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We will consider a very simple stochastic model, a random walk.
Unfortunately, this model is little known. It has very interesting
features and leads not to a diffusion equation but to a hyperbolic one.
The model first appeared in the literature in a paper by Sidney Gold-
stein, known to you mostly because of his work in fluid dynamics. The
model had first been proposed by G. I. Taylor —I think in an abortive,
or at least not very successful, attempt to treat turbulent diffusion,
But the model itself proved to be very interesting,

The problem is the following: Suppose you have a lattice of points.
I mean discrete, equidistant points as in Figure 1.
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Figure 1

Now I start a particle from the original x = 0 and the particle always
moves with speed v. It can move either in a positive direction or in the
negative direction. I flip a coin, let’s say, to determine which. Each
step is of duration At and covers a distance Ax. So we have Ax =
vAt. Each time you arrive at a lattice point there is a probability of
reversal of direction. I assume that aAt is to be this probability.
Then, of course, 1 — gAt is the probability that the direction of
motion will be maintained.

So actually what happens is that for a time you move in the direc-
tion you have chosen. And then, all of a sudden, you flip over. For a
time you move in the new direction, until again disaster overtakes
you. And so you will oscillate. As is usual in such problems, what is
wanted is the probability that after a certain time ¢ the particle is at a
certain interval.
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My notation will be a little strange for a discrete model, but it will
be convenient for me later. Let x now stand only for abscissas of dis-
crete points, the lattice points. And let me call the displacement after
n steps S,. This is the displacement if T start from the origin. It is the
displacement after time nAt. Now I will take a function ¢(x), an
“arbitrary” function. And I will ask for the average (¢(x + S,)). This
will really give me all I want — for example, ¢(x) could be the charac-
teristic function of an interval. In that case this average will simply
be the probability of finding the particle in that interval after n steps
if it started at the point x. But instead of taking such a special function
I will take a more general one. It’s really no harder.

Now let me analyze the problem a little bit. I introduce the follow-
ing random variable:

1 with probability 1 — aAt,
4y e= { e

1 with probability aAt,

and 1 consider a sequence of such independent random variables
€),€9 * ' *,€,_1. Each of them has this strange distribution (1) and
they are all independent. In other words, I have a coin, an extremely
biased coin and the €’s are now the result of n independent tosses.
Now I can very easily write out the displacement. If I start in the
positive direction from the origin then it will be

(2) S, =vAtl + €, +€€a+ "+ €€y €, ).

Indeed, the first step will certainly take me a distance vAt in the
positive direction. Now I must toss my coin and find what will happen
to the velocity. It will change from v into €,v, i.e., it will be main-
tained or else it will reverse according to the outcome of the toss. So
in the next step I will move an additional distance €,vAt. And so it
goes on, and you see how (2) comes about. If I had started in the
negative direction then the displacement would have been

(3) S,'= —vAt(l +e€, +ees+ - te€; €)= =8,

I could combine the formulas together by saying that initially I have
chosen my direction at random. But let me not even do that. Instead
let me consider the two functions

(4) F,*(x) = {(p(x + S4)).
(5) F,~(x) = {e(x = S,)).

And now, as is usually done, I am going to write a recursion formula
for these things. First of all, let me write
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Fo*(x) =

6
(6) (p[x + vAt + VAte (1 + €5 + €pe5 + -+ - - + €63 " " €,_1)] ).

You notice I have factored out € 1- Now the averaging is really just a
weighted sum over all possible sequences of €’s. The weights are
dictated by the probability distribution. But I can perform the averag-
ing in two different steps. I can first perform the average on €,, and
then on all the remaining €’s. So let me first of all average on €,. This
variable can assume the value —1 with probability aAt; and it can
assume the value +1 with probability 1 — aAt. "So I can simply
write

F,*(x)= alt{e[x + vAt — VALl + €, + €265+ - )])

@) + (1 = aAt)(e[x + vAt + VALl + €5 + €pe5 + - - I]).

But now look at this. The averages have exactly the same form as
before — except that x is replaced by x + vAt and n is replaced by
n — 1. This gives me the formula

(8) F,*(x) = aAtF+_ | (x + vAf) + (1 — aAD)F§_ (x + vA?),
In exactly the same way I can obtain another relation using F, -, It is
(9) Fo=(x) = aAtF%_ (x — vAt) + (1 — aAt)F5_\(x — vAg).

So now I have a system of recursion relations,

Now the standard time-honored way is to pass from these difference
equations to a differential equation in the limit At— 0. I will assume
that all the mathematical difficulties in passing to the limit can be
overcome. They’re usually quite a nuisance. This is only an introduc-
tion so I will assume that all the formal Ssteps are justified. In order
to pass from the discrete to the continuous, notice first of all that n
measures time. Actually, n is the number of steps and nAt is the
time. The limit I have to perform is At— 0, but nA¢t must be kept
equal to my time . Now let me rewrite relation (8):

F,*(x) = F}_(x) _ _Fi_(x + vAt) — F_(x)

At At
—aF}_ (x + vAe) + aF5_ (x + vAt),

(10)

And now I can pass to the limit to get

oF+ oF*
=

(11) dat dax

—aF+t + gF .
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There is no n anymore, because I went to the limit. From the other
relation, (9), I get in a similar way

9F- _ _  OF” b -
(12) 3 v = + aF aF~- .

There is an analogy between these two equations and the linear
Boltzmann equation. I will not develop this analogy, but you can
yourself pick out streaming terms, and terms representing collision
with the medium. Really, these equations and the Boltzmann’s equa-
tions express conservation laws. You simply write, in a clever way,
that the particles don’t get lost.

Now the amazing thing is that these two linear equations of first
order can be combined into a hyperbolic equation. For this purpose
I will introduce two new functions:

(13) F=}(F*+ F)andG=3(F*— F").

Now, add up equations (11) and (12). Then you are going to get, in
this new notation,

oF _  98G
(14) 5 =V Tox
Now subtract (12) from (11) to get
G _  dF
(15) 5 = U o~ 26

Now the problem is to eliminate G. To do this, differentiate (14) with
respect to ¢ and (15) with respect to x. Everything then becomes
obvious, and I obtain

1 9°F 02F _ 2a OF

16 — =
(16) v OJt? v dax2 v ot

This is a very well-known equation, namely the telegrapher’s equa-
tion. We now need to show what the initial conditions are. Remember
that F * came from F,*. This, in turn, comes from (4). Now S, is the
displacement after a time nAt; and we want this time to be zero.
So that, in the limit, F,*(x) simply becomes ¢(x). The same is true of
F,~(x), so we get

a) Flz,0) = o(x)

Now what about the derivative with respect to timeP This can be
deciphered from the first order equations. But it’s a little bit cumber-
some to see it, so I will simply state what it is. We will later get this
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result from a somewhat different point of view. For the moment, [
will ask you to believe me that

OF
(18) (5 )u=o.

So now we have our initial conditions.

It is actually an accident, in a way, that we came out with a differ-
ential equation. Nevertheless, we will take advantage of this accident
and discuss a few points. First of all, there is one limiting case which
is extremely easy. That’s when ¢ = 0, Then, of course, the probability
of reversing direction is zero. If you start moving in one direction,
you never stop. What would F(x,t) beP There are no reversals of
direction and no random variables, So from (4) you see that F,*(x) =
@(x + noAt) and from (5) that F,=(x) = ¢(x — nvAt). So it follows
that

(19) Flx, 1) = e(x + vt) 42- o(x — vt)-

And that, of course, is a well-known classical case of the vibrating
string,

That’s all very fine, but not very interesting. You can get something
better if you let a— ® and v— % in such a way that 2a/v2 remains
constant, say 1/D. This can always be done, and I am allowed to
choose D anyway I want to. This limiting case of equation (16) then
becomes the diffusion equation:

1 0F _ 9°F

(20) D ot  ox?

Why I must let @ and v go to infinity is easy to see. Because everybody
knows that diffusion, or Brownian motion, can be looked on as a ran-
dom walk. But in the standard model the probability of a move to the
right or to the left is one-half. Now you see the probabilities in our
model are either extremely small or extremely large. The only way
they can be brought to where they will be one-half and one-half is to
let a approach infinity as At goes to zero. If a does not go to infinity,
there will always be a drift. You know, also, from the random walk
model that the velocity of a particle is infinite in the limit. So we
have to let v also go to infinity.

Before I proceed, let me tell you that this method of deriving the
telegrapher’s equation gives you what is now popularly known as a
Monte Carlo way of solving it. What you are going to do is to go to
your computer. You are going to store random numbers in the com-



502 M. KAC

puter, or else you generate them as you need them. You start a lot of
particles walking from x, let’s say half of them in one direction and
half in the other. At every time step you “flip a coin,” using the ran-
dom numbers. The “coin” is weighted so the probability is aA¢ that
a particle will reverse direction and 1 — agAt that its direction will
stay the same. At each time t you look to see where all the particles
are. And you calculate the value of the function ¢ for each particle,
add them up, and divide by the number of particles. Then that’s the
approximate solution at time ¢ of the telegrapher’s equation.

This is a completely ridiculous scheme. Because in order to have
good accuracy At had better be small. I don’t know how small, but
certainly you ought to discretize reasonably well. But that means the
probability of reversing directions is very close to zero. It is a very
unlikely event. This is the type of situation which is very difficult to
handle by any kind of Monte Carlo technique. Because with such a
small probability you would have to have an enormous number of
particles. You would need a really ridiculous number. Otherwise, the
fluctuation will be enormous.

Consequently, we'll have to be clever. What I want to do is to com-
pletely cut across the first phase of deriving the difference equation.
I will treat the whole thing as a process with continuous time. The
discretization will be avoided. In so doing, I will first of all discover
a very neat way of writing a solution of this telegrapher’s equation.
Also, it will be extremely suggestive as to how to pierce out in dif-
ferent directions, mathematical and physical. I will assume then, that
I have a continuous motion of my particle. During each time interval
dt there is a spontaneous probability of changing direction a dt. The
probability of not changing direction is then 1 — adt. Now this is
reminiscent of Mr. Poisson, whom I mentioned earlier. I will now
define the Poisson process for you. I cannot, of course, go into some of
the more delicate, purely mathematical difficulties. These involve
some measure-theoretical points. I will have to stick throughout these
lectures to a more intuitive presentation.

We suppose that N(t) is a random variable (technically, a mea-
surable function) for each given time t. It isnt a well-defined
number — it is something which has a distribution. Moreover, N(t)
can assume only integral values: 0, 1, 2, etc. The probability that N(t)
is equal to k at time ¢ is given by the famous Poisson formula:

(21) Prob{N(t) = k} = e~ @I:T)k .

That’s one condition. A second, extremely important condition is that
if you take a finite number of time points arranged in increasing order:
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(22) t1<t2<t3<"°<tn

then the increments:
(23) N(ta) = N(t1), N(t3) — N(tp), - =+, N(t,) — N(t,_;)

are independent. Then N(t) is a Poisson process.

Think of N(t) as representing the number of radioactive particles
emitted up to time t. Then N(t,) — N(t,) represents the number of
radioactive particles emitted in the time interval (¢, t,). Now look at
another time interval, say (¢, t,) which does not overlap the first one.
The number of particles emitted during this interval is clearly inde-
pendent of the number emitted in the other one. That is extremely
intuitive.

Now if you assume — and this is one of the standard derivations in
all elementary textbooks — that you have an event with probability
a dt of happening in t + dt and 1 — a dt of not happening, then the
number of events which occur up to time ¢ is the Poisson process.
This, in fact, can be made the basic definition. In particular, the
number of collisions my particle undergoes up to time ¢ is just a
Poisson process. You will recall that every time I suffer a collision I
reverse the velocity. So what is the plot of my velocity? The velocity
can only be either v or —v. IfI start in the positive direction, then for
some time my velocity will be just v. Then I suffer a collision, and it
changes to —v. It remains the same until I suffer another collision,
and so forth. So my graph will look something like the one in Figure 2.

Figure 2

Now the question is how to relate the velocity to the Poisson process.
That’s perfectly obvious. Because the number of collisions up to time
t is just N(¢), and the velocity changes sign at each collision. So one
way of writing it is:

(24) o(t) = v - (— 1N,

This simply says that after an even number of collisions I have my old
velocity. After an odd number I have just the negative of it. The
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displacement x(t) is simply:

" omdr=o [ (-1 dr.

0

(25) x() = |

This is the continuous analogue of my §S,,.

The analogy with the discrete case is suggestive. I would expect
that the solution of the telegrapher’s equation (16) with the conditions
(17) and (18) is simply

F(x,t) = é(qo (x+o J; (_.1)N(1>d¢>>

+ %<<p (x—-v J: (—1)N<T)dfr)>.

This is certainly what the whole thing suggests. Because what have
I done? I have merely replaced a discrete random walk by a con-
tinuous one. And (26) is just what I found for the discrete case written
out for this one. It is easy to prove that it is so. It can be done directly.
I will sketch the proof later on, but it is not the proof which is so
interesting. What is interesting is this very elegant way of writing the
solution of telegrapher’s equation in terms of the Poisson process.

First, I would like to call your attention that in this form it is entirely
feasible to use the Monte Carlo method. You have, no more, any dif-
ficulty with small probabilities. In the other, discrete, version I was
plagued with them from the very beginning. All you need here is a
machine or source of radioactive material which will produce a
Poisson process. Then you simply take a hundred samples, say, of the
Poisson process. For each one you calculate the integral (25) and
then simply perform the averaging. Thus you can have the same
problem formulated in two different ways, one of which is useful and
the other not.

The second observation is really extremely amusing and shows that
if one hits upon the right formulation one always gets more than one
has bargained for. Our solution, in the form (26), is extremely reminis-
cent of the solution of the equation of the vibrating string. Remember
that for the vibrating string I had simply 1/2[¢(x + vt) + ¢(x — vt)]
and there was no average. Now these two differ in only one respect.
Time ¢ is replaced by this “randomized time” [§(—1)¥® dr. And
then, because you don’t know what it is going to be exactly, you must
average.

This amusing observation persists for all equations of this form in

any number of dimensions. Take for instance the case of propagation
of radio waves:

0

(26)


















