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THEORIES OF LIGHT' 
By Professor H. M. MACDONALD 

UNIVERSITY O F  ABERDEEN 

EARLY speculations a s  to how impressions were 
pl.oduced on  the senses ascribed the sensation^ asso-
jciated with the senses of tasrte and s'mell to the ema- 
nation of small particles of the substances involved, 
and ascribed rthe sensations associated with the sense 
of sound ko undulations o r  pulses in  the air. The 
sensations associated with the sense of sight were 
assumed by some philosophers to be produced in a 
manner similar to tihose belonging to the senses of 
taste and smell, while by others they were assumed Q 
be produced in a manner similar to those of sound. 
I n  the first case they were assumed t,o be produced by 
emanations from the body seen, i n  the second case by 
undulations due to the body. Among the Greeks 
Empedocles was a n  exponenh of the first view, while 

1 Address of the president of Section A-&tathematical 
and Physical Sciences-British -4ssociation for the Ad- 
vancement of Science, Aberdeen, 8eptember, 1934. 

Aristotle supported the second view. I t  should be 
noted that  different views were held by those who sup- 
ported a n  emanation theory a s  to the nature of the 
emanation. Some held that  the emanation consisted 
of small pa~.ticles of mather, while others held that 
the omanahion was something different f rom maither. 

I n  the fiftemlth and sixteenth centuries, when atten- 
tiion was being directed again to  the study of natural 
phenomena, the two types of theory were revived. 
The form of the emanation theory which was adopted 
ultimately is that  due to Nemton, usually referred to 
as 'che corpuscular theory of light. I n  this theory 
light is regarded as conlsisting of very small particles 
of matter emitted by luminous bodies with the same 
velooity, the vellocity of light. These light particles 
are supposed to be repelled or  attracted by the mole- 
cules of material bodies according to some law de- 
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