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1 Problem

Discuss the principle of operation of an electromagnetic “submarine” described by Graneau
[1, 2], as sketched below. A copper cylinder, blunt on one end and tapered on the other, is
propelled in the direction from the tapered to the blunt end by an electric current, DC or
AC, that flows parallel to the axis of the cylinder in a conducting liquid which surrounds the
“submarine”.

2 Solution

The electric field in the conducting liquid is strong near the tapered end of the ‘submarine”,
and weaker near the blunt end. As a consequence the electric current in the metallic “sub-
marine” is strong near the tapered end and weaker near the blunt end, such that the tapered
end heats up more that the blunt end. Then, the conducting liquid heats up more near the
tapered end than the blunt end, and the resulting thermal expansion of the liquid near the
tapered end propels the “submarine” towards its blunt end, as observed in experiment.

Hillas [3] argued that the current in the tapered end of the “submarine” diverges from
its axis, resulting in a J×B force on the taper in the direction of the observed motion of the
“submarine”. The J×B force on the blunt end opposes the observed motion, but is weaker
than the force on the tapered end.

Thus, there are two plausible arguments that are consistent with the observed motion.

2.1 Comments

The conducting “submarine”, even if spherical, develops a nonuniform surface-charge distri-
bution in the electric field that drives the current in the conducting liquid, such that the
electric force on this charge distribution is in the direction opposite to that of the electric
current/field. As the observed effect is independent of the sign/direction of the electric
current, this electric-force effect is apparently negligible in Graneau’s experiments.

Graneau (something of an “outsider” physicist) did not accept the J ×B force law, and
instead favored Ampère’s original force law between two current elements, I1 dl1 and I2 dl2
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which has the implication that collinear current elements of the same sign repel one another.
In this view, the “submarine” is propelled in the observed direction of motion by the “Ampère
force” due to the electric current in the conducting liquid “behind” the “submarine”, but
retarded by the “Ampère force” due to the electric current in the conducting liquid in “front”
of the “submarine”. The asymmetry of the “submarine” is such that the net “Ampère force”,
if it existed, would be in the direction of the observed motion.2
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1See, for example, Appendix A.12 of [4]. As is well known, the J × B force law and Ampère’s force
law (1) give the same result for the force between two complete circuits, but differ as to the force between
isolated current elements (moving charges).

2For discussion of another example that Graneau interpreted as evidence for the “Ampère force”, see
sec. 2.1 of [5].
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