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Definition of linear momentum of
a particle

CHAPTER 9 Linear Momentum and Collisions

onsider what happens when a golf ball is struck by a club. The ball is given a
very large initial velocity as a result of the collision; consequently, it is able to
travel more than 100 m through the air. The ball experiences a large accelera-

tion. Furthermore, because the ball experiences this acceleration over a very short
time interval, the average force exerted on it during the collision is very great. Ac-
cording to Newton’s third law, the ball exerts on the club a reaction force that is
equal in magnitude to and opposite in direction to the force exerted by the club
on the ball. This reaction force causes the club to accelerate. Because the club is
much more massive than the ball, however, the acceleration of the club is much
less than the acceleration of the ball.

One of the main objectives of this chapter is to enable you to understand and
analyze such events. As a first step, we introduce the concept of momentum, which is
useful for describing objects in motion and as an alternate and more general
means of applying Newton’s laws. For example, a very massive football player is of-
ten said to have a great deal of momentum as he runs down the field. A much less
massive player, such as a halfback, can have equal or greater momentum if his
speed is greater than that of the more massive player. This follows from the fact
that momentum is defined as the product of mass and velocity. The concept of
momentum leads us to a second conservation law, that of conservation of momen-
tum. This law is especially useful for treating problems that involve collisions be-
tween objects and for analyzing rocket propulsion. The concept of the center of
mass of a system of particles also is introduced, and we shall see that the motion of
a system of particles can be described by the motion of one representative particle
located at the center of mass.

9.1 _~ LINEAR MOMENTUM AND ITS CONSERVATION

In the preceding two chapters we studied situations too complex to analyze easily
with Newton’s laws. In fact, Newton himself used a form of his second law slightly
different from XF = ma (Eq. 5.2) —a form that is considerably easier to apply in
complicated circumstances. Physicists use this form to study everything from sub-
atomic particles to rocket propulsion. In studying situations such as these, it is of-
ten useful to know both something about the object and something about its mo-
tion. We start by defining a new term that incorporates this information:

The linear momentum of a particle of mass m moving with a velocity v is de-
fined to be the product of the mass and velocity:

p=mv (9.1)

2’ Linear momentum is a vector quantity because it equals the product of a scalar
62 quantity m and a vector quantity v. Its direction is along v, it has dimensions

ML/T, and its SI unit is kg-m/s.
If a particle is moving in an arbitrary direction, p must have three compo-
nents, and Equation 9.1 is equivalent to the component equations

P = mu, Py = mu, P = mu, (9.2)

As you can see from its definition, the concept of momentum provides a quantita-
tive distinction between heavy and light particles moving at the same velocity. For
example, the momentum of a bowling ball moving at 10 m/s is much greater than
that of a tennis ball moving at the same speed. Newton called the product mv



