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1 Introduction

This is set of lecture notes on undergraduate course ”Permutation groups” at Faculty of Math-
ematics, Natural Sciences and Information Technologies of University of Primorska, Slovenia.
As this is an undergraduate subject, the material gives only introduction to Permutation
groups. The material presented in these lecture notes is collected from different sources,
books, lecture notes etc.
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2 Preliminaries

2.1 Groups

In this section we review the background on group theory.

Definition 2.1. A group is a set G together with a binary operation ∗ such that:

(i) for every a, b ∈ G, a ∗ b ∈ G;

(ii) (∀a, b, c ∈ G) a ∗ (b ∗ c) = (a ∗ b) ∗ c, (∗ is associative,);

(iii) there exists an identity element e ∈ G, such that x ∗ e = e ∗ x = x, ∀x ∈ G;

(iv) given identity element e ∈ G, for every element x ∈ G, there exists its inverse x−1 ∈ G,
such that x ∗ x−1 = x−1 ∗ x = e, for all x ∈ G.

If a subset H ⊆ G is also a group with the same binary operation ∗ then we say that H is a
subgroup of G, and we write H ≤ G.

Identity element in G will sometimes be denoted with 1G or simply by 1. To simplify the
notation, we usually write gh instead of g ∗ h. We refer to the number |G| of elements in G
as the order of the group G.

If x∗y = y∗x then we say that x and y commute. If every pair of elements in G commutes,
then G is said to be abelian.

Exercise 2.2. Let G be a group and H ⊆ G. Prove that H ≤ G if and only if the following
three conditions hold:

(i) 1G ∈ H;

(ii) ∀h1, h2 ∈ H, h1h2 ∈ H;

(iii) ∀h ∈ H, h−1 ∈ H.

Exercise 2.3. If H and K are subgroups of G, then also H ∩K is a subgroup of G.

Definition 2.4. If H ≤ G, then the right coset of H in G is the set of the form Hg = {hg |
h ∈ H}. Similarly, left coset of H in G is the set of the form gH = {gh | h ∈ H}.

Exercise 2.5. If Hg1 and Hg2 are cosets, then either Hg1 = Hg2 or Hg1 ∩Hg2 = ∅.

Exercise 2.5 implies that G is a disjoint union of right cosets of H.

Definition 2.6. If H ≤ G, then the index [G : H] of H in G is the number of cosets of H in
G.

It is now easy to see that for a finite group G, |G| = [G : H]|H|, and in particular the
order of H divides the order of G. This is known as Lagrange’s theorem.

Note that the possible converse of the Lagrange’s whould be the following: If n is a divisor
of |G|, then there exists H ≤ G such that |H| = n. We will see latter that this does not hold.

If g is an element of a group G, the order of g is the least integer n ≥ 1 such that gn = e,
if such n exists, otherwise we say that g is of infinite order. In finite group all elements have
finite orders.
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If G is any group and S is a subset of G, then with 〈S〉 we denote the smallest subgroup
of G that contains S, and call it the subgroup generated by S. If S = {g1, g2, . . . , gn} then
instead of 〈{g1, g2, . . . , gn 〉 we simply write 〈g1, g2, . . . , gn〉.

If a group G contains an element g such that G = 〈g〉, then we say that G is a cyclic

group.

Exercise 2.7. Let p be a prime, and let G be a group of order p. Prove that G is cyclic
group.

Definition 2.8. Let G be a group and let N ≤ G. If g−1Ng = N for every g ∈ G, then N is
said to be a normal subgroup of G, and we denote this with N �G.

Exercise 2.9. Prove that the following claims are equivalent:

(i) N is a normal subgroup of G;

(ii) gN = Ng for every g ∈ G;

(iii) the set of all left cosets of N in G coincides with the set of all right cosets of N in G.

Exercise 2.10. Prove that in an abelian group every subgroup is normal.

Exercise 2.11. Let G be a group and H an index 2 subgroup of G. Prove that H is a normal
subgroup of G.

Exercise 2.12. Let G be a group and N1 and N2 be two normal subgroups of G. Prove that
N1 ∩N2 is a normal subgroup of G.

Let G be a group and H,K ≤ G. Let HK = {hk | h ∈ H, k ∈ K}. Set HK is not in
general a subgroup of G.

Exercise 2.13. If H and K are subgroups of G then we have that

|HK| =
|H||K|

|H ∩K|
.

Exercise 2.14. Let G be a group and H,K ≤ G. If one of H or K is normal in G, then HK
is a subgroup of G.

Definition 2.15. If G is a group and N � G, then the factor group G/N is the group with
elements {Ng : g ∈ G} and the group operation (Ng1) ∗ (Ng2) = N(g1g2).

If G is a finite group, then |G/N | = |G|/|N |.

Exercise 2.16. Prove that the factor group defined in Definition 2.15 is indeed a group.

Definition 2.17. If G and H are groups, a homomorphism ϕ : G → H is a map ϕ from G
to H such that ∀g1, g2 ∈ G:

ϕ(g1 ∗G g2) = ϕ(g1) ∗H ϕ(g2), (1)

where ∗G is the group operation in G and ∗H is the group operation in H.
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Exercise 2.18. Let ϕ : G → H be a homomorphism and let K ≤ G. Prove that ϕ(K) ≤ H.

Definition 2.19. Let ϕ : G → H be a homomorphism and let eH denote the identity in H.
Kernel Ker(ϕ) of ϕ is defined with Ker(ϕ) = {g | g ∈ G,ϕ(g) = eH}.

Exercise 2.20. Let ϕ : G → H be a homomorphism. Prove that Ker(ϕ)�G.

Definition 2.21. A bijective homomorphism ϕ : G → H is called isomorphism. If there
exists an isomorphism between G and H we say that G and H are isomorphic and write
G ∼= H.

2.2 Cyclic and dihedral groups

Let n be a positive integer. With Cn we will denote a cylic group of order n, that is Cn = 〈a〉,
and an = 1. It can be shown that any two cyclic groups of order n are isomorphic. The
following construction gives of cyclic group of order n will be useful later on.

Let Zn = {0, 1, . . . , n − 1} be the set of residues modulo n. Then it is not difficult to see
that Zn is a group with operation +n, that is addition modulo n. Identity element in this
group is 0, and x−1 = −x (mod n). This group is cyclic and of order n.

For a positive integer n, dihedral group D2n is generated by two elements ρ and τ , such
that ρn = 1 and τ2 = 1. The remaining elements in D2n are given with

D2n = {1, ρ, . . . , ρn−1, τ, ρτ, . . . , ρn−1τ}.

The operation in D2n is given with

ρi ∗ ρj = ρi+j;

ρi ∗ ρjτ = ρi+jτ ;

ρiτ ∗ ρj = ρi−jτ ;

ρiτ ∗ ρjτ = ρi−j .

Dihedral group D2n is isomorphic to the group of all symmetries of a regular n-gon. One
step rotation of the n-gon corresponds to the element ρ, and τ corresponds to a reflection of
the n-gon.

2.3 Direct and semidirect product of groups

In this section we briefly present methods of constructing new groups from old ones. The first
and the simplest method is the direct product of groups.

Definition 2.22. Given two group G1 and G2, the direct product G1 ×G2 of G1 and G2 is
the group with elements {(g1, g2) : g1 ∈ G1, g2 ∈ G2} and the group operation is given with
(x1, x2) ∗ (y1, y2) = (x1y1, x2y2).

Exercise 2.23. Prove that G1 ×G2 as defined above is indeed a group.

Theorem 2.24. Let G be a group and let H and K be a subgroups of G. Then G is
isomorphic to the direct product of H and K if and only if the following three conditions
hold:
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(i) H and K are normal in G;

(ii) G = HK;

(iii) H ∩K = {1G}.

Exercise 2.25. Determine which of the following groups are isomorphic: Z2×Z3, Z6, Z4×Z2,
Z8.

A generalization of the notion of direct product is the notion of semidirect product.

Definition 2.26. Let G be a group and let N and K be a subgroups of G. Then G is
semidirect product of N and K if and only if the following three conditions hold:

(i) N is a normal subgroup of G;

(ii) G = NK;

(iii) N ∩K = {1G}.

We let N ⋊K denote the semidirect product of N by K.

It is clear that every direct product is also a semidirect product, but semidirect product
does not need to be a direct product. To get a better understanding of the structure of a
semidirect product we first need to introduce some more terminology.

Definition 2.27. If G is a group then an automorphism of G is an isomorphism from G to
G. The set of all automorphisms of a group G is denoted with Aut(G).

Exercise 2.28. The set Aut(G) together with the operation of composition of functions is a
group.

Definition 2.29. Two elements x and y in a group G are said to be conjugate if there exists
an element g ∈ G such that g−1xg = y. We often write g−1xg = xg.

We can extend the notion of conjugate elements to the notion of conjugate subgroups. We
say that H and K are conjugate subgroups of G if there exists g ∈ G such that g−1Hg = K.
Again we will usually write Hg = g−1Hg. It is not difficult to see that the relation ”is
conjugate” is an equivalence relation in G. The equivalence classes of this relation are called
conjugacy classes.

Exercise 2.30. If G is a group and g ∈ G, then the mapping ϕ : G → G defined with
ϕ(x) = xg is an automorphism of G.

The automorphisms given in previous exercise are called inner automorphisms.

Exercise 2.31. The set Inn(G) of all inner automorphisms of G is a normal subgroup of
Aut(G).

Exercise 2.32. Prove that N is normal subgroup of G if and only if ϕ(N) = N for every
ϕ ∈ Inn(G).

Definition 2.33. A subgroup N of a group G is called characteristic if ϕ(N) = N , for every
ϕ ∈ Aut(G). If N is characteristic subgroup of G we write N char G.
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Exercise 2.34. If N char G then N �G.

An important property of characteristic subgroup is the following:

Exercise 2.35. If G is a group and C and N are subgroups of G with C ≤ N ≤ G such that
C char N and N �G then C �G.

We now go back to the semidirect product of two groups.

Theorem 2.36. Let N and H be a groups and ϕ : H → Aut(N) be a homomorphism. Let
G be the set N ×H with operation

(n1, h1) ∗ (n2, h2) = (n1 · ϕ(h
−1
1 )(n2), h1h2).

Then G is isomorphic to a semidirect product of N by H.

Proof. We identify N with the set {(n, 1H ) | n ∈ N} and H with the set {(1N , h) | h ∈ H}.
It is now clear that N ∩ H = {1}. We leave as an exercise to the reader to verify that
the operation ∗ in G is associative, that (1N , 1H) is the identity element in G, and that
(n, h)−1 = (ϕ(h)(n−1), h−1).

To see that N is normal in G we observe that

(n, h)−1(n′, 1H)(n, h) = (ϕ(h)(n−1), h−1)(n′, 1H)(n, h)

= (ϕ(h)(n−1)ϕ(h)(n′)), h−1)(n, h)

= (ϕ(h)(n−1)ϕ(h)(n′)ϕ(h)(n), 1)

= (ϕ(h)(n−1n′n), 1) ∈ N

It remains to prove that G = NH. Let g ∈ G be arbitrary. Then by the definition of G,
it follows that g = (n, h) for some n ∈ N and h ∈ H. It is now easy to see that g = nh, where
n = (n, 1) and h = (1, h).

We are now going to show how the dihedral groupD2n can be constructed as the semidirect
product of groups Cn and C2. Let N = 〈ρ | ρn = 1〉 and H = 〈τ | τ2 = 1〉. In order to
construct a semidirect product of groups N and H, we need a homomorphism ϕ : H →
Aut(N). Let ϕ be defined with ϕ(1H ) = idN and ϕ(τ) = ιN , where idN stands for identity
map in N , that is idN (x) = x (∀x ∈ N) and ιN stands for the inversion map in N , that is
ιN (x) = x−1 (∀x ∈ N).

Exercise 2.37. Prove that ϕ defined as above is indeed a homomorphism that maps H to
Aut(N).

Now using Theorem 2.36 we construct the group N ⋊ H ∼= Cn ⋊ C2. We have that the
elements in the group N ⋊H are given with N ⋊H = {(ρi, τk) : i ∈ {0, . . . , n− 1}, k ∈ 0, 1}.
The group operation is given with

(ρi, 1H ) ∗ (ρj , 1H) = (ρi · ϕ(1H )(ρj), 1H) = (ρi+j , 1H)

(ρi, 1H) ∗ (ρj , τ) = (ρi · ϕ(1H )(ρj), τ) = (ρi+j , τ)

(ρi, τ) ∗ (ρj , 1H) = (ρi · ϕ(τ)(ρj), 1H ) = (ρi−j , τ)

(ρi, τ) ∗ (ρj , τ) = (ρi · ϕ(τ)(ρj), 1H ) = (ρi−j , 1H)
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Exercise 2.38. Prove that the mapping φ : N ⋊H → D2n defined with

φ((ρi, 1H)) = ρi;

φ((ρi, τ)) = ρiτ ;

is isomorphism.

3 Symmetric group Sn

Let X be a nonempty set. A bijective mapping g from X to X is also called a permutation

of X. Let Sym(X) denote the set of all permutations of the set X. If X has size n, then
|Sym(X)| = n!.

Exercise 3.1. Let ∗ be the binary operation on the set Sym(X) defined with

∀g, h ∈ Sym(X) g ∗ h = h ◦ g,

where h ◦ g is the composition of the functions g and h, that is (h ◦ g)(x) = h(g(x)). Prove
that Sym(X) together with operation ∗ forms a group.

The definition of the operation ∗ in Sym(X) means that for g1, g2 ∈ Sym(X) the product
g1g2 is carried out by first applying g1 to x ∈ X , and then g2 to the image g1(x), that is we
are multiplying permutations from left to right.

In what follows we also write xg1 for the image g1(x). Therefore we have xg1g2 =
(

xg1
)g2 for all x ∈ X.
We denote the identity element of Sym(X) with idX . Let x ∈ X and g ∈ Sym(X). We

say that x is a fix element of g, or x is fixed by g if xg = x. Otherwise, we say x is moved by
g.

Definition 3.2. A permutation group is any subgroup G of Sym(X) for some nonempty
set X.

We say G is a finite permutation group when X is a finite set. In this note we study
mostly finite permutation groups, and because of this every set is meant to be finite, unless
it is said otherwise.

Notation. We denote by Sn the permutation group Sym({1, . . . , n}). We write idn (or id
when n is understood from the context) for id{1,...,n}.

There are two common ways in which permutation groups can be written. First is the
two line notation for permutations, that was introduced by Cauchy. A permutation g of a set
X = {x1, x2, . . . , xn} is written in the following way:

g =

(

x1 x2 x3 · · · xn−1 xn
g(x1) g(x2) g(x3) · · · g(xn−1) g(xn)

)

The other notation is to write g ∈ Sym(X) as a product of disjoint cycles.

Definition 3.3. A permutation g ∈ Sym(X) is called a k-cycle if there exists distinct elements
x1, . . . , xk in X such that xgk = x1, and xgi = xi+1 for all i ∈ {1, . . . , k− 1}, and xg = x for all
x ∈ X \ {x1, . . . , xk}.
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Notation. We denote by (x1 x2 . . . xk) the k-cycle g in Definition 3.3.

A 2-cycle is also called a transposition. Two cycles g1 = (x1 . . . xk) and g2 = (x′1 . . . x′l)
are disjoint if {x1, . . . , xk}∩{x

′
1, . . . , x

′
l} = ∅. Note that, this is equivalent to that g1g2 = g2g1.

Example 3.4. Let X = {0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6} and let g ∈ Sym(X) be given with g(x) = 4x + 1
(mod 7). Then the permutation g can be written as

g =

(

0 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 5 2 6 3 0 4

)

or as a product of disjoint cycles g = (0 1 5)(2)(6 4 3) = (6 4 3)(0 1 5) = . . . = (0 1 5)(3 6 4).

Observe that the order in which the disjoint cycles are written is not important.

Theorem 3.5. (Cyclic Decomposition) Every permuation g ∈ Sym(X) can be written as
the product of disjoint cycles. Factorization is unique up to the order of factors.

Proof. Let n be the size of X. The proof is by induction on n. It is clear that for n = 1 the
claim holds. Suppose that the claim holds for every permutation of the set of size k, where
1 ≤ k ≤ n− 1.

Let x1 ∈ X, and let r be the least positive integer such that gr(x1) = x1. Denote:

x2 = g(x1),

x3 = g(x2) = g2(x1),

· · ·

xr = g(xr−1) = gr−1(x1)

It is easy to see that x1, x2, . . . , xr are distinct elements in X. Let Y = X \ {x1, . . . , xr}. If
Y = ∅, then g = (x1 x2 . . . xr). On the other hand, if Y 6= ∅, then for every y ∈ Y , we have
g(y) ∈ Y . This means that gY , the restriction of g to Y is a permutation of the set Y . Since
|Y | = |X| − r = n − r ≤ n − 1, we use the induction hypothesis, and conclude that gY can
be written as the product of disjoint cycles. Let gY = c2 . . . cm be the cyclic decomposition
of gY into the product of disjoint cycles. If we denote with c1 = (x1 x2 . . . xr) then we have
g = c1gY = c1c2 . . . cm, hence g is the product of disjoint cycles.

It remains to prove the uniqueness. Let g = c1c2 . . . cm = d1d2 . . . dk where c1, . . . cm (resp.
d1, . . . dk) are disjoint cycles of length at least 2. Let x ∈ X. If x 6∈ ci (∀i) then g(x) = x, and
therefore x 6∈ di (∀i). If x ∈ ci for some i, then g(x) 6= x. This means that x ∈ dj for some j.
However, in this case gr(x) ∈ ci and gr(x) ∈ dj for every r ∈ Z. This implies that ci and dj
are the same cycles.

Corollary 3.6. Every permutation can be written as the product of transpositions.

Proof. It is clear that

(a1 a2 . . . ar) = (a1 a2)(a1 a3) . . . (a1 ar).

By Theorem 3.5 it follows that every permutation can be written as a product of disjoint
cycles. On the other hand, every cycle can be written as the product of transposition, hence
the claim holds.
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Remark 3.7. There might be many different ways of writing a permutation as a product of
transpositions. For example

(1 2 3 4 5) = (1 5)(2 5)(3 5)(4 5),

(1 2 3 4 5) = (1 2)(1 3)(1 4)(1 5),

(1 2 3 4 5) = (2 3)(4 5)(3 5)(2 1)(5 3)(1 4).

Theorem 3.8. Let g, h ∈ Sym(X), such that g has as a cyclic decomposition

g = (a1 . . . ar) . . . (as . . . an).

Then h−1gh has a cylic decomposition

h−1gh = (h(a1) . . . h(ar)) · · · (h(as) . . . h(an)).

Proof. Let x ∈ {1, . . . , n}. Then x = ahi for some ai ∈ {1, . . . , n}. Then the permuta-
tion (ah1 , . . . , a

h
r ) · · · (a

h
s , . . . , a

h
n) maps x to ahi′ , where i′ depends only on the cyclic structure

(a1, . . . , ar) · · · (as, . . . , an). Also,

xh
−1gh = (ahi )

h−1gh = (agi )
h = ahi′ = x(a

h
1
,...,ahr )···(a

h
s ,...,a

h
n),

and so h−1gh = (ah1 , . . . , a
h
r ) · · · (a

h
s , . . . , a

h
n).

We call a cyclic decomposition of g to be maximal if it includes all possible 1-cycles. A
permutation g ∈ Sym(X) has cyclic structure [c1, . . . , cn] if a maximal cyclic decomposition
of g consists of ck number of k-cycles, where k ∈ {1, . . . , n}. Note that, the equality c1+2c2+
· · · + ncn = n always holds. The following corollary of Theorem 3.8 is useful when studying
the conjugacy of two permutations.

Corollary 3.9. The permutations g1 and g2 are conjugate in Sym(X) if and only if g1 and
g2 have the same cyclic structure.

Proof. Theorem 3.8 implies that if g1 and g2 are conjugate, then they have the same cyclic
structure. Conversely, let g1 and g2 have the same cycle structure. Then g1 and g2 have the
cyclic decompositions:

g1 = (a1 . . . ar)(ar+1 . . . ar+t) . . . (as . . . an)

g2 = (b1 . . . br) (br+1 . . . br+t) . . . (bs . . . bn)

Define permutation h ∈ Sym(X) with h(ai) = bi (∀i ∈ {1, . . . , n}). It is now easy to see that
h−1g1h = g2 and therefore g1 and g2 are conjugate in Sym(X).

Exercise 3.10. Let g1, g2 ∈ S12 be given with their cyclic decompositions:

g1 = (1 3 5)(2 4 6)(7)(8 12)(9 10 11)

g2 = (1)(3 2 6)(7 4 5)(9 8 11)(10 12)

Find permutation h ∈ S12 such that h−1g1h = g2.
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3.1 Alternating groups An

In this part we construct a subgroup of Sn of index 2. We saw that any permutation can
be written as the product of transpositions. However, the number of transpositions is not
uniquely determine. On the other hand, we are now going to prove that the parity of the
number of transpositions for a given permutation is fixed.

Theorem 3.11. If a permutation g ∈ Sn can be written as a product of r and s transpositions,
then r ≡ s (mod 2).

Proof. Let g = α1α2 . . . αr = β1β2 . . . βs be the product of transpositions. Let

P = P (x1, . . . , xn) =
∏

i<j

(xi − xj)

polynomial in x1, . . . , xn. For α ∈ Sn define α(P ) =
∏

i<j(xα(i) − xα(j)). We claim that for
every transposition α it holds α(P ) = −P .

Let α = (k l) with k < l. One of the factors in P is xk − xl, and its corresponding factor
in α(P ) is xl − xk. All the factors of the form xi − xj (i, j 6∈ {k, l}) remain unchanged in the
polynomial α(P ). All the remaining factors of P can be written as ±(xi−xk)(xi−xl), where
the + or − sign depends on the order of integers i, k, l. However, each factor of the form
xi−xk becomes xi−xl in α(P ), and each factor xi−xl becomes xi−xk in α(P ). This means
that the expression ±(xi − xk)(xi − xl) remains the same in α(P ). Therefore, α(P ) = −P .

Since g = α1α2 . . . αr, it follows that g(P ) = (α1α2 . . . αr)(P ) = (−1)rP . On the other
hand, since g = β1β2 . . . βs, it follows that g(P ) = (−1)sP . We conclude that (−1)rP =
(−1)sP , hence r ≡ s (mod 2).

Definition 3.12. A permutation g ∈ Sn is called even (odd) if g is the product of even
(odd) number of transpositions.

Exercise 3.13. Prove that a cycle of length k is even permutation if and only if k is odd.

Notation. We denote by Alt(X) the subgroup of even permuations in Sym(X). In the case
when |X| = n, then we denote by An the set all even permuations in Sn.

We show below that An, n ≥ 2 is in fact a subgroup of Sn of index 2 . The group An is
called the alternating group of degree n.

Theorem 3.14. The set An, n ≥ 2 of all even permutations is a subgroup of Sn of index 2.

Proof. It is clear that id ∈ An.
Let g, g′ ∈ An. The group Sn is generated by the set of all transpositions. Thus g = t1 · · · tr

and g′ = t′1 · · · t
′
s, where r and s are even. Then gg′ = t1 · · · trt

′
1 · · · t

′
s, r + s is even, and so

gg′ ∈ An. Also, g
−1 = tr · · · t1, and so g−1 ∈ An. We obtain that An is indeed a subgroup of

Sn. Then (1, 2) /∈ An. It is not difficult to see that the mapping g 7→ (1, 2)g, where g ∈ An,
is a bijective mapping from An to Sn \ An. Thus |An| = n!/2.

Note that, since An has index 2 in Sn, An ⊳ Sn.

Exercise 3.15. Let n ≥ 2, and let H = {id, (1 2)} be a cyclic subgroup of Sn of order 2.
Prove that Sn

∼= An ⋊H.
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Exercise 3.16. Let g ∈ Sn be a permutation and let [c1, c2, . . . , cn] be the cyclic structure of
g. Prove that g is odd permutation if and only if

n/2
∑

i=1

c2i ≡ 1 (mod 2).

Exercise 3.17. Write down all the elements of the groups A3 and A4.

Exercise 3.18. Prove that the group An (n ≥ 3) is generated by the set of all cycles of length
3.

Exercise 3.19. Prove that A4 has no subgroup of order 6. (Hint: Use Exercises 2.11 and
2.13).

Proof. Suppose that A4 has a subgroup N of order 6. Then N is an index 2-subgroup of A4

and by Exercise 2.11 N is normal in A4. Let V = {id, (1 2)(3 4), (1 3)(2 4), (1 4)(2 3)}. Then
V is a subgroup of A4 of order 4. Since 4 does not divide 6 and V is not subgroup of N , and
so N is a proper subgroup of V N . This implies that NV = A4. Now, using Exercise 2.13 we
obtain

|N ∩ V | =
|N ||V |

|NV |
=

6 · 4

12
= 2.

Since both N and V are normal in A4, it follows that N ∩V is also a normal subgroup of A4.
However, the only subgroups of A4 of order 2 are of the form {id, (a b)(c d)}. Let g = (1 2 3).
Then (1 2)(3 4)g = (2 3)(1 4), (1 3)(2 4)g = (2 1)(3 4) and (1 4)(2 3)g = (2 4)(3 1), hence no
subgroup of order 2 in A4 is normal.

4 Group actions

In this part we introduce the concept of an action of a group. The motivation behind this
concept is to study groups by representing them as permutation groups.

Definition 4.1. An action of a group G on a set X is a mapping f : X ×G → X such that,
writing the image f((x, g)) as xg, the following properties hold.

A1. x1G = x for every x ∈ X.

A2. xg1g2 = (xg1)g2 for every x ∈ X and for every g1, g2 ∈ G.

Given an action of a group G on a set X, we will also say that G acts onX. The cardinality
|X| is called the degree of the action.

Example 4.2. Let G = R\{0} be the group of nonzero real numbers under the multiplication,
and let X be the set of all vectors in R

3. Then G acts on X via scalar multiplication, that is
(x1, x2, x3)

g = (gx1, gx2, gx3), for (x1, x2, x3) ∈ R
3 and g ∈ R \ {0}.

Example 4.3. Let G ≤ Sym(X). Then G acts naturally on X with xg = g(x), for x ∈ X
and g ∈ G.
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Example 4.4. Let G be the group acting on a set X. Then G acts on the set X ×X with
(x1, x2)

g = (xg1, x
g
2).

Theorem 4.5. Let G act on X and fix g ∈ G.

(1) The mapping πg : X → X, πg : x 7→ xg is in Sym(X).

(2) The mapping ρ : G → Sym(X), ρ : g 7→ πg is a homomorphism.

(3) Let Φ : G → Sym(X) be a homomorphism. Then this homomorphism defines action of a
group G on the set X with xg := Φ(g)(x) = xΦ(g).

Proof. (1): Let x1, x2 ∈ X such that πg(x1) = πg(x2). Then xg1 = xg2. Axioms A1 and A2

imply (xg1)
g−1

= xgg
−1

1 = x1G1 = x1 and (xg2)
g−1

= xgg
−1

2 = x1G2 = x2. From these x1 = x2, and

πg is an injective mapping. It follows that πg maps xg
−1

to x, hence πg is also surjective, and
by this it is a bijective mapping.

(2): We need to prove that ρ(g1g2) = ρ(g1)ρ(g2) for every g1, g2 ∈ G. It is enough to
prove that ρ(g1g2)(x) = (ρ(g1)ρ(g2))(x), for every x ∈ X. We have that ρ(g1g2) = πg1g2 , and
therefore ρ(g1g2)(x) = πg1g2(x) = xg1g2 = (xg1)g2 . This can be further written as

(

xg1
)g2 =

(

xπg1

)πg2 = xπg1
πg2 , and so πg1g2 = πg1πg2 .

(3): Since Φ(1G) = idX , it follows that axiom A1 is satisfied. Since Φ is homomor-
phism, it follows that Φ(g1g2) = Φ(g1)Φ(g2). This implies xg1g2 = xΦ(g1g2) = xΦ(g1)Φ(g2) =
(xΦ(g1))Φ(g2) = (xg1)g2 .

Definition 4.6. For an action of a group G on a set X we call the homomorphism ρ in
Theorem 4.5 the corresponding permutation representation of G on X. The degree of
an action (or a premutation representation) is the size of X.

Definition 4.7. By the kernel and image of an action of G on a set X we mean the kernel
and image, respectively, of the corresponding permutation representation ρ. We say that the
action is faithful if its kernel is trivial.

We illustrate the above definitions through the following example.

Example 4.8. Let G = D12 be the group of symmetries of a regular hexagon acting on its
points {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6}. Let d1 = 14, d2 = 25 and d3 = 36 be the three main diagonals of the
hexagon (order in which the points are written is not important, for example d1 = 14 = 41).

Let X = {d1, d2, d3}. Prove that G acts on the set X via x1x2
g = xg1x

g
2. Determine the image

and the kernel of this action. Is this action faithful?

Now we jump to a more theorethical example.

Theorem 4.9. Let G be a group, and let us take X to be G. Then G acts on X with

xg = xg, x, g ∈ G.

This action is faithful.

14



Proof. We show first that we indeed have an action, i.e., the mapping defined above satisfies
Axioms A1 and A2.

A1: For every x ∈ X, x1G = x1G = x.

A2: For every x ∈ X and for every g1, g2 ∈ G, xg1g2 = x(g1g2) = (xg1)g2 = (xg1)g2 .

Let g ∈ G be in the kernel of the action. This means xg = x for all x ∈ X. But this just
means xg = x for all x ∈ X, hence g = 1G, and the kernel is the trivial group. By definition,
the action is faithful.

Exercise 4.10. Prove that a group G acts on G with xg = g−1x, for x ∈ G, g ∈ G.

The permutation representation corresponding to the action of G in the previous theorem
is called the right regular representation of G. We illustrate the usage of the right regular
representation in proving that every group is isomorphic to a permutation group.

Theorem 4.11 (Cayley). Every group is isomorphic to a permutation group.

Proof. Let G be a group. Let G act on X = G via right multiplication. By Theorem 4.5,
it follows that ρ : G → Sym(X) is a group homomorphism (recall that ρ(g) = πg, and
πg(x) = xg for x ∈ G). Then the image of G under this homomorphism ρ(G) is a subgroup
of Sym(X). By the first isomorphism theorem, it follows that G/Ker(ρ) ∼= ρ(G). Since by
Theorem 4.11 it follows that Ker(ρ) = {1G} it follows that G ∼= ρ(G).

In the following exercise we show how the group actions (that is permutation representa-
tions of abstract groups) can be useful in the study of group properties.

Exercise 4.12. If G is a group of order 4n+ 2, then G has a subgroup of index 2.

Proof. Let ρ be the right regular representation of G. As ρ(G) ∼= G (because that the action
is faithful), it is enough to prove that the image ρ(G) has a subgroup of index 2.

According to Cauchy Theorem G has an element g of order 2. Then ρ(g) = πg has no fix
point (each cycle in the cyclic decomposition of ρ(g) is of the form (xxg).) Because of this
and that ρ(g) is of order 2, we obtain

ρ(g) = (g1, g2) · · · (g4n+1, g4n+2),

where g1, . . . , g4n+2 comprise the whole group G. As ρ(g) is a product of 2n+1 transpositions,
ρ(g) is an odd permutation in Sym(G). Therefore, Alt(G)ρ(G) = Sym(G). Then

|Sym(G)| = |Alt(G)ρ(G)| =
|Alt(G)| · |ρ(G)|

|Alt(G) ∩ ρ(G)|
=

|Sym(G)| · |ρ(G)|

2 · |Alt(G) ∩ ρ(G)|
.

From this Alt(G) ∩ ρ(G) is a subgroup of ρ(G) of index 2.
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4.1 Orbits and stabilizers

In this part we introduce the two most basic concepts in connection with an action – the
orbits and the stabiliers.

Definition 4.13. Let G act on X, and let x ∈ X. The orbit of G induced by x is the set
{xg | g ∈ G}.

Notation. We denote by xG the orbit of G induced by x. We will also sometimes write
OrbG(x) for the orbit of G induced by x.

Definition 4.14. Let G act on X, and let x ∈ X. The stabilizer of x in G is the set
{g ∈ G | xg = x}.

Notation. We denote by Gx the stabilizer of x in G.

Example 4.15. Let X = Z10 = {0, 1, . . . , 9}, and let G = Aut(Z10) = Z
∗
10 acting naturally

on X. Calculate the stabilizers G0, G1, and orbits 0G, 1G, 2G.

We have the following properties of orbits and stabilizers.

Theorem 4.16. Let G act on X and let x ∈ X.

(1) The set of all orbits xG form a partition of X.

(2) The stabilizer Gx is a subgroup of G.

Proof. (1): Define the relation ∼ on X as x1 ∼ x2 if and only if x1 = xg2 for some g ∈ G. The
relation ∼ is an equivalence relation. The class of ∼ which contains x is just the orbit xG,
and so (1) follows.

(2): It is trivial that idX ∈ Gx. Let g1, g2 ∈ Gx. Then xg1 = x, x = xg
−1

1 , hence g−1
1 ∈ Gx.

Also, xg1g2 = (xg1)g2 = xg2 = x, hence g1g2 ∈ Gx, and (2) follows.

Proposition 4.17. Let G act on a set X, let g ∈ G, x ∈ X and let y = xg. Then

Gy = g−1Gxg.

Proof.

Gy = {h ∈ G | yh = y}

= {h ∈ G | (xg)h = xg}

= {h ∈ G | xghg
−1

= x}

= {h ∈ G | ghg−1 ∈ Gx}

= {h ∈ G | h ∈ g−1Gxg}

= g−1Gxg.
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Theorem 4.18 (Orbit-stabilizer). Let G be a group acting on a set X. Then for every x ∈ X
it holds |G| = |xG| · |Gx|.

Proof. Let x ∈ X be fixed. Define the set Ω = {(g, y) ∈ G× xG | xg = y}. We calculate the
cardinality of Ω with “double counting”. First, we obtain that

|Ω| =
∑

g∈G

∣

∣ {(g, y) ∈ G× xG | y = xg}
∣

∣ =
∑

g∈G

|{y ∈ xG | y = xg}| =
∑

g∈G

1 = |G|.

Second, we obtain that

|Ω| =
∑

y∈xG

∣

∣ {(g, y) ∈ G× xG | y = xg}
∣

∣ =
∑

y∈xG

|{g ∈ G | y = xg}|.

Let y ∈ xG be fixed. Then there exists h ∈ G such that y = xh. Now we have

{g ∈ G | y = xg} = {g ∈ G | xh = xg} = {g ∈ G | xgh
−1

= x} = {g ∈ G | gh−1 ∈ Gx} = (Gx)h.

Since |Gxh| = |Gx|, it follows that

|Ω| =
∑

y∈xG

|Gx| = |xG| · |Gx|.

We conclude that |Ω| equals |G| = |xG| · |Gx|, as required.

Example 4.19. The Cube has 48 symmetries.

Proof. We identify the vertices of the Cube by the numbers 1, . . . , 8 as shown in Figure 1. The

2

3

178

1615

1

4

Figure 1: The Cube

group of all symmetries of the Cube acts faithfully on its vertices, i.e., ont the set {1, . . . , 8}.
Let us denote by G the image of this action. We have G ≤ S8, and the required number is
the order |G|.

We calculate |G| using OSL. Let us consider the orbit of G induced by 1 and the stabilizer
of 1 in G. According to OSL |G| = |1G| · |G1|. First, the orbit 1G = {1, . . . , 8}. Second,
the stabiliser G1 has 6 elements, it is generated by (2, 5, 4)(3, 6, 8) and (2, 4)(6, 8). We obtain
|G| = |1G| · |G1| = 8 · 6 = 48.
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We are now going to present two more important types of group actions. First is the
so-called conjugation action of G on G defined with

xg = g−1xg, x, g ∈ G.

Proposition 4.20. The conjugation action of a group G on G is well-defined group action.
For g ∈ G, the orbit gG is the conjugacy class of g in G. The stabilizer Gg is the centralizer
CG(g) of g in G. The kernel of this action is the center Z(G) of G.

Exercise 4.21. Does group G act on G with

xg = gxg−1, x, g ∈ G?

Next important example of group action is the so called coset action. Let G be a group
and H ≤ G. The coset action is the action of G on the set of right H-cosets in G defined
with

(Hx)g = Hxg, x, g ∈ G.

Proposition 4.22. The coset action is indeed an action. The stabilizer of Hx is GHx =
x−1Hx. The kernel is ∩x∈Gx

−1Hx.

The kernel of the coset action is also called the core of H in G (notation: coreG(H)).

Exercise 4.23. Prove that coreG(H) is the largest normal subgroup of G which is contained
in H.

Exercise 4.24. Let G be a p-group, that is a group of order pk, where p is a prime. Using
the conjugation action, prove that Z(G) the center of G, is non-trivial.

Exercise 4.25. Let G be a group, H ≤ G, and let X = {gH | g ∈ G} the set of all left cosets
of H in G. Check if the following are well-defined actions of G on X:

1. (xH)g = gxH;

2. (xH)g = g−1xH.

4.2 Transitive, semiregular and regular group actions

Definition 4.26. Let G act on X. The action is transitive if it has only one orbits, and it
is semiregular if |Gx| = 1 for all x ∈ X. An action which is both transitive and semiregular
is called regular.

Example 4.27. Right regular representation of G, that is the action of G on G given with
xg = xg is regular action.

Proposition 4.28. Let G act transitively on X. Then cardinality |X| is a divisor of |G|.

Proposition 4.29. Let G act transitively on X. Then G is regular if and only if |G| = |X|.

Proposition 4.30. Let G be an abelian group which is transitive and faithful on the set X.
Then G is regular on X.
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Proof. Since G is transitive, it remains to prove that G is semiregular. Suppose that G is
not semiregular, that is, there exists x ∈ X, such that Gx 6= {1}. Since G acts transitively
on X, then for any x ∈ X we have xG = X. Using Proposition 4.17 it follows that any two
stabilizers are conjugate. However, since G is abelian, it follows that all stabilizers are the
same. Then the kernel of this action is equal to Gx, which contradicts the assumption that
G is faithful.

Exercise 4.31. Let p be a prime, and let G ≤ Sp be transitive. Prove that there exists a
cyclic subgroup H of G, such that H is regular.

Exercise 4.32. Let G be a group. Prove that the direct product G × G acts on G with
x(g1,g2) = g−1

1 xg2. Prove that this action is transitive, and calculate the vertex stabilizer
(G×G)1. When is this action faithful?

Exercise 4.33. Let G act transitively on X and let H ≤ G. Prove that G = GxH if and
only if H is transitive.

5 Blocks and primitivity

5.1 G-invariant partitions

Let a group G act on a set X. Group G acts naturally on the set P(X), of all the subsets of
X. For every S ⊆ X and for every g ∈ G we define Sg = {xg | x ∈ S}.

Exercise 5.1. Prove that G acts on P(X) with ∀S ∈ P(X),∀g ∈ G; Sg = {xg | x ∈ S}.
Can this action be transitive?

Exercise 5.2. Let G = D12 act as the group of symmetries of a regular hexagon X =
{1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6}. Let G act on P(X). Calculate orbits {1}G, {1, 2}G, {1, 3, 5}G .

Definition 5.3. Let G be a group acting transitively on X. A nonempty subset B ⊆ X is
called block if for each g ∈ G, either Bg = B or Bg ∩B = ∅.

Proposition 5.4. Let G act transitively on X. Then for every x ∈ X, the set {x} is a block
for G. Also the whole set X is a block.

Proof. Follows directly from the definition.

Blocks X and {x} described in the previous Proposition are called trivial blocks. Any
other block is called non-trivial.

Exercise 5.5. Find all non-trivial blocks for the action of G = D12 on X = {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6}.

Exercise 5.6. If B is a block for G, then Bg is also a block, for every g ∈ G.

Proposition 5.7. Let G act transitively on X, and let B be a block for G. Let B = {Bg |
g ∈ G}. Then B is a partition of X and G acts transitively on B with ∀C ∈ B,∀g ∈ G,
g : C 7→ Cg.
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Proof. It is easy to see that G acts on B and that this action is transitive. Suppose B is
not a partition of X. Since G acts transitively on X, it follows that for every x ∈ X, there
exists B′ ∈ B with x ∈ B′. Let B1, B2 ∈ B be such that B1 6= B2 and B1 ∩ B2 6= ∅. Then
B1 = Bg1 and B2 = Bg2 for some g1, g2 ∈ G. Let x ∈ B1 ∩ B2. Then x = bg11 and x = bg22

for some b1, b2 ∈ B. This implies that bg11 = bg22 , and therefore b
g1g

−1

2

1 = b2. This implies that

b
g1g

−1

2

1 = b2 ∈ Bg1g
−1

2 ∩ B and since B is block it follows that Bg1g
−1

2 = B. This implies that
Bg1 = Bg2 , which contradicts the choice of B1 and B2. We conclude that B is a partition of
X.

Corollary 5.8. If B is a block for a transitive permutation group G on X, then |B| divides
|X|.

Partition B is called G-invariant partition, or system of imprimitivity. The permuta-
tion group induced by the action of G on B is denoted with G/B. With fixG(B) we denote the
kernel of the homomorphism ρ : G → Sym(B), that is fixG(B) = {g ∈ G | Sg = S,∀S ∈ B}.

Exercise 5.9. Prove that |G| = |G/B| · |fixG(B|.

Exercise 5.10. Let G = D12 act on X = {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6}. Let B = {1, 4}. Prove that B is
block for G. Calculate B = {Bg | g ∈ G} and fixG(B). To which group is G/B isomorphic?

Exercise 5.11. Let G be a group acting transitively on X, and let B and C be two blocks
for G. If B ∩C 6= ∅, then B ∩ C is also a block for G.

5.2 Primitive permutation groups

Definition 5.12. Let G act transitively on X. If G has only trivial blocks, then we say that
G acts primitively. If G has also non-trivial blocks, then we say that G acts imprimitively.

Exercise 5.13. Let G be a finite group, and let G act on G with right multiplication. Find
all blocks for this action. When is this action primitive?

Exercise 5.14. Can a group G act primitively on some set X and imprimitively on some
set Y ? Hint: Let G = S5 acts on X = {1, 2, 3, 4, 5}. Prove that G acts primitively on X.
Consider also the action of S5 on S5 with right multiplication. Is this action primitive?

Definition 5.15. Let G act on X and let A ⊆ X. Then we define setwise stabilizer
GA = {g ∈ G | Ag = A} and the pointwise stabilizer G(A) = {g ∈ G | xg = x,∀x ∈ A}.

Exercise 5.16. Let G = S5 act on X = {1, 2, 3, 4, 5} and let A = {1, 2, 4}. Calculate GA and
G(A).

Exercise 5.17. Let G act transitively on X and let A ⊆ X. Prove that both GA and G(A)

are subgroups of G, and that G(A) �GA.

Exercise 5.18. Let G act transitively on X and let B be a block for G. Prove that GB acts
transitively on B.

When considering blocks, it is natural to think about methods of constructing all possible
blocks for a given group action. The following theorem gives a method of constructing blocks.
We will see later that every block can be constructed in such a way.
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Theorem 5.19. Let G be a group acting transitively on X, and let x ∈ X. Let H be a
subgroup of G such that Gx ≤ H ≤ G and let B = xH . Then B is a block for G.

Proof. Suppose that B = xH is not a block, that is there exists g ∈ G such that Bg 6= B and
Bg ∩ B 6= ∅. Let y ∈ B ∩ Bg. Since y ∈ B it follows that y = xh1 for some h1 ∈ H. Since
y ∈ Bg it follows that y = (xh2)g for some h2 ∈ H. This implies that y = xh1 = (xh2)g and

therefore x = xh2gh
−1

1 . This implies that h2gh
−1
1 ∈ Gx ≤ H, and therefore h2gh

−1
1 ∈ H. Since

h1, h2 ∈ H it follows that g ∈ H. But then Bg = {(xh)g | h ∈ H} = {xh
′

| h′ ∈ H} = B. This
contradicts the choice of B. The obtained contradiction shows that B is a block for G.

We saw in the previous theorem how we can construct blocks for G that contain x. Next
we show that every block for G can be constructed in such a way.

Theorem 5.20. Let G be a transitive group on X and let B be a block for G. Let x ∈ B.
Then there exists H such that Gx ≤ H ≤ G and B = xH .

Proof. Let H = GB . Then H is a subgroup of G. To see that Gx ≤ H let g ∈ Gx. Then
xg = x, and therefore x ∈ B ∩Bg. Since B is a block for G it follows that B = Bg. Therefore
g ∈ GB = H. Since H = GB acts transitively on B, and x ∈ B it follows that B = xH .

Corollary 5.21. Let G be a transitive group on a set X with at least two points. Then G is
primitive if and only if every stabilizer Gx is a maximal subgroup of G.

Previous two theorems give us a method of constructing all blocks for transitive action
of a group G. However, in order to apply it, one needs to find all subgroups H such that
Gx ≤ H ≤ G, which usually is not a simple task. A possible way how to avoid finding all
subgroups H lying between Gx and G is the following.

Proposition 5.22. LetG be a group acting transitively onX and let x ∈ X. Let {x}, O1, . . . , Ok

be the orbits of Gx on X. Let B be a block for G that contains x. Then B = {x} ∪j∈J Oj for
some subset J ⊆ {1, . . . , k}.

Proof. Let B be a block for G and let x ∈ B. Then B = xH where Gx is a subgroup of H.
Then every orbit of H is a union of orbits of Gx. Hence the result follows.

Observe that the claim in the last proposition holds only in one direction, that is, every
block for G that contains x is a union of orbits of Gx. But it is not true that every union of
orbits of Gx is a block for G.

Exercise 5.23. Let G = D12 acting on X = {1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6}. Then G3 = {id, (2 4)(1 5)}.
Orbits of G3 are {3}, O1 = {1, 5}, O2 = {2, 4} and O3 = {6}. Then B = {3} ∪ O2 is not a
block for G.

Exercise 5.24. Let G ≤ H ≤ Sym(X). If G is primitive then H is primitive.

Proof. Let G be primitive and suppose that H is not primitive, that is there exits a non-trivial
block B ⊂ X for H. This means that Bh = B or Bh ∩B = ∅ for every h ∈ H. Since G ≤ H,
it follows that Bg = B or Bg ∩ B = ∅, for every g ∈ G. This means that B is a block for G,
contradicting the assumption that G is primitive.

Exercise 5.25. Find transitive permutation groups G and H such that G ≤ H ≤ Sym(X)
such that H is primitive and G is not primitive.
Hint: Take H = S4, and G = 〈(1 2 3 4)〉.
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5.3 Quasiprimitive permutation groups

We begin this section with the following important theorem, which gives us a common way
of construction G-invariant partitions.

Theorem 5.26. Let G ≤ Sym(X) be transitive. If N � G, then the orbits of N form a
G-invariant partition of X.

Proof. Let x ∈ X, and let B = xN = {xn | n ∈ N}, be the orbit of N that contains x. We
claim that B is a block for G. Suppose that Bg ∩ B 6= ∅ for some g ∈ G. Let y ∈ Bg ∩ B.
This implies that y = xn1 and y = xn2g for some n1, n2 ∈ N . It follows that xn1 = xn2g

and therefore x = xn1g−1n−1

2 . Observe that since N �G, it follows that Ng = gN , and hence
ng = gn′ for some n′ ∈ N . We now have

Bg = {xn | n ∈ N}g = {xng | n ∈ N} = {xgn
′

| n′ ∈ N} = {(xn1g−1n−1

2 )gn
′

| n′ ∈ N}.

Since N is normal in G it follows that n1g
−1n−1

2 g = n1(g
−1n−1

2 g) = n3 ∈ N . Therefore,

Bg = {(x(n1g−1n−1

2
g)n′

| n′ ∈ N} = {xn3n′

| n′ ∈ N} = {xn
′′

| n′′ ∈ N} = B.

This shows that B is a block for G and concludes the proof.

Transitive groups without any nontrivial blocks formed as the orbits of normal subgroups
are called quasiprimitive groups.

Definition 5.27. Let G be a transitive permutation group on a set X. Then G is said to be
quasiprimitive if every normal subgroup N of G is transitive on X.

Remark 5.28. If we talk about a group G acting transitively on set X, then we say that G
is quasiprimitive if every normal subgroup of G is transitive, or is contained in the kernel of
the action.

Corollary 5.29. Every primitive group is quasiprimitive.

The converse of the above corollary does not hold, as shown by the following example.

Exercise 5.30. Group S5 is quasiprmitive in its action on the conjugacy class (1 2)(3 4)S5 .
Prove that it is not primitive.

Exercise 5.31. Let n ≥ 5 and let An act on itself by right multiplication. Is this action
quasiprimitive? Is it primitive?

Theorem 5.32. Let G ≤ Sym(X) be transitive and let B be a G-invariant partition. If there
exists H ≤ G, such that B is formed by the orbits of H, then there exists a normal subgroup
N �G, such that B is formed by the orbits of N .

Proof. Let G ≤ Sym(X) be transitive, and let B be a G-invariant partition formed by the
orbits of H ≤ G. This means that B = {xH | x ∈ X}. Let N = fixG(B). Since N is the
kernel of the homomorphism ρ : G → Sym(B) it follows that N �G. Observe that H ≤ N .
Since H acts transitively on every B ∈ B it follows that N also acts transitively on every
B ∈ B. This implies that xH = xN , for every x ∈ X. Hence, B is formed by the orbits of
N .
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Theorem 5.33. Let G ≤ Sym(X) be transitive and suppose that there exists an abelian
regular subgroup H of G. Then any G-invariant partition is formed by the orbits of a normal
subgroup of G, and is also formed by the orbits of a subgroup of H.

Proof. Let B be a G-invariant partition. Then B is also an H-invariant partition. Since H is
regular and abelian, it follows that B is formed by the orbits of H1 ≤ H (see exercise below).
Now, since H1 ≤ H ≤ G, using Theorem 5.32, it follows that B is formed by the orbits of a
normal subgroup N �G. This concludes the proof.

Exercise 5.34. Let H be abelian group acting regularly on X, and let B be an H-invariant
partition. Prove that there exists H1 ≤ H such that B is formed by the orbits of H1. Does
the same result hold if H is not abelian? (see Exercise 5.36)

Exercise 5.35. Let G ≤ Sym(X) be transitive, and let B be a G-invariant partition such
that B consists of precisely two blocks. Prove that B is formed by the orbits of a normal
subgroup N �G. Does the same result hold if there are 3 blocks? (see Exercise 5.36)

Proof. Hint: Define N = fixG(B). Prove that B is formed by the orbits of N .

Exercise 5.36. Let G = S3 acting on set X = {(1, 2), (2, 1), (1, 3), (3, 1), (2, 3), (3, 2)} with
(x, y)g = (xg, yg). Prove that G acts regularly on X. Prove that the set B = {(1, 2), (2, 1)} is
block for G. Determine B = {Bg | g ∈ G}. Determine fixG(B). Prove that B is not formed
by the orbits of a subgroup of G.

Exercise 5.37. Let G be a transitive permutation group on set X with |X| = mpk, where
gcd(m, p) = 1. Let N be a Sylow p-subgroup of G. Prove that pk divides the size of every
orbit of N .

Proof. Let P be a Sylow p-subgroup of G. Then |P | is divisible by pk and |G|/|P | is not
divisible by p. Now use orbit-stabilizer property for G and P , and we have

|G| = |Gx||x
G| = |Gx||mpk| (2)

|P | = |Px||x
P | (3)

Now dividing (2) with (3) we obtain

|G|

|P |
=

|Gx|

|Px|

mpk

|xP |
.

Therefore, |xP | |G|
|P | = mpk |Gx|

|Px|
. Since Px ≤ Gx and |G|

|P | is not divisible by p it follows that |xP |

is divisible by pk. This concludes the proof.

Exercise 5.38. Let G be a transitive permutation group on a set X with X = mp, where
m < p. Suppose that B is a G-invariant partition with m blocks of size p. Prove that there
exists a normal subgroup N �G such that B is formed by the orbits of N .

Proof. Let P be a Sylow p-subgroup of G and let N = fixG(B). It follows that |G| =
|G/B| · |fixG(B| = |G/B| · |N |. Observe that |G/B| ≤ Sm, hence |G/B| is not divisible by
p (since m < p). We claim that P ≤ N . Let ρ : G → Sym(B) be the homomorphism that
corresponds to the action of G on B. Then ρ(g) ∈ G/B. Since ρ is homomorphism, it follows
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that the order of element ρ(g) in Sym(B) divides the order of g. This implies that the order
of ρ(g) is 1, and hence ρ(g) = id, which means that g ∈ fixG(B). This proves that P ≤ N .
Since by the previous exercise, orbits of P must be divisible by P , it follows that orbits of N
must be divisible by P , hence B is formed by the orbits of N .

6 Permutation isomorphic and permutation equivalent

Definition 6.1. Let G ≤ Sym(X) and H ≤ Sym(Y ). Then G and H are permutation
isomorphic if there exists a bijection f : X → Y and a group isomorphism ϕ : G → H such
that f(xg) = (f(x))ϕ(g) for all x ∈ X and g ∈ G.

Theorem 6.2. Let G,H ≤ Sym(X). Then G and H are permutation isomorphic if and only
if G and H are conjugate in Sym(X).

Proof. Suppose that G and H are conjugate in Sym(X). Let f ∈ Sym(X) be such that
f−1Gf = H. Then it is clear that f : X → X is a bijection. Let ϕ : G → H be defined with
ϕ : g 7→ f−1gf . Then ϕ is isomorphism. It remains to verify that f(xg) = (f(x))ϕ(g) for all
x ∈ X and g ∈ G. We leave the details for the reader.

Suppose now that G,H ≤ Sym(X) are permutation isomorphic. Then there exists bi-
jection f : X → X and a group isomorphism ϕ : G → H such that f(xg) = (f(x))ϕ(g) for
all x ∈ X and g ∈ G. Then f ∈ Sym(X). We claim that f−1Gf = H. Observe that for
any x ∈ X it holds xgf = f(xg) = (f(x))ϕ(g) = xfϕ(g). Therefore gf = fϕ(g) and hence
f−1gf = ϕ(g) ∈ H. It is now easy to conclude that f−1Gf = H, as claimed.

Theorem 6.3. Let G be a transitive group acting on X with G-invariant partition B. Then
the action of GB on B and the action of GB′ on B′ are permutation isomorphic, for any two
B,B′ ∈ B. Additionally, the action of fixG(B) on B is permutation isomorphic to the action
of fixG(B) on B′.

Proof. Let h ∈ G be such that Bh = B′. Define f : B → B′ with f(x) = xh. Then f is
bijection. Define ϕ : GB → GB′ with ϕ(g) = h−1gh.

Definition 6.4. Let G be a permutation group acting on sets X and Y . The action of G on
X is permutation equivalent with the action of G on Y if there exists bijective mapping
f : X → Y such that f(xg) = (f(x))g for every x ∈ X and every g ∈ G.

Proposition 6.5. Let the action of G on sets X and Y be permutation equivalent. Then
these two actions are also permutation isomorphic.

Theorem 6.6. Suppose that the group G acts transitively on the two sets X and Y , and let
H be a stabilizer of a point in the first action. Then the actions are permutation equivalent
⇔ H is the stabilizer of some point in the second action.

Proof. Suppose first that the actions of G on X and Y are permutation equivalent, and let
H = Gx0

from some x0 ∈ X. Then there exists bijection f : X → Y such that f(xg) = (f(x))g

for every x ∈ X and every g ∈ G. Let y0 = f(x0). It is now straightforward to see that
H = Gy0 .
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Suppose now that there exist x0 ∈ X and y0 ∈ Y such that Gx0
= Gy0 . We claim that f

given with
f(xg0) = yg0,

is bijective mapping from X to Y . We first need to prove that f is well-defined. Let xg10 = xg20 .
This implies that g1g

−1
2 ∈ Gx0

= Gy0 and therefore yg10 = yg20 . This shows that the values
f(xg10 ) and f(xg20 ) are the same, hence f is well-defined mapping. Since G acts transitively on
Y it follows that the mapping f is surjective. It is also not difficult to see that f is injective,
hence f : X → Y is bijective mapping.

Finally, let x ∈ X and g ∈ G be arbitrary. It remains to prove that f(xg) = (f(x))g. Since
G is transitive on X, it follows that there exists g0 ∈ G such that xg00 = x. Now

f(xg) = f((xg00 )g) = f(xg0g0 ) = yg0g0 = (yg00 )g = f(xg00 )g = f(x)g,

which concludes the proof.

Corollary 6.7. Any two regular actions of a group G are permutation equivalent.

Theorem 6.8. Let G act transitively on X. Then this action is permutation equivalent with
the action of G on the right cosets of Gx in G, for any x ∈ X.

Proof. Let G act transitively on X, and let Gx be the stabilizer of some x ∈ X. Consider the
action of G on the cosets of H = Gx. This action is transitive. Let g ∈ GH the stabilizer of
coset H. Then Hg = H. This means that g ∈ H. Hence GH = H. Using Theorem 6.6 the
result follows.

Theorem 6.9. Let G be a group and H,K ≤ G. Prove that the actions of G on the cosets
of H and K are permutation equivalent if and only if H and K are conjugate subgroups in
G, or equivalently, there exists α ∈ Inn(G) such that α(H) = K.

Proof. Suppose first that H and K are conjugate subgroups in G. Then H = g−1Kg for
some g ∈ G. Now the stabilizer of H in the action of G on cosets of H is GH = H, and
the stabilizer of K in the action of G on the cosets of K is GK = K. Recall that by
Proposition 4.17, stabilizer of coset Kg = Kg is GKg = g−1GKg = g−1Kg = H = GH . We
conclude that the stabilizer of point H in first action is equal to the stabilizer of point Kg in
the second action, hence by Theorem 6.6 the two actions are permutation equivalent.

Suppose now that the actions of G on cosets of H and K are permutation equivalent.
Then by Theorem 6.6, it follows that the stabilizer GH is equal to the stabilizer GKg for some
coset Kg of K in G. It is clear that GH = H. Let a ∈ GKg. Then Kga = Kg. This is
equivalent with gag−1 ∈ K, and therefore a ∈ g−1Kg. We conclude that GKg = g−1Kg.
Therefore, H = g−1Kg, for some g ∈ G. Hence H and K are conjugate subgroups of G. This
concludes the proof.

Theorem 6.10. Let G be a group and H,K ≤ G. Prove that the actions of G on the cosets
of H and K are permutation isomorphic if and only if there exists ϕ ∈ Aut(G) such that
ϕ(H) = K.
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Proof. Suppose that the two actions are permutation isomorphic. Then there exists a bijective
mapping f from cosets of H to the cosets of K, and group automorphism α ∈ Aut(G), such
that f((Hx)g) = (f(Hx))α(g) for all x ∈ G and g ∈ G. Then f(H) = Kx0 for some
x0 ∈ G. Now choosing x = 1G and g = h ∈ H we obtain f(H) = (f(H))α(h). Hence
α(h) ∈ GKx0

= x−1
0 Kx0 for every h ∈ H, that is α(H) ⊆ x−1

0 Kx0. From it can be seen
that α(H) = x−1

0 Kx0. Since conjugation by x0 is an automorphism of G, it follows that
∃ϕ ∈ Aut(G) such that ϕ(H) = K.

Suppose now that there exists ϕ ∈ Aut(G) such that ϕ(H) = K. For x ∈ G let

f(Hx) = Kϕ(x).

We claim that f is bijection from right cosets of H into the right cosets of K. First we need
to establish that f is well-defined mapping. Suppose that Hx = Hy. Then xy−1 ∈ H and
hence ϕ(xy−1) ∈ K. This implies that Kϕ(x) = Kϕ(y), hence f is well-defined. Similarly we
see that f is bijective.

It remains to prove that f((Hx)g) = (f(Hx))ϕ(g) for all x ∈ G and g ∈ G. We have

f((Hx)g) = f(Hxg) = Kϕ(x)ϕ(g) = (Kϕ(x))ϕ(g) = (f(Hx)ϕ(g)),

proving our claim.

Corollary 6.11. Let G be a group and H ≤ G, α ∈ Aut(G) such that α(H) is not conjugate
to H in G. Then the action on right cosets of H and K = α(H) are permutation isomorphic
but not permutation equivalent actions.

Theoretically, we can now determine all transitive and faithful permutation representa-
tions of a group G up to either permutation isomorphism or equivalence. First we would need
to determine all core-free subgroups H of G, as a faithful transitive permutation representa-
tion of G is the right coset action of G on a core-free subgroup. Inequivalent permutation
representations on the list can be identified using the outer automorphisms of G.

Example 6.12. Let G = S3. The complete set of representatives of the conjugacy classes of
subgroups of G is given by {id}, 〈(1 2)〉, 〈(1 2 3)〉 and S3. This gives us transitive represen-
tations of S3 of degree 6, 3, 2 and 1 (degree equals the index of a subgroup). The first two
actions are faithful.

Exercise 6.13. Consider the action ofG = S3 on setX = {(1, 2), (2, 1), (1, 3), (3, 1), (2, 3), (3, 2)}
with (x, y)g = (xg, yg). Consider also the action of S3 on itself by right multiplication. Are
these two actions permutation isomorphic and permutation equivalent?

Exercise 6.14. Find up to equivalence all transitive actions of S4.

Example 6.15. Let G = S6 and let H = {g ∈ G | 6g = 6}. It is clear that H ≤ G and that
H ∼= S5. Let X be the set of all Sylow 5-subgroups of H. Observe that there are exactly 6
Sylow 5-subgroups in S5, hence X = {P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6}. Let group G (and also H ≤ G)
act on the set X by conjugation. Since all Sylow p-subgroups are conjugate, it follows that
H acts transitively (and consequently also G acts transitively). Let ρ be the permutation
representation of this action, that is ρ : G → Sym(X) be the corresponding homomorphism.
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We claim that this action is faithful. Let T be the kernel of this action, that is T =
{g ∈ G | ρ(g) = idX}. Then T is normal subgroup of G ∼= S6. It is now not difficult to
prove that T = {1G}. Namely, let P1 = 〈(1 2 3 4 5)〉. If g ∈ T , then P g

1 = P1, hence
(1 2 3 4 5)g = (1 2 3 4 5)k, for some k ∈ {1, 2, 3, 4, }. It is now not difficult to see that this
implies g ∈ P1. Hence T ≤ ∩6

i=1Pi = {1G}. Therefore ρ : G → S6 is injective homomorphism,
hence isomorphism. (We can think of ρ as of the outer automorphism of S6). Now ρ(H) is
also a subgroup of S6, and ρ(H) ∼= S5. Observe that H and ρ(H) are not conjugate subgroups
in S6. Hence, the actions of G on cosets of H and ρ(H) are permutation isomorphic, but are
not permutation equivalent.

7 Counting orbits

Definition 7.1. Let G be a group acting on a set X, and let g ∈ G. Then with fixX(g) we
denote the set of elements of X fixed by g, that is fixX(g) = {x ∈ X | xg = x}. When the
set X is clear from the context we simply write fix(g).

There is a simple relationship between the number of orbits of a finite group acting on
a finite set and the number of fixed points of its elements. A wide range of applications
in counting problems and combinatorics is based on elaborations of this relationship. The
theorem itself has a long history and is often referred to (inaccurately) as the ”Burnside
Lemma”; the simplest version is the following result.

Theorem 7.2 (Cauchy-Frobenius). Let G be a finite group acting on a finite set X, and let
m be the number of orbits in this action. Then

m =
1

|G|

∑

g∈G

fix(g).

Proof. Define the set Ω = {(x, g) ∈ X × G | xg = x}. We are going to count the number of
elements of Ω in two different ways. First suppose that the orbits of G are X1, . . . ,Xm. Then
we have

|Ω| =
m
∑

i=1

|{(x, g) ∈ Xi ×G | xg = x}|. (4)

Suppose that x ∈ Xi is arbitrary. Then {(x, g) ∈ Xi ×G | xg = x} = {xi} ×Gx. Recall that
by orbit-stabilizer property, we have |Gx||Xi| = |G|. Hence we have

|Ω| =
m
∑

i=1

∑

x∈Xi

|Gx| =
m
∑

i=1

∑

x∈Xi

|G|

|Xi|
=

m
∑

i=1

|G| = m|G|. (5)

On the other hand we have

|Ω| =
∑

g∈G

|{(x, g) ∈ X ×G | xg = x}| =
∑

g∈G

|fix(g)|. (6)

Combining (5) and (6) the result follows.

Corollary 7.3. If G is a finite transitive permutation group of degree n > 1 then G contains
an element with no fixed points.
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Proof. Since G acts transitively, we have that the number of orbits is m = 1. Then by
Cauchy-Frobenius theorem, we have |G| =

∑

g∈G |fix(g)|. Since for 1G we have fix(1G) = X
and |X| ≥ 2, then it follows that there exists g ∈ G, such that fix(g) = ∅.

Exercise 7.4. If G is a transitive subgroup of Sn, show that G has at least n − 1 elements
each of which fixes no point. Conclude that if G is any finite group, and H is a subgroup of
index n in G, then G has at least n− 1 elements which are not conjugate to elements in H.

Exercise 7.5. We are given 4 red beads and 2 blue beads, and we are making a necklace
out of these 6 beads. Two necklaces are different, if one cannot be obtained from another by
some symmetry of a regular hexagon. How many different necklaces we can make?

Proof. Let X be the set of all necklaces, including those that can be obtained from each other
by rotation or reflexion. Then 4 red beads can be placed in any 4 out of 6 given positions.
This means that red beads can be placed in

(6
4

)

= 15 different ways. Once the red beads are
places, the positions for the blue beads are uniquely determined. Hence we have |X| = 15,
however, some elements in X correspond to the same necklace. The group of symmetries of
regular hexagon is D12. Two necklaces are different if and only if one cannot be obtained from
another by refexion or rotation, hence the number of different necklaces equals the number of
orbits of D12 acting on X, where G = D12 = 〈(1 2 3 4 5 6), (1 2)(3 6)(4 5)〉. In order to use
Cauchy-Frobenius theorem, we need to determine |fix(g)|. These values are given below:

g ∈ G |fix(g)| g ∈ G |fix(g)|
id 15 (1 6)(2 5)(3 4) 3
(1 2 3 4 5 6)i, i = 1, 2, 4, 5 0 (2 6)(3 5) 3
(1 4)(2 5)(3 6) 3 (1 3)(4 6) 3
(1 2)(3 6)(4 5) 3 (1 5)(2 4) 3
(2 3)(1 4)(5 6) 3

Now using the Cauchy-Frobenius Theorem, we have that the number of orbits of G on X is

1

12
(15 + 7 · 3) = 3,

and we conclude that there are 3 different necklaces.

Exercise 7.6. How many different necklaces with 8 beads can be made if we are given 5 red
and 3 blue beads?

Exercise 7.7. Let the nodes of square be colored with either red, blue or green. Two such
colored squares are considered to be the same, if one can be obtained from another by rotations
and reflexions. How many different coloured squares are there?

Definition 7.8. Let X1 = (V1, E1) and X2 = (V2, E2) be two graph. We say that a function
f : V1 → V2 is an isomorphism if it is bijective and ∀u1, v1 ∈ V1 it holds {u1, v1} ∈ E1 ↔
{f(u1), f(v1)} ∈ E2. Graphs X1 and X2 are called isomorphic if there exists an isomorphism
between them.

Exercise 7.9. Prove that there are 11 non-isomorphic graphs with 4 vertices.
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Proof. Let G(4) be the set of all graphs with vertex set V = {1, 2, 3, 4} (including also iso-
morphic graphs). Then |G(4)| = 26 = 64. Let Ω = {{i, j} | 1 ≤ i < j ≤ 4}. We can think of
Ω as the edge set of complete graph. Let P(Ω) denote the power set of Ω, that is, the family
of subsets of Ω. The function F : G(4) → P(Ω) defined with F (X) = E(X) (where E(X))
denotes the edge set of X ∈ G(4) is bijective function. Suppose we are given two graphs
X1 = (V,E1) and X2 = (V,E2). Then X1 and X2 are isomorphic if and only if there exists
permutation g ∈ S4 such that g(E1) = E2. This implies that the number of non-isomorphic
graphs with 4 vertices equals to the number of orbits in the action of G = S4 on the set P(Ω).
Using Cauchy-Frobenius theorem, it follows that the number of orbits is

1

4!

∑

g∈S4

|fixP(Ω)(g)|.

For a permutation g ∈ S4 let g(2) denote the corresponding permutation of Ω. Let c(g)
denote the number of cycles in the cyclic decomposition of g(2). Then it is not difficult to see
that |fixP(Ω)(g)| = 2c(g). Observe that if two permutations g1 and g2 in S4 have the same

cyclic structure (that is they are conjugate), then g
(2)
1 and g

(2)
2 have the same cyclic structures.

Now calculating the numbers of cycles in g(2) for all representatives of conjugacy classes in S4

gives us the desired result.

Exercise 7.10. Let V = {1, . . . , n}, let Ω = {{i, j} | 1 ≤ i < j ≤ n}, and let P(Ω) = {E |
E ⊆ Ω}. For g ∈ Sn let g(2) denote the induced permutation of Ω and let c(g) denote the
number of cycles in cyclic decomposition of g(2). Prove that the number of non-isomorphic
graphs of order n is

1

n!

∑

g∈Sn

2c(g).

Exercise 7.11. Determine the number of non-isomorphic graphs with 5 vertices.

Definition 7.12. Let V be a finite set, and let P(V ) denote the power set of V . Hypergraph
H = (V, E) is given with the vertex set V and the hyperedge set E ⊆ P(V ) \ {∅}. Two
hypergraphs H1 = (V1, E1) and H2 = (V2, E2) are said to be isomorphic if there exists bijective
function f : V1 → V2 such that f(E1) = E2.

Exercise 7.13. Determine the number of non-isomorphic hypergraphs with n vertices, for
n ∈ {3, 4}.

7.1 Cycle index of permutation group

Definition 7.14. Let G ≤ Sym(X), where X is a finite set of size n, and let g ∈ G. Let
[c1(g), . . . , cn(g)] be the cyclic structure of permutation g, that is, ck(g) denotes the number
of cycles of length k in the cyclic decomposition of g. The cycle index Z(G) of permutation
group G is the polynomial

Z(G) =
1

|G|

∑

g∈G

x
c1(g)
1 · x

c2(g)
2 · . . . · xcn(g)n

Exercise 7.15. Calculate Z(S3).
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Exercise 7.16. Calculate Z(S4).

Exercise 7.17. Prove that Z(Cn) =
1
n

∑

d|n ϕ(d)x
n/d
d .

Exercise 7.18. Prove that Z(Dn) =
1
2Z(Cn) +

{

1
2x1x

(n−1)/2
2 , n odd,

1
4

(

x21x
(n−2)/2
2 + x

n/2
2

)

, n even.

Exercise 7.19. Prove that

Z(Sn) =
∑

(c)

1
∏n

k=1 k
ckck!

n
∏

k=1

xckk ,

where the summation is over all integer partitions (c) of n.

7.2 Polya enumeration theorem

The result we are going to present now, and is usually referred to as Polya enumerations
theorem, was first published by John Howard Redfield in 1927. In 1937 it was independently
rediscovered by George Polya, who then greatly popularized the result by applying it to many
counting problems, in particular to the enumeration of chemical compounds.

Let X be a finite set and let G ≤ Sym(X) be a group of permutations of X. The set
X may represent a finite set of beads, and G may be a chosen group of permutations of the
beads. For example, if X is a necklace of n beads in a circle, rotations and reflections are
relevant so G is the dihedral group D2n of order 2n.

Definition 7.20. Let C be a finite set of colors. Let CX be the set of functions X → C, that
is CX is the set of all colorings of the set X with colors from C.

For f ∈ CX , and for g ∈ G, we define an induced action of G on the set CX , with
f g = f ◦ g−1. Two functions f1, f2 ∈ CX are called G-equivalent, if they belong to the same
orbit under the induced action of G on CX , or more precisely, if there exists g ∈ G such
that f1(g(x)) = f2(x), for every x ∈ X. Polya’s enumeration theorem given below counts the
number of orbits in this action, or equivalently the number of non-equivalent colorings of the
set X with colors from C.

Theorem 7.21 (Polya enumeration theorem). Let X and C be finite sets, and let G ≤
Sym(X). The number of orbits in the induced action of G on the set CX is equal to Z(G)
with x1 = . . . = xi = . . . x|X| = |C|.

Proof. By Cauchy-Frobenius theorem, it follows that the number of orbits is

1

|G|

∑

g∈G

|fixCX (g)|.

It remains to determine the size of fixCX (g) = {f : X → C | f ◦g−1 = f}. Let f ∈ fixCX (g).
Suppose that (x1 x2 . . . xk) is one cycle in the cyclic decomposition of g. Since f ◦ g = f , it
follows that f(x2) = (f ◦g−1)(x2) = f(g−1(x2)) = f(x1). Similarly, we conclude that f(x1) =
f(x2) = . . . f(xk). Therefore, all vertices in the same orbit of g have the same image under
f . Since the number of possible images under f is |C|, it follows that |fixCX (g)| = |C|c(g),
where c(g) is the number of cycles in the cyclic decomposition of g.
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Exercise 7.22. For a given partition (c) = (c1, c2, . . . , cn) of a positive integer n let

γ(c) =
∑

k

⌊k

2

⌋

ck +
∑

k

kck(ck − 1)

2
+

∑

r<t

gcd(r, t)crct. (7)

The number of non-isomorphic graphs of order n equals

∑

(c)=(c1,...,cn)

2γ(c)
∏

kckck!
,

where the sum goes throughout all the partitions (c) of n.

Exercise 7.23. Prove that the number of non equivalent colorings of regular 2015-gone with
5 colors is odd.

Proof. By Polya enumeration theorem, it follows that the number of non-equivalent colorings
is Z(D2·2015) with x1 = . . . = x2015 = 5. Since

Z(D2·2015) =
1

4030

∑

g∈D2·2015

x
c1(g)
1 . . . x

c2015(g)
2015

. We conclude that the number of non-equivalent colorings is even if and only if the value

∑

g∈D2·2015

5c1(g) . . . 5c2015(g)

is divisible by 4. However, sine 5 ≡ 1 (mod 4) it follows that 5ci(g) ≡ 1 (mod 4), and therefore,

∑

g∈D2·2015

5c1(g) . . . 5c2015(g) ≡
∑

g∈D2·2015

1 = 4030 ≡ 2 (mod 4).

8 Linear groups and affine groups

8.1 General linear group GL(n,F)

Let F be a field, and let n ∈ N. We denote by F
n×n the set of all n × n matrices A = (aij)

such that all aij ∈ F. We denote by In the n× n identity matrix. We say that A is invertible
if there exits B ∈ F

n×n such that AB = BA = In, where (B is called the inverse of A and
written as A−1). Note that, A is invertible if and only if det(A) 6= 0.

Definition 8.1. The general linear group GL(n,F) with dimension n, is the group of all
invertible matrices in F

n×n.

The set of n-tuples (v1, . . . , vn), all vi ∈ F, form a vector space. This we also call the space
of row vectors with length n over the field F, this vector space we denote by F

n. Vectors
in F

n are written as v = (v1, . . . , vn). Two vectors v = (v1, . . . , vn) and w = (w1, . . . , wn) are
added as

v + w = (v1 + w1, . . . , vn + wn),

31



and v is multiplied by a, a ∈ F, as a v = (av1, . . . , avn). We denote by 〈v1, . . . , vm〉 the vector
subspace generated by the vectors v1, . . . , vm.

The group GL(n,F) acts on the set Fn as

(v1, . . . , vn)
A = (v1, . . . , vn)A, (v1, . . . , vn) ∈ F

n, A ∈ GL(n,F).

Theorem 8.2. The action of GL(n,F) on F
n is faithful, and it has two orbits: {(0, . . . , 0)}

and F
n \ {(0, . . . , 0)}.

Exercise 8.3. Prove that GL(2,F2) is isomorphic to S3.

Exercise 8.4. Let F be a finite field with q elements. Prove that

|GL(n, q)| = (qn − 1)(qn − q) . . . (qn − qn−1).

8.2 Permutation matrices

Definition 8.5. Let g ∈ Sn. The permutation matrix P (g) corresponding to g is the
matrix A in F

n×n, A = (aij), such that

aij =

{

1 if ig = j
0 otherwise

.

Exercise 8.6. Let g ∈ Sn. Prove that g is even permutation if and only if det(P (g)) = 1 and
g is odd permutation, if and only if det(P (g)) = −1.

Note that, every permutation matrix P (g) is in fact in GL(n,F), as its determinant
det(P (g)) = ±1.

Example 8.7. Let g1 = (1 3 4) and g2 = (3 4) in S4. Then g1g2 = (1 4), and P (g1), P (g2)
and P (g1g2) are the matrices:

P (g1) =







0 0 1 0
0 1 0 0
0 0 0 1
1 0 0 0






, P (g2) =







1 0 0 0
0 1 0 0
0 0 0 1
0 0 1 0






, P (g1g2) =







0 0 0 1
0 1 0 0
0 0 1 0
1 0 0 0






.

We observe that last matrix equals the product of the first two ones. If (v1, v2, v3, v4) ∈ F
4,

then we have

(v1, v2, v3, v4)P (g1) = (v4, v2, v1, v3) = (vg−1

1
(1), vg−1

1
(2), vg−1

1
(3), vg−1

1
(4)).

Theorem 8.8. (1) The mapping g 7→ P (g) is a homomorphism from Sn to GL(n,F).

(2) If (v1, . . . , vn) ∈ F
n, g ∈ Sn, then (v1, . . . , vn)P (g) = (vg−1(1), . . . , vg−1(n)).

(3) If A ∈ GL(n,F), A = (aij), then P (g)−1AP (g) = A′ = (a′ij), where a′ij = ag−1(i)g−1(j).
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Proof. (1): Let g1, g2 ∈ Sn, and let P (g1)P (g2) = (pij). Then pij =
∑n

k=1 P (g1)ikP (g2)kj is
in {0, 1}, and pij = 1 if and only if ig1 = k and kg2 = j, which is equivalent to ig1g2 = j. Thus
P (g1g2)ij = pij1 for all i, j ∈ {1, . . . , n}.

(2): Let us write (x1, . . . , xn)P (g) = (x′1, . . . , x
′
n). Then x′i =

∑n
k=1 xkP (g)ki, hence

x′i = xk, where kg = i, i.e., x′i = xg−1(i).
(3): Because of (1) P (g)−1 = P (g−1), and

a′ij =
(

P (g−1)AP (g)
)

ij
=

n
∑

k=1

(

P (g−1)A
)

ik
P (g)kj =

(

P (g)A
)

i,g−1(j)

=

n
∑

k=1

P (g−1)ik ak,g−1(j) = ag−1(i),g−1(j).

Theorem 8.9. The center of GL(n,F) is the subgroup {aIn | a ∈ F, a 6= 0}.

Proof. Let G = GL(n,F) and let Z = {aIn | a ∈ F, a 6= 0}. If n = 1, then G = Z, and the
claim is true. We assume that n ≥ 2. It follows easily that Z is a subgroup of G. We denote
by Z(G) the center of the group G. For every A ∈ G, (aIn)A = aA, and A(aIn) = aA, hence
Z ≤ Z(G).

Let A ∈ Z(G), A = (aij). Then P (g−1)AP (g) = A for all permutation matrices P (g).
Because of (3) in Theorem 8.8, aij = ag−1(i)g−1(j) for all i, j ∈ {1, . . . , n} and all g ∈ Sn. Thus
we obtain that

A =









a b · · · b
b a · · · b
...

...
...

...
b b · · · a









.

Let B = (bij) be the matrix, where bii = 1 for every i ∈ {1, . . . , n}, b12 = 1, and bij = 0
for every i, j ∈ {1, . . . , n}, i 6= j and (i, j) 6= (1, 2). As A ∈ Z(G), AB = BA. Then
a + b = (AB)22 = (BA)22 = a. We obtain b = 0 and a 6= 0, so that A = aIn ∈ Z. Thus
Z(G) ≤ Z, and we obtain Z(G) = Z.

Exercise 8.10. Let P = {P (g) | g ∈ Sn}, the set of all permutation matrices.

1. Prove that P is a subgroup of GL(n, F ).

2. Prove that P is isomorphic to Sn.

Exercise 8.11. Let F be a finite field of order q, let Z = {aIn | a ∈ F, a 6= 0}, and let P be
the subgroup of all permutation matrices in GL(n,F).

1. Prove that Z is isomorphic to Zq−1.
(Hint: Multiplicative group F

∗ is cyclic of order q − 1.)

2. Let G = 〈P,Z〉 ≤ GL(n,F). To which group is G isomorphic?
(Hint: Both P and Z are normal subgroups of G.)
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8.3 Special linear groups SL(n,F)

Let A and B two matrices in F
n×n. It is a fact in linear algebra that det(AB) = det(A) det(B).

Thus the mapping
φ : GL(n,F) → (F \ {0}, ·) A 7→ det(A)

is a homomorphism from the group GL(n,F) to the multiplicative group of nonzero elements
in F. The kernel of the above homomorphism φ is a normal subgroup of GL(n,F) which
contains all matrices with determinant 1.

Definition 8.12. The special linear group SL(n,F) over the field F with dimension n is
the group of all n× n invertible matrices in F

n×n with determinant 1.

Exercise 8.13. Prove that SL(n,F) is normal subgroup of GL(n,F).

The group SL(n,F) acts on the set Fn as

(v1, . . . , vn)
A = (v1, . . . , vn)A, (v1, . . . , vn) ∈ F

n, A ∈ SL(n,F).

Theorem 8.14. The action of SL(n,F) on F
n is faithful, and it has two orbits: {(0, . . . , 0)}

and F
n \ {(0, . . . , 0)}.

Exercise 8.15. Let F be a finite field with q elements. Prove that

|SL(n,F)| = (qn − 1)(qn − q) . . . (qn − qn−1)/(q − 1).

(Hint: Use the fact that SL(n,F) is the kernel of homomorphism φ : GL(n,F) → F
∗, φ : A 7→

det(A).)

Exercise 8.16. Let F = {0, 1, 2, 3, 4} be the field of size 5. Let x1 = (3, 4, 5) and x2 = (1, 2, 3).
Find an element A in SL(3,F) such that xA1 = x2.

Exercise 8.17. Let G = SL(2,F3), where F3 = {0, 1, 2}. Let H = G(1,0), be the stabilizer of

(1, 0) in G. Determine the orbits of H. Let A =

(

0 1
2 0

)

. Determine the cyclic structure of

permutation induced by A.

Exercise 8.18. Determine which permutation matrices belong to SL(n,F).

8.4 Projective linear groups PGL and PSL

Let F be the finite field of order q. Groups GL(n,F) and SL(n,F) will be denoted by GL(n, q)
and SL(n, q).

Definition 8.19. Let U be a one-dimensional subspace of Fn. Set U \{(0, . . . , 0)} is called a
projective point. The set of all projective points is called projective space and is denoted
by PG(n − 1, q).

Example 8.20. Let q = 3 and n = 2. Then projective points in PG(1, 3) are {(1, 0), (2, 0)},
{(1, 1), (2, 2)}, {(0, 1), (0, 2)}, {(1, 2), (2, 1)}.
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Theorem 8.21. Any two distinct projective points are disjoint. The number of projective
points in PG(n − 1, q) is (qn − 1)/(q − 1) and each projective point consists of q − 1 vectors
from F

n.

Theorem 8.22. PG(n − 1, q) is a complete block system for GL(n, q) and SL(n, q).

Proof. One dimensional subspaces are mapped by the elements of GL(n, q) into the one-
dimensional subspaces. Observe that intersection of two distinct one-dimensional subspaces
of Fn is {(0, . . . , 0)}. The rest is left as exercise.

Theorem 8.23. The kernel of the action of GL(n, q) on PG(n − 1, q) is Z = {aI | a ∈ F
∗},

that is fixGL(n,q)(PG(n − 1, q)) = Z.

Proof. Idea: Consider the stabilizer of 〈ei〉 = 〈(0, 0, . . . , 1, 0, . . . , 0)〉.

Definition 8.24. The permutation group induced by the action of GL(n, q) on PG(n− 1, q)
is called projective general linear group and is denoted by PGL(n, q). The permutation
group induced by the action of SL(n, q) on PG(n− 1, q) is called projective special linear
group and is denoted by PSL(n, q).

Observe that PGL(n, q) and PSL(n, q) are transitive permutation groups of degree (qn −
1)/(q − 1).

Corollary 8.25. PGL(n, q) ∼= GL(n, q)/Z and PSL(n, q) ∼= SL(n, q)/(Z ∩ SL(n, q)).

Proof. Since the kernel of action of GL(n, q) (resp. SL(n, q)) on PG(n − 1, q) is Z (resp.
Z ∩ SL(n, q)), the result follows.

Exercise 8.26. Prove that SL(n, q) ∩ Z = {wI | w ∈ F ∗, wn = 1}.

Exercise 8.27. Prove that |PGL(n, q)| = |GL(n, q)|/(q − 1) = |SL(n, q)|.

Exercise 8.28. Determine the cyclic structure of elements of PSL(2, 3). Prove that it is
isomorphic to A4.

Exercise 8.29. Prove that PSL(2, 4) ∼= PSL(2, 5) ∼= A5.

Exercise 8.30. Prove that PSL(2, 9) ∼= A6.

8.5 Semilinear groups ΓL and ΣL

Let p be a prime, a q = ps for some positive integer s. Let F be the field of order q. Let
f : F → F me the mapping defined with f : x 7→ xp. Mapping f is automorphism of the field
F, and is called Frobenius automorphism of the field F.

Exercise 8.31. Let f be the Frobenius automorphism of the field F of order q = ps. Observe
that fk(x) = xp

k
for every positive integer k. For x = 0 it is clear that fk(x) = 0. Since F ∗

is cyclic group of order ps − 1, it follows that xp
s−1 = 1, for every x ∈ F ∗. Hence xp

s
= x, for

every x ∈ F, and therefore f s is the identity mapping. This shows that 〈f〉 is cyclic group of
order s.
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Example 8.32. Let f be the permutation of Fn, induced by the action of f coordinate-wise,
that is f : (x1, . . . , xn) 7→ (xp1, . . . , x

p
n). Prove that 〈f〉 is cyclic group of order s. Determine

the set fixFn(f), of all fixed points in Fn by f .

Definition 8.33. Let f be the Frobenius automorphism of F. Let F : Fn×n :→ F
n×n be

defined with F (A)i,j = f(ai,j).

Example 8.34. Let p = 2 and s = 2. Let F = {0, 1, a, 1 + a} be the field of order q = 22,
where 2x = 0 and a2 + a + 1 = 0. Let f be the Frobenius automorphism. Then the cyclic

decomposition permutation of F induced by f is (0)(1)(a, 1+ a). Let A =

(

a 1
1 + a 0

)

. Then

F (A) =

(

1 + a 1
a 0

)

.

Example 8.35. Let p = 2, s = 3, and let F be the field of order 8, F = {λ1+λ2a+λ3a
2 | λi ∈

{0, 1}} where a ∈ F is such that a3 − a− 1 = 0. Determine the generator of F ∗. Determine

the cyclic structure of f . Let A =

(

a2 0
1 + a2 1 + a

)

. Calculate F (A). Determine (a, a+1)F (A)

and (a, a+ 1)f
−1

Af .

Theorem 8.36. Mapping F is an automorphism of the group GL(n, q) (resp. automorphism
of the group SL(n, q)).

Proof. Let A ∈ GL(n, q). Then det(A) 6= 0. Since det(F (A)) = F (det(A)) 6= 0, it follows that
F maps invertible matrices into invertible matrices. Similarly we see that F maps SL(n, q)
to SL(n, q). Let A,B ∈ GL(n, q). Then for every i, j ∈ {1, . . . , n} we have

F (AB)i,j = f((AB)i,j) = f(
n
∑

k=1

AikBkj) =
n
∑

k=1

f(Aik)f(Bkj) = (F (A)F (B))i,j .

This shows that F is homomorphism. It remains to prove that F is bijective. Let A ∈ GL(n, q)
be such that F (A) = I. Then f(Ai,j) = δi,j . However, since f is bijective mapping from F to
F, and f(0) = 0, f(1) = 1, it follows that A = I, and hence F is injective. Since GL(n, q) is
finite, it follows that F is automorphism of GL(n, q). Similarly we see that F is automorphism
of SL(n, q).

Exercise 8.37. Prove that the order of F as a permutation of GL(n, q) is s.

Define mapping ϕ : 〈f〉 → Aut(GL(n, q)) with ϕ(f i) = F i.

Exercise 8.38. Prove that the mapping ϕ is homomorphism.

Recall that GL(n, q) acts faithfully on F
n. This means that GL(n, q) ≤ Sym(Fn). Also,

we have f ∈ Sym(Fn)

Definition 8.39. General semilinear group ΓL(n, q) is the subgroup of Sym(Fn) gener-
ated by GL(n, q) and f , that is ΓL(n, q) = 〈GL(n, q), f〉.

Exercise 8.40. Prove that f
−1

Af = F (A).

Hint: Prove that the images (x1, . . . , xn)
F (A) and (x1, . . . , xn)

f
−1

Af are the same.
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Theorem 8.41. Let q = ps and n positive integer. Then

(i) GL(n, q)� ΓL(n, q);

(ii) ΓL(n, q) ∼= GL(n, q)⋊ 〈f〉.

(iii) |ΓL(n, q)| = s · (qn − 1)(qn − q) . . . (qn − qn−1).

Proof. (i) To prove this, it suffices to prove that f
−1

Af ∈ GL(n, q), for every A ∈ GL(n, q).

Since by Exercise 8.40 it follows that f
−1

Af = F (A), and by Theorem 8.36 F is auto-
morphism of GL(n, q) it follows that F (A) ∈ GL(n, q). This proves (i).

(ii) It suffices to prove that GL(n, q) ∩ 〈f〉 = {id}. Observe that f
k
fixes each of the

ei = (δ1,i, . . . , δn,i). Suppose that fk = A, for some A ∈ GL(n, q). Then also A has to
fix each of ei. It is now easy to see that A = I.

(iii) Since |GL(n, q)| = (qn − 1)(qn − q) . . . (qn − qn−1) and 〈f〉 = s, then by (ii) the result
follows.

Exercise 8.42. Prove that ΓL(2, 2) ∼= S3.

Similar to the case of general semilinear group, we can define special semilinear group.
Recall that SL(n, q) can also be seen as a subgroup of Sym(Fn).

Definition 8.43. Special semilinear group ΣL(n, q) is the subgroup of Sym(Fn) generated
by SL(n, q) and f , that is ΣL(n, q) = 〈SL(n, q), f〉.

Theorem 8.44. Let q = ps and n positive integer. Then

(i) SL(n, q)� ΣL(n, q);

(ii) ΣL(n, q) ∼= SL(n, q)⋊ 〈f〉.

(iii) |ΣL(n, q)| = s · (qn − 1)(qn − q) . . . (qn − qn−1)/(q − 1).

8.6 Projective semilinear group PΓL

Recall that PG(n − 1, q) is the set of projective points, that is one-dimensional subspaces of
Fn without (0, . . . , 0).

Theorem 8.45. PG(n − 1, q) is a complete block system for ΓL(n, q) and ΣL(n, q).

Proof. Since we already proved that PG(n − 1, q) is a complete block system for GL(n, q) it
suffices to prove that PG(n−1, q) are blocks for 〈f〉. Let π ∈ PG(n−1, q). Then there exists
x ∈ F

n \ {(0, . . . , 0)} such that π = {λx | λ ∈ F
∗}. Then f(π) = {λf(x) | λ ∈ F

∗}, which is
also a projective point.

Definition 8.46. The projective general semilinear group PΓL(n, q) is the permutation
group induced by the action of ΓL(n, q) on PG(n− 1, q).
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Definition 8.47. The projective special semilinear group PSΓL(n, q) is the permutation
group induced by the action of ΣL(n, q) on PG(n− 1, q).

Theorem 8.48. (i) PΓL(n, q) ∼= ΓL(n, q)/Z;

(ii) PSΓL(n, q) ∼= ΣL(n, q)/(Z ∩ SL(n, q))

Proof. Let K be the kernel of the action of ΓL(n, q) on PG(n − 1, q). It is easy to see that

Z ≤ K. Since f
k
fixes each vector with 0 and 1 entries, it is easy to see that f

k
A ∈ K, implies

that A ∈ Z.

Exercise 8.49. Prove that PΓL(2, 2) ∼= S3

Exercise 8.50. Prove that PΓL(2, 4) ∼= S5.

Exercise 8.51. Let fp be the permutation induced by f on PG(n − 1, q). Prove that fp is
of order s.

Exercise 8.52. Consider the permutation group of PG(n − 1, q) induced by PGL(n, q) and
fp. Prove that

1. PGL(n, q)� 〈PGL(n, q), f p〉;

2. 〈PGL(n, q), f p〉
∼= PGL(n, q)⋊ 〈fp〉;

3. PΓL(n, q) ∼= 〈PGL(n, q), f p〉.

8.7 Affine groups

Definition 8.53. Let A ∈ GL(n,F) and b ∈ F
n. Let tA,b : F

n → F
n defined with tA,b : x 7→

xA+ b. Mapping tA,b is called affine transformation of the vector space F
n.

Exercise 8.54. Prove that for every A ∈ GL(n,F) and every b ∈ F
n, tA,b is a permutation

of Fn.

Exercise 8.55. Prove that tA1,b1tA2,b2 = tA1A2,b1A2+b2 .

Exercise 8.56. Prove that tA1,b1 = tA2,b2 if and only if A1 = A2 and b1 = b2.

Proof. Suppose that tA1,b1 = tA2,b2 . Then xA1 + b1 = xA2 + b2, for every x ∈ F
n. If

x = (0, . . . , 0), this implies that b1 = b2. Hence x(A1 − A2) = (0, . . . , 0), for every x ∈ F
n.

Using the last equality for x = e1, . . . , en it follows that A1 = A2.

Exercise 8.57. Prove that t−1
A,b = tA−1,−bA−1 .

Definition 8.58. Let F be a field, n positive integer, then the general affine group
AGL(n,F) is the group of all permutations tA,b, that is

AGL(n,F) = {tA,b | A ∈ GL(n,F), b ∈ F
n}.

Theorem 8.59. Group AGL(n,F) acts faithfully and transitively on F
n. Stabilizer of a point

is isomorphic to GL(n,F).
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Proof. Since GL(n,F) is a subgroup of AGL(n,F) it follows that AGL(n,F) acts transitively
on F

n. By Exercise (8.56) it follows that the action is faithfull, namely the only element in
the kernel is tIn,0.

Let H be the stabilizer of 0 = (0, . . . , 0) ∈ F
n in the action of AGL(n,F), that is H =

{tA,b | 0tA,b = 0}. We have tA,b(0) = 0, if and only if b = 0, hence H = {tA,0 | A ∈
GL(n,F)} ∼= GL(n,F). This concludes the proof.

Corollary 8.60. If F is a finite field of order q then

|AGL(n,F)| = |GL(n, q)|qn = qn(qn − 1)(qn − q) . . . (qn − qn−1).

Definition 8.61. Let F be a field, n positive integer, then the special affine group
ASL(n,F) is the group of all permutations tA,b, where A ∈ SL(n,F) that is

ASL(n,F) = {tA,b | A ∈ SL(n,F), b ∈ F
n}.

Exercise 8.62. Let T = {tI,b | b ∈ F
n}. Prove that T is a normal subgroup of AGL(n,F).

(T is called the group of all translations.) Prove that T is a regular subgroup of AGL(n,F).

Theorem 8.63. Let F be a field and n positive integer. Then

(i) AGL(n,F) ∼= T ⋊GL(n,F);

(ii) ASL(n,F) ∼= T ⋊ SL(n,F)

Proof. Let H be the stabilizer of point (0, 0, . . . , 0). We already saw that H ∼= GL(n,F).
Since T is a transitive subgroup of AGL(n,F), it follows that TH = AGL(n,F). Moreover,
since T is a normal subgroup of AGL(n,F), and H ∩ T = {tI,0}, (i) follows. Similarly, (ii)
follows.

Definition 8.64. Let A ∈ GL(n,F) and b ∈ F
n and let σ ∈ Aut(F). Let tA,b,σ : Fn → F

n de-
fined with tA,b,σ : x 7→ σ(x)A+b. Mapping tA,b,σ is called affine semilinear transformation
of the vector space F

n.

Exercise 8.65. Prove that the product of two affine semilinear transformations is an affine
semilinear transformation. Prove that tA1,b1,σ1

= tA2,b2,σ2
if and only if A1 = A2, b1 = b2 and

σ1 = σ2.

Proof. We leave to reader to verify that the product of two affine semilinear transformations
is an affine semilinear transformation. It is also clear that A1 = A2, b1 = b2 and σ1 = σ2
implies tA1,b1,σ1

= tA2,b2,σ2
.

Suppose now that tA1,b1,σ1
= tA2,b2,σ2

holds. It follows that σ1(x)A1 + b1 = σ2(x)A2 + b2,
for every x ∈ F

n. Choosing x = (0, . . . , 0), it follows that b1 = b2. Let x = ei. Since
σ1(ei) = σ2(ei) = ei, it follows that A1 = A2. This implies that (σ1(x) − σ2(x))A1 = 0, for
every x ∈ F

n. Since A1 is invertible, it follows that σ1(x) − σ2(x) = 0, for every x, hence
σ1 = σ2. This concludes the proof.

Definition 8.66. Let F be a field, n positive integer, then the affine semilinear group
AΓL(n,F) is the group of all permutations tA,b,σ, that is

AΓL(n, F ) = {tA,b,σ | A ∈ GL(n,F), b ∈ F
n, σ ∈ Aut(F)}.
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Theorem 8.67. AΓL(n,F) is a transitive and faithful permutation group of Fn. Stabilizer
of a point is isomorphic to ΓL(n,F).

Proof. It is clear that AΓL(n,F) acts transitively. By Exercise 8.65 it follows that the action
is faithful. Let H be the stabilizer of point (0, . . . , 0). Then H = {tA,0,σ | A ∈ GL(n,F), σ ∈
Aut(F)}. It is now easy to see that H ∼= ΓL(n,F).

9 Wreath product

Definition 9.1. Let A and B be two finite groups and suppose B acts on the set {1, . . . , n}.
We define the wreath product of A and B with respect to this action, to be

AwrB := An
⋊B

where the top group B acts on the base group An by

(a1, . . . , an)
b−1

= (a1b , . . . , anb)

for all (a1, . . . , an) ∈ An and b ∈ B.

Exercise 9.2. Show that the action of the top group B on the base group An given in the
definition above is well-defined.

Observe that the definition of wreath product AwrB implies that the product in this
group is given with

((a1, . . . , an), b) ∗ ((a
′
1, . . . , a

′
n), b

′) = ((a1a
′
1b , . . . , ana

′
nb), bb

′)

Example 9.3. Let A be any group, B = {0, 1} ∼= Z2, and B acts on {1, 2} with 10 = 1,
20 = 2, 11 = 2, 21 = 1. Then we have

((a1, a2), 0) ∗ ((a
′
1, a

′
2), x) = ((a1a

′
1, a2a

′
2), x)

((a1, a2), 1) ∗ ((a
′
1, a

′
2), x) = ((a1a

′
2, a2a

′
1), 1 + x)

The group AwrB is defined as abstract group. There are two important permutation
groups associated with this abstract group, and we study them in the following two subsec-
tions.

9.1 Imprimitive wreath product

Suppose that a group A acts on a set X, and B acts on a set N = {1, . . . , n}.

Definition 9.4. The imprimitive action of AwrB on X ×N , defined by

(x, i)((a1 ,...,an),b) = (xai , ib)

for all (x, i) ∈ X ×N and all ((a1, . . . , an), b) ∈ AwrB.

Example 9.5. For i ∈ {1, . . . , n} let Xi = X × {i}. Prove that Xi is a block for AwrB.
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Proof. Let g = ((a1, . . . , an), b) ∈ AwrB be such that Xg
i ∩Xi 6= ∅. It is now clear that ib = b.

Therefore Xg
i = Xi.

Example 9.6. Let X = {a, b, c} and let A = Sym(X). Let n = 2, N = {1, 2} and B =
Sym(N). Consider the action of AwrB on X × N = {(a, 1), (a, 2), (b, 1), (b, 2), (c, 1), (c, 2)}.
Let ρ = (a b c) and τ = (a b) ∈ Sym(X). Then

((ρ, ρ), id) = ((a, 1) (b, 1) (c, 1)) ((a, 2) (b, 2) (c, 2))

((ρ, τ), id) = ((a, 1) (b, 1) (c, 1)) ((a, 2) (b, 2))

((τ, ρ), id) = ((a, 1) (b, 1))((a, 2) (b, 2) (c, 2))

((ρ, τ), (1 2)) = ((a, 1) (b, 2))((a, 2) (b, 1) (c, 2) (c, 1))

((τ, ρ), (1 2)) = ((a, 1) (b, 2) (c, 1) (c, 2))((a, 2) (b, 1)).

The following theorem describes importance of imprimitive wreath product, and shows
that every imprimitive permutation group can be identified with a subgroup of impritive
wreath product.

Theorem 9.7. Let G be a transitive permutation group acting on Ω with G-invariant parti-
tion B. Let A be the stabilizer of a block X ∈ B in G, and let B be the induced action of G
on B. Then G is permutation isomorphic to a subgroup of AwrB.

9.2 Primitive wreath product

The construction in the previous section showed how wreath products arise as imprimitive
groups. Wreath products also play an important role in the study of primitive permutation
groups, which we now describe.

Suppose that a group A acts on a set X, and B acts on a set N = {1, . . . , n}.

Definition 9.8. The product action of AwrB on Xn, is defined by

(x1, . . . , xn)
((a1 ,...,an),b−1) = (x

a
1b

1b
, . . . , x

a
nb

nb )

for all (x1, . . . , xn) ∈ Xn and all ((a1, . . . , an), b) ∈ AwrB.

Exercise 9.9. Prove that the product action is well defined action.

Exercise 9.10. Let X = {x1, x2, x3}, A = Sym(X), N = {1, 2}, B = Sym(N). Let
ρ = (x1 x2 x3) and τ = (x1 x3). Write down the cyclic decomposition of ((ρ, idX ), id) and
((ρ, τ), (1, 2)).

Exercise 9.11. Prove that the product action of AwrB is faithful if and only if both actions
of A and B are faithful.

Exercise 9.12. Let A ≤ Sym(X) and B ≤ Sym(N) where N = {1, . . . , n}, and let G =
AwrB. Suppose that A has m orbits on X. Show that G has

1

|B|

∑

x∈B

mc(x)

orbits on X ×N , where c(x) denotes the number of cycles of x ∈ B.
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Proof. Suppose that A has m orbits on X, let O = {O1, O2, . . . , Om} be the set of m orbits
of A on X. Consider now the action of An on Xn (that is (a1, . . . , an) maps (x1, . . . , xn)
into (xa11 , . . . , xann ). The number of orbits in this action is mn, that is orbits are elements
of the set On. The definition of the product action of wreath product implies that element
((a1, . . . , an), b) is the permutation obtained by first applying (a1, . . . , an) (as described above)
and then permuting the coordinates using b. This implies that each set of the form Oi1 ×
Oi2 × . . . × Oin is block for A ≀ B. It follows that the number of orbits of A ≀ B on Xn is
equal to the number of orbits when B acts on On by simply permuting the coordinates. To
calculate the number of orbits on B on On, use Cauchy-Frobenius theorem, and observe that
an element b ∈ B fixes exactly mc(b) elements from On, that is for each cycle of b, the orbits
Oi on the corresponding coordinates must be the same.

Theorem 9.13. Suppose A and B are finite groups where A acts on a set X and B acts on
the set {1, . . . , n}. The wreath product AwrB acts primitively in product action on Xn if
and only if B is transitive and A is primitive and not regular on X.

Proof. LetG = AwrB. Let T = {((a1, . . . , an), 1B) | ai ∈ A} ∼= An andB0 = {((1A, . . . , 1A), b) |
b ∈ B} ∼= B. Then G = TB0. Let x ∈ X be arbitrary. Let L be the stabilizer in G of
(x, . . . , x). Then L = {((a1, . . . , an), b) | ai ∈ Ax, b ∈ B}. By Corollary 5.21 G is primitive if
and only if L is maximal subgroup of G.

Suppose first that G acts primitively. Suppose that B is not transitive. Let S be an orbit
of B. Let M = {((a1, . . . , an), 1B) | ai ∈ Ax, for i ∈ S, ai ∈ A for i ∈ {1, . . . , n} \ S}. Then
L < MB0 < G, and hence G is not primitive. If A is intransitive, then G is also intransitive.
Suppose now that A is transitive but imprimitive. Then there exists A′ < A such that
Ax < A′ < A. The subgroup {((a1, . . . , an), b) | ai ∈ A′, b ∈ B} lies strictly between L and
G, contradicting the assumption that G is primitive. Finally, in the case when A is regular,
the subgroup D = {((a, . . . , a), 1B) | a ∈ A} is normalized by B0 and then L < DB0 < G, a
contradiction.

Suppose now that B is transitive, and A is primitive but not regular. Clearly, T is
transitive, hence G is transitive. Thus it is enough to show that L < M ≤ G implies
M = G. Since G = TB0 = TL we have M = (M ∩ T )L. Therefore M ∩ T > L ∩ T . This
implies that there exists j ∈ {1, . . . , n} such that ((a1, . . . , an), 1) ∈ M ∩ T with aj 6∈ Ax.
Denote a = (a1, . . . , an). Since A is primitive and not regular, then Ax = NA(Ax) (see
Exercise 9.14), and therefore for some u ∈ Ax we have a−1

j uaj 6∈ Ax. Let t ∈ An, with u on

j-th coordinate and remaining ones, that is t = (1, . . . , u, 1, . . . , 1). Let h = [a, t] = a−1t−1at.
Then (h, 1) ∈ ML = M , and hj = [aj , u] ∈ AAx, hi = 1 for i 6= j. Since A is primitive, Ax is
maximal, and so A = 〈Ax, hj〉; therefore M contains subgroup

T (j) = {(f, 1) | f ∈ An, fi = 1 for all i 6= j}.

It is easy to see that (1, b)T (j)(1, b)−1 = T (jb). Since B0 ≤ M and B is transitive on {1, . . . , n}
we conclude that T (i) ≤ M , for all i ∈ {1, . . . , n}. This implies that

T =
∏

T (i) ≤ M

and so M = TB0 = G as required.

Exercise 9.14. Show that a primitive group G is not regular if and only if a point stabilizer
Gx equals its normalizer NG(Gx).
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10 Multiply transitive permutation groups

Let X be a set. Elements (x1, . . . , xk) in Xk are also called k-tuples. We denote by X(k) the
set of all k-tuples (x1, . . . , xk) such that xi 6= xj for all i, j ∈ {1, . . . , n}, i 6= j. Note that, if
|X| = n and k ∈ {1, . . . , n}, then

∣

∣X(k)
∣

∣ = n(n− 1) · · · (n− k + 1).

Let G act on X. Then it is easily seen that G acts on the set X(k), 1 ≤ k ≤ |X|, as

(x1, . . . , xk)
g = (xg1, . . . , x

g
k), (x1, . . . , xk) ∈ X(k), g ∈ G.

To this action we refer to as the canonical action of G on X(k).

Example 10.1. Let X = {1, 2, 3, 4} and G = S4. The canonical action of G on X(2) is
faithful and transitive. We denote by ρ : G → Sym(X(2)) the permutation representation
corresponding to the canonical action of G on X(2), and write ij for the pair (i, j) in X(2).
For example, if g = (1, 2, 3, 4) ∈ G then

ρ(g) = (12, 23, 34, 41)(13, 24, 31, 42)(14, 21, 32, 43).

The action is faithful means that its kernel ker(ρ) is the trivial group. Let g ∈ ker(ρ). Then
ij g = ij for all ij ∈ X(2). Thus g = id in S4, ker(ρ) is the trivial group.

We determine the stabilizer G12 in the action of G on X(2). Then g ∈ G12 if and only
if 1g = 1 and 2g = 2. From this we easily obtain G12 = 〈(3, 4)〉. OSL implies |12G| =
|G|/|G12| = 24/2 = 12. Hence 12G = X(2), G is transitive on X(2).

Definition 10.2. Let G act on X, |X| = n, and let k ∈ {1, . . . , n}. The group G is called
k-transitive on X if the canonical action of G on X(k) is transitive.

Note that, the group G is 1-transitive means that G is transitive. Let G act on X. We
say that G is multiply transitive on X if its canonical action on the set X(k) is transitive
for some k ≥ 2.

Example 10.3. An, n ≥ 3, is (n − 2)-transitive on {1, 2, . . . , n}. Let G = An and let X =
{1, 2, . . . , n}(n−2). A simple calculation gives |X| = n!/2. Let x = (1, 2, . . . , n − 2) ∈ X. The
stabilizer Gx is trivial. OSL implies |xG| = |G| = |X|, hence G is transitive on X.

Theorem 10.4. Let G be a k-transitive permutation group of X with k ≥ 2, and let x ∈ X.

(1) G is also (k − 1)-transitive.

(2) Gx is (k − 1)-transitive on X \ {x}.

(3) |G| ≥ n(n− 1) · · · (n− k + 1), where |X| = n.

(4) G is primitive.
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Proof. (1)-(2) are left for exercise.

(3): OSL implies |G| = n · |Gx|. Because of (2) the stabilizer Gx is (k − 1)-transitive on
X \ {x}, and thus |G| = n(n− 1) ·Gx1,x2

, where x1 = x and x2 6= x1. Applying this argument
repeatedly we obtain that

|G| = n(n− 1) · · · (n− k + 1) · |Gx1,...,xk
|,

where x1, x2, . . . , xk are distinct elements in X. Now |G| ≥ n(n− 1) · · · (n− k + 1) follows.

(4): We need to prove that every block of G is trivial. Let B be a block which contains x,
but B 6= {x}. Since B is a block, it is a union of orbits of Gx (see Proposition 5.22). As Gx

is transitive on X \ {x}, it has orbits: {x} and X \ {x}. Thus B = X, and so B is trivial.

Definition 10.5. A permutation group G of degree n is sharply k-transitive if G is k-
transitive and |G| = n(n− 1) · · · (n− k + 1).

The following result is useful when proving that a given permutation group is (k + 1)-
transitive.

Theorem 10.6. Let G be a transitive permutation group of X such that Gx (x ∈ X) is
k-transitive on X \ {x}. Then G is also (k + 1)-transitive.

Proof. We have to show that G acts transitively on the set X(k+1). Let x = (x1, . . . , xk+1)
and y = (y1, . . . , yk+1) be from X(k+1). Since G is transitive, there exists g1, g2 ∈ G such that
xgk+1 = x and xg2 = yk+1. Since Gx is k-transitive, there exsits h ∈ Gx such that

(xg11 , . . . , xgkk )h = (y
g−1

2

1 , . . . , y
g−1

2

k ).

Then xg1hg2 = (xg11 , . . . , xg1k , x)hg2 = (y
g−1

2

1 , . . . , y
g−1

2

k , x)g2 = y. This concludes the proof.

Exercise 10.7. Prove that the group AGL(1, p) is sharply 2-transitive.

Exercise 10.8. If G is a transitive permutation group on a set X, then G is 2-transitive on
X if and only if

1

|G|

∑

g∈G

|fixX(g)|2 = 2.

10.1 Regular normal subgroups

In this part we determine the regular normal subgroups of multiply transitive permutation
groups.

First, we study regular normal subgroups of an arbitrary permutation group.

Lemma 10.9. Let G be a permutation group of X, and let N be a regular normal subgroup
of G. Then there exists a subgroup A ≤ Aut(N) such that the restriction of Gx (x ∈ X) to
X \ {x} is permutation isomorphic to the restriction of A to N \ {1N}.
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Proof. Define a mapping f : N → X as f : n 7→ xn, n ∈ N . Since N is regular, the mapping
f is bijective. Then an action of G on N is defined by

ng = f−1(xng), n ∈ N, g ∈ G.

Denote by ρ the corresponding permutation representation, i.e., ρ : G → Sym(N) is a ho-
momorphism. Let g ∈ ker(ρ). This means ng = n for all n. Then xn = f(n) = f(ng) =
xng = (xn)g, and so g = idX . Thus ker(ρ) is trivial, and ρ is an isomorphism from G to the
permuation group ρ(G) ≤ Sym(N). Then f−1 is a bijective mapping from X to N such that
we have the property that for all n ∈ N and g ∈ G,

f−1((xn)g) = (f−1(xn))ρ(g).

This is the same as for all y ∈ X and g ∈ G,

f−1(yg) = (f−1(y))ρ(g).

This means that G is permutation isomorphic to ρ(G).

Let g ∈ Gx. Then because of N is a normal subgroup in G, g−1ng ∈ N , and hence

nρ(g) = ng = f−1(xng) = f−1(xg
−1ng) = g−1ng.

This implies that ρ(g) ∈ Aut(N). Thus ρ(Gx) ≤ Aut(N), and the lemma holds with A =
ρ(Gx).

Theorem 10.10. Let G be a k-transitive permutation group of X with k ≥ 2, and let N be
a regular normal subgroup of G.

(1) If k = 2 then N ∼= Z
n
p , where p is a prime.

(2) If k = 3 then N ∼= Z
n
2 or N ∼= Z3.

(3) If k = 4 then N ∼= Z
2
2.

Proof. Because of part (2) in Theorem 10.4 the stabilizer Gx is (k − 1)-transitive. Let A be
the subgroup of Aut(N) described in Lemma 10.9. Then A is (k− 1)-transitive on N \ {1N}.

(1): According to Cauchy Theorem there exists n1 ∈ N with ord(n1) = p, where p is a
prime. Let n ∈ N , n 6= 1H . Then n = nα

1 for some α ∈ A, and so ord(n) = ord(n1) = p. We
obtain that N is a p-group. Thus the center Z(N) is nontrivial. Let n ∈ Z(N), n 6= 1H . Then
nα ∈ Z(N) for all α ∈ A hence Z(N) = N , and so N is an abelian group. As any abelian
p-group is the direct product of cyclic groups of p-power order, we conclude that N ∼= Z

n
p .

(2): Now A is 2-transitive on N \ {1N}, hence it is primitive. It can be seen that for
n ∈ N \ {1N} the set {n, n−1} is block for A. As A is primitive, {n, n−1} = {n} for all n,
or {n, n−1} = N \ {1H}. In the first case p = 2 and N ∼= Z

n
2 , in the second case p = 3 and

N ∼= Z3.

(3): Because of (2) N ∼= Z
n
2 , n ≥ 2. Let {1N , n1, n2, n1n2} be a subgroup of N . Now An1

is 2-transitive on N \ {1N , n1}, hence it is primitive. It can be seen that for n ∈ N \ {1N , n1}
the set {n, n1n}, is block for An1

. In particular, {n2, n1n2} is a block. Hence {n2, n1n2} =
N \ {1H , n1}, and so N = {1N , n1, n2, n1n2}, N ∼= Z

2
2.
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Exercise 10.11. Let G be a group acting 4-transitively on X admitting a regular normal
subgroup N . Determine all the possibilities for G.

Proof. By Theorem 10.10, it follows that N ∼= Z
2
2. Then using Lemma 10.9, it follows that

G ∼= Z
2
2 ⋊ A, where A ≤ Aut(Z2

2) and A acts 3-transitively on Z
2
2 \ {1}. Since Aut(Z2

2) =
GL(2, 2), it follows that A ≤ GL(2, 2). It is now easy to see that A = GL(2, 2) and hence
G ∼= Z

2
2 ⋊GL(2, 2).

As an application of Theorem 10.10 we give a short proof of the simplicity of the alternating
group An, n ≥ 5. We shall need the following lemma.

Lemma 10.12. Let G be a primitive permutation group of X, such that Gx (x ∈ X) is a
simple group. Then G is a simple group or it has a regular normal subgroup.

Proof. We assume that G is not a simple group, and choose a nonrivial normal subgroup
N , such that N < G. Because of Theorem 5.26, N is transitive. Thus NGx = G. Then
Nx = Gx ∩N , and Nx ⊳ Gx. As Gx is a simple group, |Nx| = 1 or Nx = Gx. In the second
case Gx ≤ N , and N = NGx = G, which is a contradiction to N < G. Thus |Nx| = 1. This
implies that Ny = 1 for all y ∈ X. We obtain that N is both transitive and semiregular on
X, i.e., N is a regular subgroup.

Theorem 10.13. If n ≥ 5 then An is a simple group.

Proof. We prove the theorem by induction on n. The case n = 5 is left for exercise. Let n ≥ 6.
The permutation group An is (n− 2)-transitive (see Example 10.3), hence it is primtive. The
stabilizer (An)n is isomorphic to An−1. By the induction hypothesis we may assume that
(An)n is a simple group, and we may apply Lemma 10.12. It follows that An is simple or it
has a regular normal subgroup. The group An is (n − 2)-transitive. Theorem 10.10 implies
that An cannot have a regular normal subgroup. Thus Lemma 10.12 implies that An is a
simple group.

11 Rank of permutation group

Before introducing the definition of the rank of a permutation group, we are first going to
prove the following.

Proposition 11.1. Let G be a transitive permutation group on a set X and let x, y ∈ X.
The number of orbits of Gx on X equals to the number of orbits of Gy on X.

Proof. Since G is transitive on X, it follows that y = xg, for some g ∈ G. Then Gy = g−1Gxg.
Let O be an arbitrary orbit of Gx, that is O = zGx = {za | a ∈ Gx}. Permutation g maps O
to

Og = {zag | a ∈ Gx} = {(zg)g
−1ag | a ∈ Gx} = {(zg)b | b ∈ Gy} = (zg)Gy .

We proved that zGx = (zg)Gy , for every z ∈ X. This means that g defines a mapping g from
the set of orbits of Gx to the set of orbits of Gy, that is

g : zGx 7→ (zg)Gy .
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It remains to prove that the mapping g is bijective. Since G is permutation, it follows that g is
surjective. Suppose that (zg1)

Gy = (zg2)
Gy for some z1, z2 ∈ X. This means that zg2 = zgb1 , for

some b ∈ Gy. Since Gy = g−1Gxg it follows that b = g−1ag, for some a ∈ Gx, and therefore

zg2 = zgb1 = z
g(g−1ag)
1 = zag1 . We conclude that zg2 = (za1 )

g which implies that z2 = za1 . Hence
zGx

2 = zaGx

1 = zGx

1 , and we conclude that g is injective. This concludes the proof.

Definition 11.2. Rank of a transitive permutation group G ≤ X is the number of orbits of
Gx on X.

Theorem 11.3. Rank r of a transitive permutation group G is

r =
1

|G|

∑

g∈G

|fixX(g)|2.

Proof. By the Cauchy-Frobenius theorem, we have

r =
1

|Gx|

∑

g∈Gx

|fixX(g)|.

Summing over elements of X we have

r|X| =
∑

x∈X

1

|Gx|

∑

g∈Gx

|fixX(g)| =
|X|

|G|

∑

x∈X

∑

g∈Gx

|fixX(g)|,

and hence we obtain

r =
1

|G|

∑

x∈X

∑

g∈Gx

|fixX(g)|.

We claim that
∑

g∈G

|fixX(g)|2 =
∑

x∈X

∑

g∈Gx

|fixX(g)|.

If g 6∈ Gx, for any x ∈ X, then |fixX(g)| = 0. On the other hand, if |fixX(g)| 6= 0, then there
are precisely |fixX(g)| values of x ∈ X, for which g ∈ Gx. This concludes the proof.

Exercise 11.4. Prove that the transitive group G ≤ Sym(X) is 2-transitive if and only if
rank of G is 2.

Exercise 11.5. Determine the rank of following groups:

1. Sn;

2. An;

3. D2n.

Exercise 11.6. Let X = (V,E) be a graph, and let G = Aut(X) its automorphism group. If
G is rank 3-group, then X is strongly regular graph.

Exercise 11.7. Calculate the rank of of the wreath product Sn ≀ S2 with the product action
of degree n2.
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