what the man on the shore saw. He does not add 'the message' as a kind of 'extra' at the end of his description, and it would clearly be silly to say he is 'leaving out the message' as if it were very wrong of him to do so. What he has done is to choose one way of approaching a complex unity, namely the sending-of-a-message-from-ship-to-shore, one aspect of which is purely physical, allowing of complete descriptions in such terms as the wavelengths of the light and the time pattern. On the other hand, if he read it also as a message, it is not as if he had found something mysterious going on as well as the flashing. Instead he has discovered that the whole thing, when he allows it to strike him in a different way, can be read and can also make sense in non-physical terms. The message here is related to the flashing of light, not as an effect is to a cause, but rather as one aspect of a complex unity is related to another aspect. 

From 'Man as a Mechanism' p.57-8 Christianity in a Mechanistic Universe Ed, D.M, Mackay 1965 TVF London

So the way light appears can be explained in the following ways:

Geographical

A lighthouse marks dangerous rocks for sailors. The light is a warning. They are found on cliffs, or on stacks along the coast.

Literary

"The storm worsened, mountainous waves crashing over the deck sending streams of spray blinding the helmsman.  They should have seen the warning light. The ferocious wind drove them towards the treacherous rocks. The anchor cable parted with a sickening crack. The ship was driven on the reef with a grinding wrench. If only they had seen the light through the mist and spume!"

Mathematical

Lighthouses may be 20m high on cliffs of say 100m. The light flashes 'x' times a second. Mariners know the location by a code.

Business Studies

Advert: "There was a terrible storm. Lightening flashed and the street light flickered. The lighthouse lamp was extinguished, so she drove her Ford Focus to the cliff top. She flashed her lights and guided her man into the safety of the harbour. She drove back to the quayside, and from the comfort of her Focus, greeted him with a "Whoops!"

Scientific

A structure from which incandescent light is transmitted, as electromagnetic waves, or as packages of photons. The light is concentrated by di-optic lenses, and refracting prisms, which revolve on a frame causing the flashes of light. Some modem lighthouses use rotating beacons similar to those in airports.

Religion

Across all religious traditions, light is a rich symbol. For instance, one of the titles which Christians give to Jesus is ‘The Light of the World’ and similarly,  Christians are told to ‘shine like lights in the world’. For Jews and Muslims, as well as for Christians, God is described as Light. Holy Books are often referred to as lights or lamps leading the reader in the right direction. Light is used widely both in places of worship (in Jewish homes and synagogues, for instance) and at festival time. For Sikhs and Hindus, Diwali is The Festival of Lights, diwali lamps representing the triumph of good over evil.

Questions

1 How might a scientist’s explanation of light differ from a geographer’s?

2 Is one explanation any better than the other?  Make sure you give reasons for your answer.

3 Do you think that one explanation is more truthful than any other?  Make sure you give reasons for your answer.
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