CHAPTER I  Physics and Measurements

If we are to report the results of a measurement to someone who wishes to re-
produce this measurement, a standard must be defined. It would be meaningless if
a visitor from another planet were to talk to us about a length of 8 “glitches” if we
do not know the meaning of the unit glitch. On the other hand, if someone famil-
iar with our system of measurement reports that a wall is 2 meters high and our
unit of length is defined to be 1 meter, we know that the height of the wall is twice
our basic length unit. Likewise, if we are told that a person has a mass of 75 kilo-
grams and our unit of mass is defined to be 1 kilogram, then that person is 75
times as massive as our basic unit.! Whatever is chosen as a standard must be read-
ily accessible and possess some property that can be measured reliably—measure-
ments taken by different people in different places must yield the same result.

In 1960, an international committee established a set of standards for length,
mass, and other basic quantities. The system established is an adaptation of the
metric system, and it is called the ST system of units. (The abbreviation SI comes
from the system’s French name “Systéme International.”) In this system, the units
of length, mass, and time are the meter, kilogram, and second, respectively. Other
SI standards established by the committee are those for temperature (the kelvin),
electric current (the ampere), luminous intensity (the candela), and the amount of
substance (the mole). In our study of mechanics we shall be concerned only with
the units of length, mass, and time.

Length

In A.D. 1120 the king of England decreed that the standard of length in his coun-
try would be named the yard and would be precisely equal to the distance from the
tip of his nose to the end of his outstretched arm. Similarly, the original standard
for the foot adopted by the French was the length of the royal foot of King Louis
XIV. This standard prevailed until 1799, when the legal standard of length in
France became the meter; defined as one ten-millionth the distance from the equa-
tor to the North Pole along one particular longitudinal line that passes through
Paris.

Many other systems for measuring length have been developed over the years,
but the advantages of the French system have caused it to prevail in almost all
countries and in scientific circles everywhere. As recently as 1960, the length of the
meter was defined as the distance between two lines on a specific platinum-—
iridium bar stored under controlled conditions in France. This standard was aban-
doned for several reasons, a principal one being that the limited accuracy with
which the separation between the lines on the bar can be determined does not
meet the current requirements of science and technology. In the 1960s and 1970s,
the meter was defined as 1 650 763.73 wavelengths of orange-red light emitted
from a krypton-86 lamp. However, in October 1983, the meter (m) was redefined
as the distance traveled by light in vacuum during a time of 1/299 792 458
second. In effect, this latest definition establishes that the speed of light in vac-
uum is precisely 299 792 458 m per second.

Table 1.1 lists approximate values of some measured lengths.

! The need for assigning numerical values to various measured physical quantities was expressed by
Lord Kelvin (William Thomson) as follows: “I often say that when you can measure what you are speak-
ing about, and express it in numbers, you should know something about it, but when you cannot ex-
press it in numbers, your knowledge is of a meagre and unsatisfactory kind. It may be the beginning of
knowledge but you have scarcely in your thoughts advanced to the state of science.”



