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8.1: Introduction
A measurement of the strength of a spectrum line can in principle enable us to determine the number of atoms in the initial level of
the transition that produces it. For an emission line, that initial level is the upper level of the transition; for an absorption line it is
the lower level. In order to determine the total number of atoms (in all energy levels) in the source, it is necessary to know, in
addition to the number of atoms in a particular level, how the atoms are distributed, or partitioned, among their numerous energy
levels. This is what Boltzmann's equation is concerned with. But even this will tell us only how many atoms there are in a
particular ionization stage. If we are to determine the total abundance of a given element, we must also know how the atoms are
distributed among their several ionization stages. This is what Saha's equation is concerned with.
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