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CORRESPONDENCE.

[This department is a meeting-place for ideas. If you
have any suggestions as to new methods or successful
methods, let us hear from you. You may not be accustomed
to write for publication, but do not hesitate. It is ideas
we want. Your suggestion will help another. Ed.]

SYMBOLS FOR PHYSICAL QUANTITIES.

Sir,—It is very desirable to have a notation for the repre-
sentation of physical quantities in scientific books and period-
icals, which shall be the same in all languages.

The subject is under the consideration of the Interna-
tional Electrotechnical Commission with a view to interna-

tional agreement, and committees in the different countries’

(in England under the chairmanship of Lord Rayleigh, O.M.)
are discussing this particular subject. They are dealing more
especially with symbols for electrical and magnetic quantities
but the system might with advantage be extended to embrace
all important quantities in physical science, especially as the
subject is receiving the attention of most technical societies
with a view to some action being taken in the matter.

There are, however, two great difficulties which arise
when we try to fix upon a standard notation.

The first is the difficulty of persuading a number of writ-
ers and readers who have become accustomed to a certain
symbol for a certain quantity to change it in favor of an
equally large number of writers and readers who have become
accustomed to another symbol. For instance, in France and
Germany, the letter “I”” commonly represents the strength of
an electric current, while in England and America “C” is
more commonly used.

In the second place, there are not enough letters in the
two or three alphabets at our disposal to give a distinct
symbol to each quantity, without resorting to the combination
of more than one letter to form a single symbol. There is a
great objection to this combination of letters, because the use
cf sub-script letters and numbers is required for distinguish-
ing between particular quantities of the same general kind.
If, for instance, C represents current, Ca might conveniently
represent armature current, and Ci1 the current in circuit No.
1. It would, therefore, not be good to take Ca to represent
capacity, or any other quantity other than an electric current.

There is, moreover, an objection to using letters at all to
represent quantities in a universal notation, because, unless
initial letters are used, there is no connection in the mind be-
tween the letter and the quantity, and the symbol is difficult
to remember. We cannot always use initials, because the
initial letters differ in different languages. For instance, in
England “R” commonly stands for resistance, while in Ger-
many it is more convenient to use ‘W’ for widerstand.
Moreover, the same initial occurs for a great number of dif-
ferent quantities. For instance, ‘““R” might stand for Re-
sistance, Reluctance, Reactance, Radius, etc.

One way of avoiding the above difficulties would be to
create a number of new symbols which could be printed by
means of type, 'like ordinaryv letters, and which would repre-
sent each physical quantity in a distinctive manner.

The question, however, arises as to whether a number of
entirely new symbols would be acceptable to writers, readers
and printers alike, and the sub-committee on symbols
appointed by the British section of the commission, has re-
quested the writer to place his views publicly before the pro-
fession, with a view of obtaining suggestions and criticisms
as to the feasibility of such a scheme from as wide a circle
as possible.

In choosing a symbol, we would try to make a very simple
picture of something that reminds us of the quantity in ques-
tion. For instance, | might represent temperature. If we
were told that this simple outline of a thermometer represents
temperature, we would have no difficulty in remembering it.
Similarly / might represent Force, and the various ‘“Forces’’
might be derived from it ; for instance, 4 electromotive force,
(conventional representation of lightning); and ) mag-
neto-motive force.

It is not my purpose here to say what would actually be
the best form of symbol for each quantity, but it is not a dif-
ficult matter to devise very simple characters which can be
written quickly, easily and with sufficient accuracy, and which
can at the same time assist the memory to connect them with
the quantity for which they stand.

What would the printers say tc the new type? The author
nas taken up this matter with a very large publishing firm,
and is assured by their chief expert that 200 or 300 new type
would be a small matter to a modern printer, who is already
accustomed to deal with many hundreds of different founts,
each of which contains from 30 to 120 different symbols. He
estimates that a printer in a large way of business has at his
command as many as 60,000 distinct type, differing from each
other either in letter, size, body or face. The addition of 200
or 300 more would be a drop in the ocean. The size of the
new type could be standardized for most purposés, and it
would only be in some special case that-another size would be
called for.

The setting up of the formulae with the standard size of
type would be simpler than with the present system, in which
sub-script letters are often unnecessarily introduced. One
symbol under the present system sometimes consists of 4 OF
5 letters. i

If it be admitted that the introduction of new symbols iS
advisable, the question arises what shall the new symbols
represent exactly? Shall the sign | (temp.) represent Tem-
perature in any units, or shall it represent the number of de-
grees of temperature, measured by some scale agreed upon,
and embodied in the definition of the symbol. If the system

of units employed be not prescribed, fewer symbols would be

required, and the general writer who now says vaguely ‘‘Let
T equal the temperature,” would find the symbol sufficient
for his purpose. But from the reader’s point of view, there is
much to say in favor of a symbol which will embody in its de-
finition a standard system of units. Any formula expressed
in such symbols would be completely self-contained, and
would be an exact statement of a physical fact. Until the
units employed in any formula are known, the formula ex
presses only half its meaning. Perhaps some slight addition
to the symbol, or even to the whole formula, might be used
to indicate that the standard system of units is employed:
Without that addition, the symbol would have a genera
meaning. For instance. | might equal Temperature, while
| might indicate the degrees centigrade above the absoluté
zero. . The name of the type might be the name of the phy
sical units which it represents; for instance, for 4 we might
read ‘‘volts.”’ 7

If writers, printers and readers, who have any definité
views as to the best method of devising a system of symbo]S
would communicate with the technical press, or with t'he
author, they might assist in solving the many difficulties
which arise in connection with this matter.

Yours truly,

MILES WALKER.

Leicester Road, Hale, Altrincham.




