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Abstract: Switches in electrical circuits may lead to Dirac impulses in the solution; a real word
example utilizing this effect is the spark plug. Treating these Dirac impulses in a mathematically
rigorous way is surprisingly challenging. This is in particular true for arguments made in the
frequency domain in connection with the Laplace transform. A survey will be given on how
inconsistent initials values have been treated in the past and how these approaches can be
justified in view of the now available solution theory based on piecewise-smooth distributions.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Modeling electrical circuits containing (ideal) switches
naturally leads to a description via switched differentialalgebraic equations (DAEs) of the form
Eσ(t) ẋ(t) = Aσ(t) x(t) + Bσ(t) u(t)
where x is the state (including algebraic variables), u is
the input and σ is the switching signal (Trenn, 2012).
The reason why it is in general not possible to find
a more classical model in terms of ordinary differential
equations (ODEs) is the fact, that the changing position
of the switches changes the algebraic constraints; without
including algebraic constraints in the model it would not
be possible to incorporate changing algebraic constraints.
Furthermore, the effect of inconsistent initial values can
not be studied in a model already in the form of an ODE
(because ODEs do not have inconsistent initial values).
For a given switching signal σ the switched DAE can be
viewed as a repeated initial value problem for the DAE
E ẋ = Ax + Bu
(1)
n
with initial condition x(0) = x0 ∈ R . As mentioned
above, at a switching time the algebraic constraints may
change, hence the initial value from the past may not be
consistent anymore and the meaning of “x(0) = x0 ” has
to be made precise. In the context of electrical circuit
this is a long standing question and can be traced back
at least to Verghese et al. (1981). There have been different approaches to deal with inconsistent initial values,
e.g. Sincovec et al. (1981); Cobb (1982); Opal and Vlach
(1990); Rabier and Rheinboldt (1996); Reißig et al. (2002);
Frasca et al. (2010), some of which will be discussed later.
All have in common that jumps as well as Dirac impulses
may occur in the solutions. The Dirac impulse is a distribution (a generalized function) hence one must enlarge the
considered solution space to also include distributions.
This extended abstract is a revisitation of Trenn (2013)
and will discuss the mathematical and conceptional difficulties arising from the notion of inconsistent initial values,
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in particular, when the Laplace transform is applied to
the equation and arguments from the frequency domain
are used. First some required notation from distribution
theory is recalled, then a Laplace transform approach is
presented on how to deal with inconsistent initial values
and finally an alternative approach in the time domain is
presented.
2. PRELIMINARIES ON DISTRIBUTION THEORY
The classical distribution theory by Schwartz (1957, 1959)
is revised in the following. The space of test functions
is C0∞ := { ϕ : R → R | ϕ ∈ C ∞ has compact support },
which is equipped with a certain topology 1 . The space of
distributions, denoted by D, is then the dual of the space
of test functions, i.e.
D := { D : C0∞ → R | D is linear and continuous } .
A large class of ordinary functions, namely locally integrable functions, can be embedded into D via the following
R
injective 2 homomorphism f 7→ fD with fD (ϕ) := R f ϕ.
The main feature of distributions is the ability to take
derivatives for any distribution D ∈ D via D0 (ϕ) :=
−D(ϕ0 ), which is consistent with the classical derivative,
i.e. if f is differentiable, then (fD )0 = (f 0 )D . In particular,
the Heaviside unit step 1[0,∞) has a distributional derivative which can easily be calculated to be
(1[0,∞) D )0 (ϕ) = ϕ(0) =: δ(ϕ),
hence it results in the well known Dirac impulse δ (at
t = 0). In general, the Dirac impulse δt at time t ∈ R is
given by δt (ϕ) := ϕ(t). Furthermore, if g is a piecewise
differentiable function with one jump at t = tJ , then
(gD )0 = (g 0 )D + (g(tJ +) − g(tJ −))δtj ,
(2)
0
where g is the derivative of g on R \ {0}.
1 The topology is such that a sequence (ϕ )
k k∈N of test functions
converges to zero if, and only if, 1) the supports of all ϕk are
contained within one common compact set K ⊆ R and 2) for all
(i)
i ∈ N, ϕk converges uniformly to zero as k → ∞
2 Two locally integrable functions which only differ on a set of
measure zero are identified with each other.

Now it is no problem to consider the DAE (1) (without
the initial condition) in a distributional solution space;
instead of x and u being vectors of functions they are now
vectors of distributions, i.e. x ∈ Dn and f ∈ Dm where
n × n and n × m are the size of the matrices E, A and
B. The definition of the matrix vector product remains
unchanged 3 so that (1) reads as m equations in D.
Considering distributional solutions, however, does not
help to treat inconsistent initial value; au contraire, distributions cannot be evaluated at a certain time because
they are not functions of time, so writing x(0) = x0 makes
no sense. Even when assuming that a pointwise evaluation
is well defined for certain distributions, the DAE (1) will
still not exhibit (distributional) solution with arbitrary
initial values. This is easily seen when considering, e.g.,
the DAE (1) with (E, A, B) = (0, I, 0), which simply reads
as 0 = x.
So what does it then mean to speak of a solution of (1) with
inconsistent initial value? The motivation for inconsistent
initial values is the situation that the system descriptions
gets active at the initial time t = 0 and before that the
system was governed by different (maybe unknown) rules.
This viewpoint was already expressed by Doetsch (1974)
in the context of distributional solutions for ODEs:
The concept of “initial value” in the physical science
can be understood only when the past, that is the
interval t < 0, has been included in our considerations.
This occurs naturally for distributions which, without
exception, are defined on the entire t-axis.

So mathematically, there is some given past trajectory x0
for x up to the initial time and the DAE (1) only holds
on the interval [0, ∞). This means that a solution of the
following initial trajectory problem (ITP) is sought:
x(−∞,0) = x0(−∞,0)
(3)
(E ẋ)[0,∞) = (Ax + Bu)[0,∞) ,
where x0 ∈ Dn is an arbitrary past trajectory and DI for
some interval I ⊆ R and D ∈ D denotes a distributional
restriction generalizing the restrictions of functions given
byfI (t) = f (t) for t ∈ I and f (t) = 0 otherwise.
A fundamental problem is the fact (Trenn, 2013, Lem. 5.1)
that such a distributional restriction does not exist!
This problem was resolved especially in older publication
(Campbell, 1980, 1982; Verghese et al., 1981) by ignoring
it and/or by arguing with the Laplace transform (see the
next section). Cobb (1984) seems to be the first to be
aware of this problem and he resolved it by introducing
the space of piecewise-continuous distributions; Geerts
(1993b,a) was the first to use the space of impulsivesmooth distributions (introduced by Hautus and Silverman (1983)) as a solution space for DAEs. Seemingly
unaware of these two approaches, Tolsa and Salichs (1993)
developed a distributional solution framework which can
be seen as a mixture between the approaches of Cobb
3 Some authors (Rabier and Rheinboldt, 2002; Kunkel and
Mehrmann, 2006) use a different definition for the matrix vector
product which is due to the different viewpoint of a distributional
vector x as a map from (C0∞ )n to R instead of a map from C0∞ to
Rn . The latter seems the more natural approach in view of applying
it to (1), but it seems that both approaches are equivalent at least
with respect to the solution theory of DAEs.

and Geerts. The more comprehensive space of piecewisesmooth distributions was later introduced (Trenn, 2009) to
combine the advantages of the piecewise-continuous and
impulsive-smooth distributional solution spaces. Further
details are discussed in Section 4.
Cobb (1982) also presented another approach by justifying
the impulsive response due to inconsistent initial values
via his notion of limiting solutions. The idea is to replace
the singular matrix E in (1) by a “disturbed” version
Eε which is invertible for all ε > 0 and Eε → E as
ε → 0. If the solutions of the corresponding initial value
ODE problem ẋ = Eε−1 Ax, x(0) = x0 converges to a
distribution, then Cobb calls this the limiting solution. He
is then able to show that the limiting solution is unique
and equal to the one obtained via the Laplace-transform
approach. Campbell (1982) extends this result also to the
inhomogeneous case.
3. LAPLACE TRANSFORM APPROACHES
Especially in the signal theory community it is common to
study systems like (1) in the so called frequency domain
(in contrast to the time domain). The transformation
between time and frequency domain is given by the Laplace
transform defined via the Laplace integral:
Z ∞
ĝ(s) :=
e−st g(t) dt
(4)
0

for some function g and s ∈ C. Note that in general
the Laplace integral is not well defined for all s ∈ C
and a suitable domain for ĝ must be chosen (Doetsch,
1974). If a suitable domain exists, then ĝ = L{g} is
called the Laplace transform of g and, in general, L{·}
denotes the Laplace transform operator. Again note that
it is not specified at this point which class of functions
have a Laplace transform and which class of functions are
obtained as the image of L{·}. The main feature of the
Laplace transform is the following property, where g is
a differentiable function for which g and g 0 have Laplace
transforms,
L{g 0 }(s) = sL{g}(s) − g(0),
(5)
which is a direct consequence of the definition of the
Laplace integral invoking partial differentiation. If g is not
continuous at t = 0 but g(0+ ) exists and g 0 denotes the
derivative of g on R \ {0}, then (5) still holds in a slightly
altered form:
L{g 0 }(s) = sL{g}(s) − g(0+ ).
(6)
In particular, the Laplace transform does not take into
account at all how g behaved for t < 0 which is a trivial
consequence of the definition of the Laplace integral. This
observation will play an important role when studying
inconsistent initial values.
Taking into account the linearity of the Laplace transform
the DAE (1) is transformed into
(7)
sE x̂(s) = Ax̂(s) + B û(s) + Ex(0+ )
If the matrix pair (E, A) is regular 4 and x(0+ ) = 0, the
latter can be solved easily algebraically:
x̂(s) = (sE − A)−1 B û(s) =: G(s)û(s),
(8)
where G(s) is a matrix over the field of rational functions
and is usually called transfer function.
4

(E, A) is called regular, if det(sE − A) is not identically zero.

A first systematic treatment of descriptor systems in the
frequency domain was carried out by Rosenbrock (1970).
He, however, only considered zero initial values and the
input-output behavior. In particular, he was not concerned
with a solution theory for general DAEs (1) with possible
inconsistent values. Furthermore, he restricted attention
to inputs which are exponentially bounded (guaranteeing existence of the Laplace transform), hence formally
his framework could not deal with arbitrary (sufficiently
smooth) inputs.
The definition of the Laplace transform can be extended to
be well defined for certain distributions as well (Doetsch,
1974), therefore consider the following class of distributions:
n
o
D≥0,k :=

D = (gD )(k)

where g : R → R is continuous
and g(t) = 0 on (−∞, 0)

.

For D ∈ D≥0,k with D = (gD )(k) the (distributional)
Laplace transform is now given by
LD {D}(s) := sk L{g}(s)
on a suitable domain in C. Note that δ ∈ D≥0,2 and it is
easily seen that
LD {δ} = 1.
(9)
Furthermore, for every locally integrable function g for
which L{g} is defined on a suitable domain it holds
Z · 
1
LD {gD } = sL
g = s L{g} = L{g},
(10)
s
0
i.e. the distributional Laplace transform coincides with the
classical Laplace transform defined by (4).
A direct consequence of theS
definition of LD is the following
derivative rule for all D ∈ k D≥0,k :
LD {D0 }(s) = sLD {D}
(11)
which seems to be in contrast to the derivative rule (6),
because no initial value occurs. The latter can actually
not be expected because general distributions do not have
a well defined function evaluation at a certain time t.
However, the derivative rule (11) is consistent with (6);
to see this let g be a function being zero on (−∞, 0),
differentiable on (0, ∞) with well defined value g(0+ ).
Denote with g 0 the (classical) derivative of g on R \ {0},
then (invoking linearity of LD )
(2)

LD {(gD )0 } = LD {(g 0 )D + g(0+ )δ}
(9),(10)

= LD {(g 0 )D } + g(0+ )LD {δ} = L{g 0 } + g(0+ ),
which shows equivalence of (11) and (6). The key observation is that the distributional derivative takes into account
the jump at t = 0 whereas the classical derivates ignores
it, i.e. in the above context
(gD )0 6= (g 0 )D .
As it is common to identify g with gD (even in Doetsch
(1974)), the above distinction is difficult to grasp, in
particular for inexperienced readers. As this problem plays
an important role when dealing with inconsistent initial
values, it is not surprising that researchers from the DAE
community who are simply using the Laplace transform as
a tool, struggle with the treatment of inconsistent initial
values, c.f. Lundberg et al. (2007).
Revisiting the treatment of the DAE (1) in the frequency
domain one has now to decide wether to use the usual

Laplace transform resulting in (7) or the distributional
Laplace transform resulting in
sE x̂(s) = Ax̂(s) + B û(s),
(12)
where the initial value x(0+ ) does not occur anymore. In
particular, if u = 0 the only solution of (12) is x̂(s) = 0,
which implies x = 0. Altogether, the following dilemma
occurs:
Dilemma. Consider the regular DAE (1) with zero input
but non-zero initial value, then the following conflicting
observations can be made:
• An adhoc analysis calls for distributional solutions in
response to inconsistent initial values. For consistent initial
value there exist classical (nonzero) solutions.
• Using the distributional Laplace transform to analyze
the (distributional) solutions of (1) reveals that the only
solution is the trivial one. In particular, no initial values
(neither inconsistent nor consistent ones) are taken into
account at all.
This problem was already observed by Doetsch (1974) and
is based on the definition of the distributional Laplace
transform which is only defined for distributions vanishing
on (−∞, 0). The following “solution” to this Dilemma
was
S
suggested (Doetsch, 1974, p. 129): Define for D ∈ k D≥0,k
the “past-aware” derivative operator ddt− :
d−
dt D

:= D0 − d−
0δ

(13)

d−
0

where
∈ R is interpreted as a “virtual” initial value for
−
D(0− ). Note
S however, that, by definition D(0 ) = 0 for
every D ∈ k D≥0,k hence at this stage it is not clear why
this definition makes sense. This problem was also pointed
out by Cobb (1982).
Using now the past-aware derivative in the distributional
formulation of (1) one obtains:
(14)
Ex0 = Ax + Bu + Ex−
0δ
n
where x−
0 ∈ R is the virtual (possible inconsistent) initial
−
value
for x(0 ) and solutions are sought in the space
S
n
( k D≥0,k ) , i.e. x is assumed to be zero on (−∞, 0).
Applying the distributional Laplace transform to (14)
yields
(15)
sE x̂(s) = Ax̂(s) + B û(s) + Ex−
0
+
In contrast to (7), x−
0 is not the initial value for x(0 )
−
but is the virtual initial value for x(0 ). If the matrix pair
(E, A) is regular, the solution of (15) can now be obtained
via x̂(s) = (sE −A)−1 (B û(s)+Ex−
0 ) and using the inverse
Laplace transform; there are however the following major
drawbacks:
(i) Within the frequency domain it is not possible to
motivate the incorporation of the (inconsistent) initial
values as in (14); in fact, Doetsch (1974) who seems to
have introduced this notion needs to argue with the help
of the distributional derivative and (13) within the time
domain!
(ii) The Laplace transform ignores everything what was
in the past, i.e. on the interval (−∞, 0); this is true
for the classical Laplace transform (by definition of the
Laplace integral) as well as for the distributional Laplace
transform (by only considering distributions which vanish
for t < 0). Hence the natural viewpoint of an initial
trajectory problem (3) as also informally advocated by
Doetsch is not possible to treat with the Laplace transform

approach.
(iii) Making statements about existence and uniqueness
of solution with the help of the frequency domain heavily
depends on an isomorphism between the time-domain and
the frequency domain; there are, however, only a few
special isomorphisms between certain special subspaces of
the frequency and time domain, no general isomorphismus
is available.
4. PIECEWISE-SMOOTH DISTRIBUTIONS
In order to rigorously analyse switched DAEs it was
suggested in Trenn (2009) to use as an underlying solution
space the space of piecewise-smooth distributions


∞
, T ⊆ R locally 
f ∈ Cpw

X
DpwC ∞ :=

D = fD +



Dt

t∈T

,
finite, ∀t ∈ T :

Dt ∈ span{δt , δt0 , δt00 , . . .}

∞
where Cpw
is the space of piecewise-smooth functions (with
locally finitely many discontinuities). This space is closed
under differentiation and therefore removes one shortcoming of Cobb’s space of piecewise-continuous distributions and generalized the space of impulsive-smooth distributions, which only considers Dirac impulses at t = 0 5 .

A key result for the ITP (3) is then the following equivalence:
Theorem 1. (cf. Thm. 5.3 in Trenn (2013)). Consider the
ITP (3) within the piecewise-smooth distributional solution framework with fixed initial trajectory x0 ∈ DnpwC ∞
n
and inhomogeneity u ∈ Dm
pwC ∞ . Then x ∈ DpwC ∞ solves
0
the ITP (3) if, and only if, z := x − x(−∞,0) = x[0,∞)
solves
z(−∞,0) = 0
(16)
(E ż)[0,∞) = (Az + Bu)[0,∞) + Ex0 (0−)δ.
Corollary 2. Consider a (possible inconsistent) initial value
x0 ∈ Rn for the regular DAE (1). Then for any trajectory
x0 ∈ DnpwC ∞ with x0 (0− ) = x0 and any input u, the solution of the ITP (3) restricted the interval [0, ∞) equals the
solution obtained via the Laplace transform approach (15).
5. CONCLUSION
Inconsistent initial values cannot be treated in a meaningful way when studying DAEs in the frequency domain. However, arguments in the time-domain based on
piecewise-smooth distribution justify why adding the term
Ex0 to the right-hand side of the distributionally Laplace
transformed DAE has something to do with the solution
for an inconsistent initial value.
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