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Updating the Calendar

1T MAY COME AS A SURPRISE to some people that a

question about the excellence and accuracy of the
calendar should be raised. Has it not come down to
us hallowed by tradition and laden with associations
since the beginning of time? Are not our birthdays
and weddings and other anniversaries irretrievably
involved in the present arrangement ?

Practical business economics, social convenience
and scientific accuracy are motives forcing us to give
fresh thought to something we supposed was settled
for good. The irregularities of the Gregorian calendar
have become increasingly evident in these days of
swift communication, complicated business calcula-
tions, statistical comparisons, and computer opera-
tions. In short, the calendar is out of date.

The whole basis of our measurement of time is
fictitious. The zero adopted for starting the day is the
instant when a fictitious body known as the "mean
sun" is on a chosen meridian, which is an imaginary
line running from pole to pole.

Even in building up our calendar we erred: we
passed from 1 B.C. to A.D. 1 disregarding the zero
year thus telescoping two years into one. We boast
that our computers demand exact data if they are to
function accurately; what self-respecting computer
would deal with programming on such a wobbly
basis ?

About time-keeping

Our everyday calendar is an artificial medium that
has been juggled with through the centuries in an
effort to make it more accurate and more useful.

The periodical occurrence of natural phenomena
gave rise to the first divisions of time. Twenty-three
centuries ago Aristotle recognized that the sole
measurer of time is motion, and it is the three well-
known motions of earth, sun, and moon that play so
important a part in our life affairs. They furnish our
imaginations with natural yardsticks by which
elapsing spaces may be divided into calendar and
clock time.

Primitive man, not being able to count in high
numbers, found the changing phases of the moon
handy to indicate long periods of time. Later, he
recognized the changes in the sun’s daily path as
keeping step with the seasons. As an outcome, we
have three types of calendar: the lunar, which keeps
step with the moon, and ignores the sun and the
seasons; the solar, which is in step with the sun, but
disregards the moon; and the lunar-solar, which
attempts to combine the two.

A calendar introduced in 46 B.C. ignored the
months and was content with making the days fit
into the year. This was done by inventing the leap
year, without realizing that adding an extra day
every four years rather overdid things. By A.D. 1582
this small error had amounted to more than ten days.

The sixteenth century revision provided for omission
of the leap year once in a century unless the number of
the century is divisible by 400. This whittled down
the error to one day in every 3,343 years.

A Persian mathematician and astronomer, Omar
Khayyam, more remembered today for his RubaO,at,
proposed in 1079 to postpone the leap-year sequence
one year every thirty-two years, thereby reducing the
error to one day in 5,000 years, but his proposal was
ignored by the Gregorian reformers.

There have been all sorts of ways tried to keep
track of the passing days. Clay tablets found in the
ruins of Babylon divided the year into 360 days,
making twelve neat months with thirty days each, and
the consequent inaccuracy was made up by adding an
extra month every once in a while.

The Aztecs left behind them a calendar stone
recording eighteen months of twenty days each, with
five extra days at the end of the year which were
named "useless". The Aztecs did try to keep up with
things by intercalating 25 days every 104 years, thus
providing a nicer adjustment to solar time than that
of any European calendar of the same period.

In Russia, experiments were made with a twelve-
month calendar, each month having six weeks, so as
to attain a five-day week. That lasted from 1923 to




