
Entropy Anyone? 

~ judge &om the writings of C. P. Snow, entropy and the 
l :econd law of thermodynamics were once indelicate sub­

jects. Now things have changed, and on the cocktail party circuit 
we hear of entropy in art, entropy in economics, entropy in urban 
decay, and other erudite-sounding applications. A most difficult 
concept in physics is being applied to confused areas in the social 
sciences, with the impression being conveyed that this increases 
our comprehension. Clearly, such a situation should send us 
scurrying back to the first principles of physics to clarify the issues. 

Thermodynamics, the science of heat and work, was firml1 
established in the mid-18oos. Its development paralleled the In­
dustrial Revolution, an era characterized by the application ot 
heat engines in manufacture and transport. Studying the effi· 
ciency of these machines was the task of science, although gen­
erations of aspiring engineers have repeated the adage that the 
"steam engine has done more for thermodynamics than thermo­
dynamics ever did for the steam engine." During the decade from 
1840 to 1850, two physicians, Mayer and Helmholtz, developed 
a full understanding of the concept of energy and derived the 
conservation law. The principle that energy can be changed from 

218 










