THE POLAR COORDINATE SYSTEM

Review of the Rectangular (Cartesian) Coordinate System

A rectangular coordinate system usually consists of two perpendicular lines, one horizontal
and one vertical. For this discussion, the horizontal line will be called the X-axis and the
vertical line will be called the Y-axis. The point of intersection of these two lines is called
the origin. The points of the X-axis to the right of the origin represent positive numbers
and the points of the X-axis to the left of the origin represent negative numbers. Similarly,
the points of the Y-axis above the origin represent positive numbers and the points of the
Y-axis below the origin represent negative numbers.

Every point in the rectangular plane is described by an ordered pair of real numbers, (x,y).
The x and y are called the coordinates of the point. The first coordinate describes the
number of units the point is to the right or left of the Y-axis and the second coordinate
describes the number of units the point is above or below the X-axis. To illustrate,
suppose the coordinates of point P are (-3, 2). The graph of point P is shown below.

- Note that every point can be described by only one
e ordered pair of real numbers. For example, the first
AT coordinate of P must be -3 (although it might be written in
i " another form, such as -6/2) and the second coordinate
must be 2.

Introduction to the Polar Coordinate System

A polar coordinate systém consists of a fixed point (called the pole or origin) and a ray
from the origin (called the polar axis). The polar axis is usually horizontal and directed
toward the right.

Every point in the polar coordinate system is described by an ordered pair of real numbers,

(r, 8). The first coordinate describes the point's distance from the pole and the second
coordinate describes the angle formed with the polar axis.

To illustrate, suppose Q has coordinates (2, x/3). Point Q must be two units from the origin
and Q must be on the ray which forms an angle of «/3 with the polar axis. (Note that
counterclockwise rotations are considered positive and clockwise rotations are considered
negative.) There is only one possible location of Q, as shown below.
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Point Q could be also be described by different pairs
(2_.3) of coordinates. For example, consider the coordinates

B (2, 7n/3): Since 77/3 = /3 + 2x, it follows that (2, 7x/3)
f and (2, «/3) are two different names for point Q. It is also

. K J‘ > 50 possible to describe point Q using negative angles such as
&/ (2, -5=/3) and (2, -117/3).







