AS Science in Society – Critical Account sample 1

The Shocking History of Phosphorus – A biography of the Devil’s element.
Author: John Emsley

Date first published: 2000 by Macmillan Publishers

Pages read: 1-34

In the text read, the ideas discussed showed a time-line explanation of how phosphorus was discovered. A German alchemist name Hennig Brandt was believed to have discovered phosphorus in Hamburg around 1669.  Brandt made the discovery whilst undertaking experiments using urine and a glass furnace in a bid to find the philosopher’s stone.  The new material which glowed with a pale green light, had waves of flame which seemed to lick its surface.  Brandt believed this new discovery would make his fortune although due to his dire financial state, Brandt was forced to sell the phosphorus sample to another alchemist named Kraft.  Kraft exploited the new chemical for its luminescence, he entertained select audiences, without knowing the potential danger of this material.  The text describes phosphorus as a dangerous material which could cause many disasters, “phosphorus promised cures but it delivered many curses”p23.  People did not understand the real properties of phosphorus for centuries, it is deadly to man as it is poisonous, yet “it was being sold by pharmacists as a treatment for all kinds of illnesses” p23  The summary of ideas shows how deadly phosphorus can be when handled incorrectly, it is a highly poisonous substance, “it displayed properties that humans were in no position to cope with”, not something to be used to entertain audiences.

Apart from phosphorus’ glowing form, little else was known about its other properties before alchemists “ unleashed upon an unsuspecting world one of the most dangerous materials ever to have been made” p4. Phosphorus is portrayed negatively often in the text; even referred to as the ‘devils element’ on the cover the book, this is with great reason.  Phosphorus created wealth for few and misery for many, unaware o the potential danger of this material,  accidents occurred “he busy near the fire, the very heat set it aflame and burned all his clothes and fingers also” p20.
Phosphorus caused men to compete and trick each other in order to discover its recipe, alchemists became secretive and two-faced when trying to make the breakthrough.  When the properties of phosphorus were gradually brought into light, one alchemist (Knuckle) was quoted saying “I am not making it (phosphorus) anymore, fur much harm can come of it” p12.  The discovery of phosphorus seemed to be wondrous in the 1600s, however, it proved to bring about many negative factors like the points previously listed, few positive effects were described in the text other than the fortune brought to a very select few.

The text read refers to phosphorus as one of the most deadly substances ever manufactured, this may well be true.  The lack of knowledge and research on the chemical’s properties caused many accidents and disasters, the sheer number of victims shows that phosphorus is actually among one of the deadliest creations of man when not treated correctly.  Over the centuries phosphorus has been used for many different purposes from crop fertilising to murder.  Nowadays phosphorus is treated with a lot more respect as we know what the chemical is capable of, this is not to say that phosphorus is a completely safe or fully controllable, but there is less risk of accidents and the element is less accessible to those who are not ‘specially’ to handle it.

The book shows the reader how people underestimated the power of phosphorus and suffered because of it.  Phosphorus is depicted as an element which brings nothing but disaster.  The style of writing gets the point across to its audience by using such quotes as “it was damned form the moment it was born”p23.  Such descriptions also portray phosphorus as an element which turns man against one another in a bid for money.  The text conveys the point that phosphorus was an untamed and dangerous chemical, it was unpredictable.  The reader’s opinion is effectively swayed towards the fact that phosphorus did a lot more harm than good in the 1600-1700s, conveyed by facts on phosphorus’ uses. This quote from the book “Nature finds it difficult to control phosphorus, having assigned it to the role of limiting all on Earth” proves how powerful phosphorus really it, this is an excellent quote showing the reader what phosphorus is capable of, it put things into perspective.  John Emsley wrote the text from only one point of view however, negative ideas are forced upon the reader and so it is hard for the reader to form an opinion of his/her own.  There are no positive referrals to phosphorus given. Overall the style and language used does convey the author’s point of view, however, the book would have been more successful if was not so biased.
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