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Answer

Though Avogadro’s hypothesis that equal volumes of
gases at constant temperature and pressure contain
equal numbers of molecules became the established
basis of molecular and atomic weight determinations
shortly after the publication of Stanislao Cannizzaro’s
(1826-1910) famous pamphlet of 1858 (1), it did not
become a common index entry in American textbooks
until the 1880s (2). The reason for this 25-year lag was
that the topics of molecular weight determinations and
quantitative gas-law problems were considered too
advanced for elementary texts prior to this period.

Much the same time lag is found in the case of
Avogadro’s constant or number. Avogadro, of course,
had nothing whatsoever to do with determining this
number. Rather, interest in calculating the actual num-
ber of molecules in equal volumes of gas at STP was a
development of the kinetic theory of gases in the last
half of the 19th century (3). The resulting value was
usually reported as the number per milliliter of gas,
rather than per gram molecular weight or mole of gas,
and became known as Loschmidt’s number in honor of
the Austrian chemist, Joseph Loschmidt (1821-1895),
who first suggested a method of estimating it in 1865
4).

Both the shift to the chemically more relevant
magnitude per mole of gas at STP and the association
of Avogadro’s name with the resulting value occurred
in the first decade of the 20th century and are largely
associated with the work of French physical chemist,
Jean Perrin (figure 1), on the kinetic theory of
Brownian motion. In his initial papers of 1908 Perrin
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Figure 1. An autographed caricature of Jean Perrin (1870-
1942) by Elisabeth Kern, c. 1930.

simply referred to the constant as the number of parti-
cles per “molecule-gramme,” but in a massive review
published in 1909 he proposed naming the constant in
honor of Avogadro (5):

This invariant number N is a universal constant, which
may, with justification, be called Avogadro’s constant.

a suggestion which he further popularized in his two
very successful books: Brownian Movement and Mo-
lecular Reality (1910) and Les atomes (1913) (5, 6).
Though Sir William Ramsay saw fit to mention
Perrin’s proposal in a popular book on chemistry for
the layman as early as 1912 (7), American chemistry
texts were slow to follow his lead, in large part because
the topic was considered too advanced for introductory
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students. As a result, the index entry “Avogadro's
Number” does not become common in American col-
lege texts until the 1930s (8), and is rare in high school
texts prior to the 1950s (9).
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Update

An earlier and more comprehensive survey of the pro-
gressive introduction of Avogadro’s number into the
introductory chemistry textbook may be found in:
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