Letter to the Editor

Emulsion Terminology
Sir:

I have noted with interest the recent correspondence in your pages (1,2)
on the terminology of the aggregated state, particularly with respect to the
terminological distinction between “focculation” and “coagulation.”

In this respect, I would like to call the attention of your readers to a publi-
cation of the Internation Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry (IUPAC) (3)
which contains the following paragraphs:

“The terms coagulation and flocculation are often used interchangeably. It
has been proposed to introduce a distinction between coagulation, as leading
to compact aggregates, and flocculation, as leading to a loose and open net-
work. In view of the more general (but not universal) acceptance of the
equivalence of the words coagulation and flocculation, any author who wishes
to use flocculation and coagulation as different notions should clearly state so
in his publication . . .

“An emulsion loses its stability in two steps, viz., the formation of aggre-
gates (coagulation or flocculation) and the flowing together of the original
droplets in the aggregates (coalescence). If coalescence is extensive it leads
to the formation of a macrophase and the emulsion is said to be breaking. The
breaking of a foam may be regarded as coalescence of gas bubbles.”

The distinction made in the second paragraph quoted is identical with that
made by the present writer (4), and this seems to me to be the only pertinent
one. Since the distinction between loose and compact aggregates cannot but
be a qualitative, subjective one, the distinction has no quantitative force.

The important distinction (especially with emulsions) is, of course, between
reversibility and irreversibility, and that is the distinction made above. If one
wishes to make some sort of (probably unnecessary) distinction between
flocculation and coagulation, it might be well to reserve the latter term to
describe the overall process of aggregation, and, in the case of emulsions, use
the terms flocculation and coalescence to describe reversible and irreversible
aggregation, respectively.
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