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11.2: The Carnot Cycle
I referred above to one of the uses of the theoretical concept known as the Carnot cycle, namely that it enables us to define an
absolute temperature scale. I suggest that, before you read any further, you re-read Section 3.4 of Chapter 3.

Pause while you re-read Section 3.4

As a temporary measure I am going to use the symbol θ to represent the temperature measured on the ideal gas scale. I shall then
define an absolute temperature scale, T, and show that it is identical with the ideal gas temperature scale.

To start with, I shall suppose that the working substance in our Carnot engine is an ideal gas. We shall refer to figure XI.1, in which
ab and cd are isotherms at temperatures θ  and θ  respectively (θ  > θ ), and bc and da are adiabats. Starting at the point a(P , V ),
a quantity of heat Q  is supplied to the gas as it expands isothermally from a to b(P  ,V ) at temperature θ  on the ideal gas scale.
During this phase, the cylinder is supposed to be uninsulated and placed in a hot bath at temperature θ . As it expands isothermally
it does external work. Since the working substance is an ideal gas, the internal energy at constant temperature is independent of
volume (there is no internal work against van der Waals forces to be done) so the heat supplied to the gas is equal to the external
work that it does. That is, per mole,

After the gas has reached b the cylinder is insulated and the gas expands adiabatically and reversibly to c(P , V ).

It is then placed in a cold bath at temperature θ , uninsulated, and compressed isothermally to d(P , V ). During this stage it gives
out a quantity of heat Q :

Finally it is insulated again and compressed adiabatically and reversibly to its original state a.

For these four stages we have the equations

From these, we readily see that

and therefore

The net heat received is Q  − Q , and this is the heat available for doing external work. A quantity of heat must be supplied at the
beginning of each cycle, and so the efficiency of the cycle is
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Thus the efficiency of the Carnot engine is the fractional temperature difference between source and sink.

We have specified in the above that the working substance is an ideal gas, the temperatures of source and sink being θ  and θ  on
the ideal gas scale. Let us now not specify what the working substance is, but let us set up a system of 100 Carnot engines working
in tandem, with the sink of one being the source for the next. We’ll have the sink for the coldest engine in a bucket of melting ice (0
C) and the source for the hottest engine in a bucket of boiling water (100 C). They will be working between isothermals and

adiabats on an absolute thermodynamic scale, T, defined such that the net work done by each engine (i.e. the area of each PV loop)
per cycle is the same for each of the engines. This will define the temperature on an absolute scale. It would take me a while to use
the computer to do a decent drawing of 100 isotherms and 2 adiabats, so I’m going to try to make do with a hand-drawn sketch
(figure X1.2) of just five isotherms, two adiabats and four linked Carnot cycles to illustrate what I am trying to describe.

We suppose that the efficiency of such a Carnot engine depends solely on the temperature of source and sink:

We are making no assumption about the form of this function, which is completely arbitrary. We are free to define it in any manner
that is useful to us in our attempt to define an absolute temperature scale.

Let us consider two adjacent engines, one working between temperatures T  and T , and the other working between temperatures
T  and T . We have:

and for the pair as a whole considered as a single engine,

From these we find that

This can be only if T  cancels from the right hand side, so that

That is,

And since φ is a completely arbitrary function that we can choose at our pleasure to define an absolute scale, we choose

And, with this choice, the absolute thermodynamic temperature scale is identical with the ideal gas temperature scale. Equation
11.2.17 also implies that entropy in = entropy out. Entropy is conserved around the complete cycle. Entropy is a function of state.
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In Sections 11.3 to 11.5 I give examples of some other cycles. These are largely for reference, and readers who wish to continue
without interruption with the theoretical development of the subject can safely skip these and move on to Sections 11.7 and 11.8.
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